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      Mary McCarthy (1912–1989) was born in Seattle, Washington. She was a short-story writer, bestselling novelist, essayist and
         a social and art critic. She studied at the Annie Wright Seminary in Tacoma, and went on to graduate from Vassar College in
         Poughkeepsie, New York, in 1933. Her first novel, The Company She Keeps, was published in 1942. She was also the author of Memoirs of a Catholic Girlhood, The Stones of Florence, Venice Observed and Birds of America, among other books. The Group, published in 1963, remained on the New York Times bestseller list for almost two years. She was a member of the National Institute of Arts and Letters and won the National
         Medal for Literature and the Edward MacDowell Medal in 1984.
      

   
      
      Also by Mary McCarthy

      
      The Oasis

      
      Cast a Cold Eye

      
      The Groves of Academe

      
      A Charmed Life

      
      Sights and Spectacles

      
      Venice Observed

      
      Memories of a Catholic Girlhood

      
      The Group

      
      The Stones of Florence

      
      On the Contrary

      
      Mary McCarthy’s Theatre Chronicles

      
      Vietnam

      
      Hanoi

      
      The Writing on the Wall and Other Literary Essays

      
      Birds of America

      
      Medina

      
      The Seventeenth Degree

      
      The Mask of State: Watergate Portraits

      
      Cannibals and Missionaries

      
      Ideas and the Novel

      
      The Hounds of Summer and Other Stories

      
      Occasional Prose

      
      How I Grew

      
      Intellectual Memories: New York 1936–1938

      
      Hannah Arendt and Mary McCarthy

      
      Between Friends: The Correspondence of Hannah Arendt and Mary McCarthy, 1949–1975

   

COPYRIGHT


Published by Hachette Digital


ISBN: 978-0-748-12700-9


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Mary McCarthy 1942, 1941, 1939


Copyright renewed © 1970, 1969, 1967 


Introduction copyright © Paula McLain 2011


Acknowledgements are due to The Southern Review, Partisan Review, and Harper’s Bazaar, in which certain of these episodes first appeared.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


Hachette Digital


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment


London, EC4Y 0DY


www.hachette.co.uk





      
      Introduction

      
      In her long and fruitful career in the world of letters, Mary McCarthy published seven novels, two collections of stories,
         three memoirs, two travel books, and nearly a dozen volumes of essays and criticism on art, culture and politics. Her best
         known work is undoubtedly The Group, with many millions of copies in print since its publication in 1963 – and yet I don’t believe any of her efforts matched
         the audacity, aplomb and sheer literary merit of The Company She Keeps.
      

      
      When the book was first released in May 1942, it contained a provocative author’s foreword (dropped in subsequent editions),
         an intimate personal history which shared titbits about McCarthy (her favourite writer was Shakespeare; her favourite literary
         character was Byron), and a photograph on the dust jacket that made McCarthy look like a Hollywood starlet; dewy-eyed and
         ethereal enough to rival Ingrid Bergman or Greta Garbo. The book became an overnight sensation, due in no small part to the
         fact that it was sensational – deliciously bold in both form and content. It also only very thinly disguised the author’s own exploits and indiscretions,
         which, at least in certain New York circles, McCarthy was already quite famous for.
      

      
      The Bildungsroman is an obvious course for a young novelist, and so it may little surprise the reader to learn that the milieu Margaret Sargent
         inhabits was infinitely familiar to McCarthy’s. Both the author and her heroine leave Vassar for New York City in the early
         30s and marry too young; both launch an unsteady career trafficking in words; both hobnob with intellectuals and political
         radicals, align themselves with Trotsky, and regularly upend their personal lives by careening into and out of affairs. The
         novel crackles with the veracity of these autobiographical details, but the surprise and unalloyed brilliance of The Company She Keeps is the shocking accuracy with which McCarthy portrays women’s inmost lives. She gets to that place because she doesn’t flinch
         or falter when piercing through the details she and Sargent have in common to expose the fear, shame and confusion they also
         share when confronting their own existence and choices.
      

      
      From the earliest, McCarthy didn’t shy away from using her own life as material for her fiction – quite the contrary. Like
         Ernest Hemingway, who made his scandalously autobiographical debut in 1926 with The Sun Also Rises, she pillaged the ruins of her own experience with an astonishing degree of brazenness, disregarding the wagging tongues
         of friends and enemies alike. Like Hemingway, she had a rare appetite for truth-telling and didn’t flinch when she turned
         the sharpness of her perception on her own missteps. ‘Perhaps I delude myself,’ she once told her good friend Elizabeth Hardwick,
         ‘but I don’t find it so hard to be honest about myself.’
      

      
      McCarthy’s personal frankness set off a ripple effect. The Company She Keeps mined territory that had scarcely, if ever, appeared in women’s literary fiction. It became the kind of book that women excitedly
         pressed on one another, and urged men to read as well, so they might understand something essential about the female experience.
         But along with the book’s symbolic and talismanic appeal was the very sure understanding that McCarthy was a writer of great calibre. In an interview with McCarthy’s
         biographer, Frances Kiernan, Norman Mailer describes discovering The Company She Keeps while a sophomore at Harvard: ‘It was a consummate piece of work. It seemed so finished. And at the same time she was taking
         this risk. She was revealing herself in ways she never did again. She was letting herself be found out.’ John Updike reacted
         similarly, saying: ‘[McCarthy’s] fiction never got better than The Company She Keeps. Maybe it was too hard to get better than that.’
      

      
      Undoubtedly, some of the novel’s power derives from its precocity. McCarthy was only twenty-eight when she began working on
         the book, her first real attempt at fiction. She’d had success in editing and publishing since graduating from Vassar in 1933,
         and also in writing reviews for The Nation and The New Republic, but she didn’t try her hand at imaginative writing until 1938, when her second husband, the critic Edmund Wilson, insisted
         she had a gift for it. Pushing her into a small guest bedroom in their rented house in Connecticut, he vowed she could come
         out only when she’d completed a story. Apparently this cruel and barbarous treatment was precisely the right formula for McCarthy.
         She typed the story out whole in one sitting and titled the piece – as you’ve no doubt already guessed – ‘Cruel and Barbarous
         Treatment’.
      

      
      Over the next several years, Wilson continued to prod from his side of the door and McCarthy continued to pen and publish
         – in Harper’s Bazaar, The Partisan Review and The Southern Review – other stories. Collected, they became ‘a novel in six parts’, which was a startlingly original way for McCarthy to present
         her heroine, Margaret Sargent, who is also startlingly original.
      

      
      When the novel opens, we know very little about Meg, not even her name. She is simply a Woman with a Secret, embroiled in
         an affair that will end her first marriage, and obsessed by the harrowing politics of just whom she should tell and when and why: ‘Three times a week or oftener, at lunch
         or tea, she would let herself tremble thus on the edge of exquisite self-betrayal, involving her companions in a momentous
         game whose rules and whose risks only she herself knew.’ The story moves forward in a kind of emotional striptease. Each stage
         of the affair is probed and scrutinized, as is Meg herself. Her penchant for dramatics, her frivolousness, her ego, and her
         proneness to self-deception are all mercilessly exposed, and in a tone so cool and arch one can’t help but be reminded of
         Sylvia Plath at the very height of her powers, in poems like ‘Daddy’ or ‘Lady Lazarus’. The effect is altogether brilliant
         and unsettling.
      

      
      In ‘Rogue’s Gallery’, we see a warmer and more appealing facet of Meg as she recalls the decidedly precarious time in her
         life when she worked as a stenographer for an enigmatic gallery owner, Mr Sheer. Hers is the strangest of jobs and Mr Sheer,
         living entirely by his wits, is the strangest of men, and yet our heroine remains an affectionate, loyal and utterly reliable
         employee. Our understanding of Meg becomes infinitely more complicated just as the novel shifts into its third and most penetrating
         segment, ‘The Man in the Brooks Brothers Shirt’, which finds her in a Pullman car with a married businessman from Cleveland.
         Here, as Meg surrenders to a one-night stand that leaves her baffled and deeply chagrined, her character becomes clearer and
         clearer, and so does McCarthy’s ingenious structure. This is a portrait of accumulated angles – with each segment offering
         a fragmented and often highly refracted view of our heroine. Margaret throws her gaze on the men who’ve functioned dramatically
         in her life, her liaisons and entanglements, reducing them to types as a way of trying to understand their role and her own:
         ‘the Young Man’, ‘the Genial Host’, and ‘the Intellectual’.
      

      
      Two things become increasingly clear as the novel progresses. The first is that Margaret is often most visible to us when
         she’s looking elsewhere, and the second is that she’s on a perpetual and rather painful quest for identity. This journey swings
         her as wildly and as nauseatingly as any carnival ride, and often drops her right back where she started, looking to others
         to tell her the truth about herself. When the Man in the Brooks Brothers Shirt declares, ‘Seems to me … you’re still in love
         with that husband of yours,’ our heroine snaps to attention. Leaning forward, she asks, ‘Do you really think so?’ and is driven
         to wonder:
      

      
      
         Perhaps at last she had found him, the one she kept looking for, the one who could tell her what she was really like. For
            this she had gone to palmists and graphologists, hoping not for a dark man or a boat trip, but for some quick blaze of gypsy
            insight that would show her her own lineaments. If she once knew, she had no doubt that she could behave perfectly; it was
            merely a question of finding out.
         

      

      
      In a similar moment in the final segment, ‘Ghostly Father, I Confess’, Margaret ‘hangs ardently’ on the words of her psychoanalyst
         as he lays out her life and choices to her, as he interprets them, ‘very much the magician’. She reports the moment, but also
         pierces it cleanly, exposing both her own need and the analyst’s inadequacy to the task: ‘Behind him you could see Mesmer
         and then Cagliostro, the whole train of illusionists, divine, disreputable charlatans, who breathe on the lead coin, and,
         lo, it is purest gold. In spite of herself, she felt a little excited. Her hands trembled, her breathing quickened. She was
         ready for the mystery.’
      

      
      ‘Ghostly Father, I Confess’ functions as a keystone in the collection. Only here do we learn Margaret’s back story and begin
         to see her whole, the product of a traumatic beginning – orphaned at six in the wake of the Influenza Epidemic, beaten and
         emotionally abused by a close relative – a childhood that bears an undeniable resemblance to McCarthy’s own. At the end of
         the novel, Meg surrenders to the thin offerings of an analysis she doesn’t have faith in, prays to a God she doesn’t remotely
         believe in, and vows to stay in a marriage she knows is doomed, and all because she seems to have reached the end of her emotional
         resources. She can’t fool herself any longer. Each of her emotional missteps floats clear of the morass and offers the same
         lesson: ‘some failure of self-love’ has obliged her ‘to snatch blindly at the love of others, hoping to love herself through
         them, borrowing their feelings, as the moon borrowed light.’
      

      
      In the end, our comprehension of Meg is realer and more poignant for the novel’s partiality. To represent a life, we have
         only six fragments, each intensely coloured, primitive and singularly misshapen. Thinking about McCarthy’s accomplishment
         here, I’m reminded of Picasso’s first real experiment in Cubism, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, a painting that was as revolutionary and disconcerting in his world as McCarthy’s novel was in hers. Both works reject traditional
         perspective in favour of a complex multiplicity, as if each plane of their subjects’ many faces could be visible simultaneously.
         The result, in both cases, is richer and more representative of the world (and women) we recognize – more terribly beautiful,
         and terribly, beautifully true.
      

      
      Paula McLain, 2011

   
      
      ONE

      
      Cruel and Barbarous Treatment

      
      She could not bear to hurt her husband. She impressed this on the Young Man, on her confidantes, and finally on her husband
         himself. The thought of Telling Him actually made her heart turn over in a sudden and sickening way, she said. This was true,
         and yet she knew that being a potential divorcee was deeply pleasurable in somewhat the same way that being an engaged girl
         had been. In both cases, there was at first a subterranean courtship, whose significance it was necessary to conceal from
         outside observers. The concealment of the original, pre-marital courtship had, however, been a mere superstitious gesture,
         briefly sustained. It had also been, on the whole, a private secretiveness, not a partnership of silence. One put one’s family
         and one’s friends off the track because one was still afraid that the affair might not come out right, might not lead in a
         clean, direct line to the altar. To confess one’s aspirations might be, in the end, to publicize one’s failure. Once a solid
         understanding had been reached, there followed a short intermission of ritual bashfulness, in which both parties awkwardly participated, and then came the Announcement.
      

      
      But with the extramarital courtship, the deception was prolonged where it had been ephemeral, necessary where it had been
         frivolous, conspiratorial where it had been lonely. It was, in short, serious where it had been dilettantish. That it was
         accompanied by feelings of guilt, by sharp and genuine revulsions, only complicated and deepened its delights, by abrading
         the sensibilities, and by imposing a sense of outlawry and consequent mutual dependence upon the lovers. But what this interlude
         of deception gave her, above all, she recognized, was an opportunity, unparalleled in her experience, for exercising feelings
         of superiority over others. For her husband she had, she believed, only sympathy and compunction. She got no fun, she told
         the Young Man, out of putting horns on her darling’s head, and never for a moment, she said, did he appear to her as the comic
         figure of the cuckolded husband that one saw on the stage. (The Young Man assured her that his own sentiments were equally
         delicate, that for the wronged man he felt the most profound respect, tinged with consideration.) It was as if by the mere
         act of betraying her husband, she had adequately bested him; it was supererogatory for her to gloat, and, if she gloated at
         all, it was over her fine restraint in not-gloating, over the integrity of her moral sense, which allowed her to preserve
         even while engaged in sinfulness the acute realization of sin and shame. Her overt superiority feelings she reserved for her
         friends. Lunches and teas, which had been time-killers, matters of routine, now became perilous and dramatic adventures. The
         Young Man’s name was a bright, highly explosive ball which she bounced casually back and forth in these feminine tête-àtêtes. She would discuss him in his status of friend of the family, speculate on what girls he might have, attack him or defend
         him, anatomize him, keeping her eyes clear and impersonal, her voice empty of special emphasis, her manner humorously detached. While all the time … !

      
      Three times a week or oftener, at lunch or tea, she would let herself tremble thus on the exquisite edge of self-betrayal,
         involving her companions in a momentous game whose rules and whose risks only she herself knew. The Public Appearances were
         even more satisfactory. To meet at a friend’s house by design and to register surprise, to strike just the right note of young-matronly
         affection at cocktail parties, to treat him formally as ‘my escort’ at the theater during intermissions – these were triumphs
         of stage management, more difficult of execution, more nerve-racking than the lunches and teas, because two actors were involved. His over-ardent glance must be hastily deflected; his too-self-conscious reading of his lines must
         be entered in the debit side of her ledger of love, in anticipation of an indulgent accounting in private.
      

      
      The imperfections of his performance were, indeed, pleasing to her. Not, she thought, because his impetuosities, his gaucheries,
         demonstrated the sincerity of his passion for her, nor because they proved him a new hand at this game of intrigue, but rather
         because the high finish of her own acting showed off well in comparison. ‘I should have gone on the stage,’ she could tell
         him gaily, ‘or been a diplomat’s wife or an international spy,’ while he would admiringly agree. Actually, she doubted whether
         she could ever have been an actress, acknowledging that she found it more amusing and more gratifying to play herself than
         to interpret any character conceived by a dramatist. In these private theatricals it was her own many-faceted nature that
         she put on exhibit, and the audience, in this case unfortunately limited to two, could applaud both her skill of projection
         and her intrinsic variety. Furthermore, this was a play in which the donnée was real, and the penalty for a missed cue or an inopportune entrance was, at first anyway, unthinkable.
      

      
      She loved him, she knew, for being a bad actor, for his docility in accepting her tender, mock-impatient instruction. Those
         superiority feelings were fattening not only on the gullibility of her friends, but also on the comic flaws of her lover’s
         character, and on the vulnerability of her lover’s position. In this particular hive she was undoubtedly queen bee.
      

      
      The Public Appearances were not exclusively duets. They sometimes took the form of a trio. On these occasions the studied
         and benevolent carefulness which she always showed for her husband’s feelings served a double purpose. She would affect a
         conspicuous domesticity, an affectionate conjugal demonstrativeness, would sprinkle her conversation with ‘Darlings’, and
         punctuate it with pats and squeezes till her husband would visibly expand and her lover plainly and painfully shrink. For
         the Young Man no retaliation was possible. These endearments of hers were sanctioned by law, usage, and habit; they belonged
         to her role of wife and could not be condemned or paralleled by a young man who was himself unmarried. They were clear provocations,
         but they could not be called so, and the Young Man preferred not to speak of them. But she knew … Though she was aware of the sadistic intention of these displays, she was not ashamed of them, as she was sometimes twistingly
         ashamed of the hurt she was preparing to inflict on her husband. Partly she felt that they were punishments which the Young
         Man richly deserved for the wrong he was doing her husband, and that she herself in contriving them was acting, quite fittingly,
         both as judge and accused. Partly, too, she believed herself justified in playing the fond wife, whatever the damage to her
         lover’s ego, because, in a sense, she actually was a fond wife. She did have these feelings, she insisted, whether she was exploiting them or not.
      

      
      Eventually, however, her reluctance to wound her husband and her solicitude for his pride were overcome by an inner conviction that her love affair must move on to its next preordained stage. The possibilities of the subterranean courtship
         had been exhausted; it was time for the Announcement. She and the Young Man began to tell each other in a rather breathless
         and literary style that The Situation Was Impossible, and Things Couldn’t Go On This Way Any Longer. The ostensible meaning
         of these flurried laments was that, under present conditions, they were not seeing enough of each other, that their hours
         together were too short and their periods of separation too dismal, that the whole business of deception had become morally
         distasteful to them. Perhaps the Young Man really believed these things; she did not. For the first time, she saw that the
         virtue of marriage as an institution lay in its public character. Private cohabitation, long continued, was, she concluded,
         a bore. Whatever the coziness of isolation, the warm delights of having a secret, a love affair finally reached the point
         where it needed the glare of publicity to revive the interest of its protagonists. Hence, she thought, the engagement parties,
         the showers, the big church weddings, the presents, the receptions. These were simply socially approved devices by which the
         lovers got themselves talked about. The gossip value of a divorce and remarriage was obviously far greater than the gossip
         value of a mere engagement, and she was now ready, indeed hungry, to hear What People Would Say.
      

      
      The lunches, the teas, the Public Appearances were getting a little flat. It was not, in the end, enough to be a Woman With
         A Secret, if to one’s friends one appeared to be a woman without a secret. The bliss of having a secret required, in short,
         the consummation of telling it, and she looked forward to the My-dear-I-had-no-idea’s, the I-thought-you-and-Tom-were-so-happy-together’s,
         the How-did-you-keep-it-so-dark’s with which her intimates would greet her announcement. The audience of two no longer sufficed
         her; she required a larger stage. She tried it first, a little nervously, on two or three of her closest friends, swearing them to secrecy. ‘Tom must hear it first from
         me,’ she declared. ‘It would be too terrible for his pride if he found out afterwards that the whole town knew it before he
         did. So you mustn’t tell, even later on, that I told you about this today. I felt I had to talk to someone.’ After these lunches
         she would hurry to a phone booth to give the Young Man the gist of the conversation. ‘She certainly was surprised,’ she could
         always say with a little gush of triumph. ‘But she thinks it’s fine.’ But did they actually? She could not be sure. Was it possible that she sensed in these luncheon companions, her dearest friends, a certain reserve,
         a certain unexpressed judgment?
      

      
      It was a pity, she reflected, that she was so sensitive to public opinion. ‘I couldn’t really love a man,’ she murmured to
         herself once, ‘if everybody didn’t think he was wonderful.’ Everyone seemed to like the Young Man, of course. But still … She was getting panicky, she thought. Surely it was only common sense that nobody is admired by everybody. And even if a
         man were universally despised, would there not be a kind of defiant nobility in loving him in the teeth of the whole world?
         There would, certainly, but it was a type of heroism that she would scarcely be called upon to practice, for the Young Man
         was popular, he was invited everywhere, he danced well, his manners were ingratiating, he kept up intellectually. But was
         he not perhaps too amiable, too accommodating? Was it for this that her friends seemed silently to criticize him?
      

      
      At this time a touch of acridity entered into her relations with the Young Man. Her indulgent scoldings had an edge to them
         now, and it grew increasingly difficult for her to keep her make-believe impatience from becoming real. She would look for
         dark spots in his character and drill away at them as relentlessly as a dentist at a cavity. A compulsive didacticism possessed
         her: no truism of his, no cliché, no ineffectual joke could pass the rigidity of her censorship. And, hard as she tried to maintain the character of charming schoolmistress, the
         Young Man, she saw, was taking alarm. She suspected that, frightened and puzzled, he contemplated flight. She found herself
         watching him with impersonal interest, speculating as to what course he would take, and she was relieved but faintly disappointed
         when it became clear that he ascribed her sharpness to the tension of the situation and had decided to stick it out.
      

      
      The moment had come for her to tell her husband. By this single, cathartic act, she would, she believed, rid herself of the
         doubts and anxieties that beset her. If her husband were to impugn the Young Man’s character, she could answer his accusations
         and at the same time discount them as arising from jealousy. From her husband, at least, she might expect the favor of an
         open attack, to which she could respond with the prepared defense that she carried, unspoken, about with her. Further, she
         had an intense, childlike curiosity as to How Her Husband Would Take It, a curiosity which she disguised for decency’s sake
         as justifiable apprehension. The confidences already imparted to her friends seemed like pale dress rehearsals of the supreme
         confidence she was about to make. Perhaps it was toward this moment that the whole affair had been tending, for this moment
         that the whole affair had been designed. This would be the ultimate testing of her husband’s love, its final, rounded, quintessential
         expression. Never, she thought, when you live with a man do you feel the full force of his love. It is gradually rationed
         out to you in an impure state, compounded with all the other elements of daily existence, so that you are hardly sensible
         of receiving it. There is no single point at which it is concentrated; it spreads out into the past and the future until it
         appears as a nearly imperceptible film over the surface of your life. Only face to face with its own annihilation could it show itself wholly, and, once shown, drop into the category of completed experiences.
      

      
      She was not disappointed. She told him at breakfast in a fashionable restaurant, because, she said, he would be better able
         to control his feelings in public. When he called at once for the check, she had a spasm of alarm lest in an access of brutality
         or grief he leave her there alone, conspicuous, and, as it were, unfulfilled. But they walked out of the restaurant together
         and through the streets, hand in hand, tears streaming ‘unchecked’, she whispered to herself, down their faces. Later they
         were in the Park, by an artificial lake, watching the ducks swim. The sun was very bright, and she felt a kind of superb pathos
         in the careful and irrelevant attention they gave to the pastoral scene. This was, she knew, the most profound, the most subtle,
         the most idyllic experience of her life. All the strings of her nature were, at last, vibrant. She was both doer and sufferer:
         she inflicted pain and participated in it. And she was, at the same time, physician, for, as she was the weapon that dealt
         the wound, she was also the balm that could assuage it. Only she could know the hurt that engrossed him, and it was to her
         that he turned for the sympathy she had ready for him. Finally, though she offered him his discharge slip with one hand, with
         the other she beckoned him to approach. She was wooing him all over again, but wooing him to a deeper attachment than he had
         previously experienced, to an unconditional surrender. She was demanding his total understanding of her, his compassion, and
         his forgiveness. When at last he answered her repeated and agonized I-love-you’s by grasping her hand more tightly and saying
         gently, ‘I know,’ she saw that she had won him over. She had drawn him into a truly mystical union. Their marriage was complete.
      

      
      Afterwards everything was more prosaic. The Young Man had to be telephoned and summoned to a conference à trois, a conference, she said, of civilized, intelligent people. The Young Man was a little awkward, even dropped a tear or two, which
         embarrassed everyone else, but what, after all, she thought, could you expect? He was in a difficult position; his was a thankless
         part. With her husband behaving so well, indeed, so gallantly, the Young Man could not fail to look a trifle inadequate. The
         Young Man would have preferred it, of course, if her husband had made a scene, had bullied or threatened her, so that he himself
         might have acted the chivalrous protector. She, however, did not hold her husband’s heroic courtesy against him: in some way,
         it reflected credit on herself. The Young Man, apparently, was expecting to Carry Her Off, but this she would not allow. ‘It
         would be too heartless,’ she whispered when they were alone for a moment. ‘We must all go somewhere together.’
      

      
      So the three went out for a drink, and she watched with a sort of desperation her husband’s growing abstraction, the more
         and more perfunctory attention he accorded the conversation she was so bravely sustaining. ‘He is bored,’ she thought. ‘He
         is going to leave.’ The prospect of being left alone with the Young Man seemed suddenly unendurable. If her husband were to
         go now, he would take with him the third dimension that had given the affair depth, and abandon her to a flat and vulgar love
         scene. Terrified, she wondered whether she had not already prolonged the drama beyond its natural limits, whether the confession
         in the restaurant and the absolution in the Park had not rounded off the artistic whole, whether the sequel of divorce and
         remarriage would not, in fact, constitute an anti-climax. Already she sensed that behind her husband’s good manners an ironical
         attitude toward herself had sprung up. Was it possible that he had believed that they would return from the Park and all would
         continue as before? It was conceivable that her protestations of love had been misleading, and that his enormous tenderness toward her had been based, not on the idea that he was giving her up, but rather on the idea that he was
         taking her back – with no questions asked. If that were the case, the telephone call, the conference, and the excursion had
         in his eyes been a monstrous gaffe, a breach of sensibility and good taste, for which he would never forgive her. She blushed violently. Looking at him again,
         she thought he was watching her with an expression which declared: I have found you out: now I know what you are like. For
         the first time, she felt him utterly alienated.
      

      
      When he left them she experienced the let-down she had feared but also a kind of relief. She told herself that it was as well
         that he had cut himself off from her: it made her decision simpler. There was now nothing for her to do but to push the love
         affair to its conclusion, whatever that might be, and this was probably what she most deeply desired. Had the poignant intimacy
         of the Park persisted, she might have been tempted to drop the adventure she had begun and return to her routine. But that
         was, looked at coldly, unthinkable. For if the adventure would seem a little flat after the scene in the Park, the resumption
         of her marriage would seem even flatter. If the drama of the triangle had been amputated by her confession, the curtain had
         been brought down with a smack on the drama of wedlock.
      

      
      And, as it turned out, the drama of the triangle was not quite ended by the superficial rupture of her marriage. Though she
         had left her husband’s apartment and been offered shelter by a confidante, it was still necessary for her to see him every
         day. There were clothes to be packed, and possessions to be divided, love letters to be reread and mementoes to be wept over
         in common. There were occasional passionate, unconsummated embraces; there were endearments and promises. And though her husband’s
         irony remained, it was frequently vulnerable. It was not, as she had at first thought, an armor against her, but merely a sword, out of Tristan and Isolde, which lay permanently between them and enforced discretion.
      

      
      They met often, also, at the houses of friends, for, as she said, ‘What can I do? I know it’s not tactful, but we all know
         the same people. You can’t expect me to give up my friends.’ These Public Appearances were heightened in interest by the fact
         that these audiences, unlike the earlier ones, had, as it were, purchased librettos, and were in full possession of the intricacies
         of the plot. She preferred, she decided, the evening parties to the cocktail parties, for there she could dance alternately
         with her lover and her husband to the accompaniment of subdued gasps on the part of the bystanders.
      

      
      This interlude was at the same time festive and heart-rending: her only dull moments were the evenings she spent alone with
         the Young Man. Unfortunately, the Post-Announcement period was only too plainly an interlude and its very nature demanded
         that it be followed by something else. She could not preserve her anomalous status indefinitely. It was not decent, and, besides,
         people would be bored. From the point of view of one’s friends, it was all very well to entertain a Triangle as a novelty;
         to cope with it as a permanent problem was a different matter. Once they had all three got drunk, and there was a scene, and,
         though everyone talked about it afterwards, her friends were, she thought, a little colder, a little more critical. People
         began to ask her when she was going to Reno. Furthermore, she noticed that her husband was getting a slight edge in popularity
         over the Young Man. It was natural, of course, that everyone should feel sorry for him, and be especially nice. But yet …

      
      When she learned from her husband that he was receiving attentions from members of her own circle, invitations in which she
         and the Young Man were unaccountably not included, she went at once to the station and bought her ticket. Her good-bye to her husband, which she had privately allocated
         to her last hours in town, took place prematurely, two days before she was to leave. He was rushing off to what she inwardly
         feared was a Gay Week End in the country; he had only a few minutes; he wished her a pleasant trip; and he would write, of
         course. His highball was drained while her glass still stood half full; he sat forward nervously on his chair; and she knew
         herself to be acting the Ancient Mariner, but her dignity would not allow her to hurry. She hoped that he would miss his train
         for her, but he did not. He left her sitting in the bar, and that night the Young Man could not, as he put it, do a thing
         with her. There was nowhere, absolutely nowhere, she said passionately, that she wanted to go, nobody she wanted to see, nothing
         she wanted to do. ‘You need a drink,’ he said with the air of a diagnostician. ‘A drink,’ she answered bitterly. ‘I’m sick
         of the drinks we’ve been having. Gin, whisky, rum, what else is there?’ He took her into a bar, and she cried, but he bought
         her a fancy mixed drink, something called a Ramos gin fizz, and she was a little appeased because she had never had one before.
         Then some friends came in, and they all had another drink together, and she felt better. ‘There,’ said the Young Man, on the
         way home, ‘don’t I know what’s good for you? Don’t I know how to handle you?’ ‘Yes,’ she answered in her most humble and feminine
         tones, but she knew that they had suddenly dropped into a new pattern, that they were no longer the cynosure of a social group,
         but merely another young couple with an evening to pass, another young couple looking desperately for entertainment, wondering
         whether to call on a married couple or to drop in somewhere for a drink. This time the Young Man’s prescription had worked,
         but it was pure luck that they had chanced to meet someone they knew. A second or a third time they would scan the faces of
         the other drinkers in vain, would order a second drink and surreptitiously watch the door, and finally go out alone, with a quite detectable air of being unwanted.
      

      
      When, a day and a half later, the Young Man came late to take her to the train, and they had to run down the platform to catch
         it, she found him all at once detestable. He would ride to 125th Street with her, he declared in a burst of gallantry, but
         she was angry all the way because she was afraid there would be trouble with the conductor. At 125th Street, he stood on the
         platform blowing kisses to her and shouting something that she could not hear through the glass. She made a gesture of repugnance,
         but, seeing him flinch, seeing him weak and charming and incompetent, she brought her hand reluctantly to her lips and blew
         a kiss back. The other passengers were watching, she was aware, and though their looks were doting and not derisive, she felt
         herself to be humiliated and somehow vulgarized. When the train began to move, and the Young Man began to run down the platform
         after it, still blowing kisses and shouting alternately, she got up, turned sharply away from the window and walked back to
         the club car. There she sat down and ordered a whisky and soda.
      

      
      There were a number of men in the car, who looked up in unison as she gave her order, but, observing that they were all the
         middle-aged, small-businessmen who ‘belonged’ as inevitably to the club car as the white-coated porter and the leather-bound
         Saturday Evening Post, she paid them no heed. She was now suddenly overcome by a sense of depression and loss that was unprecedented for being
         in no way dramatic or pleasurable. In the last half-hour she had seen clearly that she would never marry the Young Man, and
         she found herself looking into an insubstantial future with no signpost to guide her. Almost all women, she thought, when
         they are girls never believe that they will get married. The terror of spinsterhood hangs over them from adolescence on. Even
         if they are popular they think that no one really interesting will want them enough to marry them. Even if they get engaged they are afraid that
         something will go wrong, something will intervene. When they do get married it seems to them a sort of miracle, and, after
         they have been married for a time, though in retrospect the whole process looks perfectly natural and inevitable, they retain
         a certain unarticulated pride in the wonder they have performed. Finally, however, the terror of spinsterhood has been so
         thoroughly exorcised that they forget ever having been haunted by it, and it is at this stage that they contemplate divorce.
         ‘How could I have forgotten?’ she said to herself and began to wonder what she would do.
      

      
      She could take an apartment by herself in the Village. She would meet new people. She would entertain. But, she thought, if
         I have people in for cocktails, there will always come the moment when they have to leave, and I shall be alone and have to
         pretend to have another engagement in order to save embarrassment. If I have them to dinner, it will be the same thing, but
         at least I shan’t have to pretend to have an engagement. I will give dinners. Then, she thought, there will be the cocktail
         parties, and, if I go alone, I shall always stay a little too late, hoping that a young man or even a party of people will
         ask me to dinner. And if I fail, if no one asks me, I shall have the ignominy of walking out alone, trying to look as if I
         had somewhere to go. Then there will be the evenings at home with a good book when there will be no reason at all for going
         to bed, and I shall perhaps sit up all night. And the mornings when there will be no point in getting up, and I shall perhaps
         stay in bed till dinnertime. There will be the dinners in tearooms with other unmarried women, tearooms because women alone
         look conspicuous and forlorn in good restaurants. And then, she thought, I shall get older.
      

      
      She would never, she reflected angrily, have taken this step, had she felt that she was burning her bridges behind her. She would never have left one man unless she had had another to
         take his place. But the Young Man, she now saw, was merely a sort of mirage which she had allowed herself to mistake for an
         oasis. ‘If the Man,’ she muttered, ‘did not exist, the Moment would create him.’ This was what had happened to her. She had
         made herself the victim of an imposture. But, she argued, with an access of cheerfulness, if this were true, if out of the
         need of a second, a new, husband she had conjured up the figure of one, she had possibly been impelled by unconscious forces
         to behave more intelligently than appearances would indicate. She was perhaps acting out in a sort of hypnotic trance a ritual
         whose meaning had not yet been revealed to her, a ritual which required that, first of all, the Husband be eliminated from
         the cast of characters. Conceivably, she was designed for the role of femme fatale, and for such a personage considerations of safety, provisions against loneliness and old age, were not only philistine but
         irrelevant. She might marry a second, a third, a fourth time, or she might never marry again. But, in any case, for the thrifty
         bourgeois love insurance, with its daily payments of patience, forbearance, and resignation, she was no longer eligible. She
         would be, she told herself delightedly, a bad risk.
      

      
      She was, or soon would be, a Young Divorcee, and the term still carried glamour. Her divorce decree would be a passport conferring
         on her the status of citizeness of the world. She felt gratitude toward the Young Man for having unwittingly effected her
         transit into a new life. She looked about her at the other passengers. Later she would talk to them. They would ask, of course,
         where she was bound; that was the regulation opening move of train conversations. But it was a delicate question what her
         reply should be. To say ‘Reno’ straight out would be vulgar; it would smack of confidences too cheaply given. Yet to lie,
         to say ‘San Francisco’, for instance, would be to cheat herself, to minimize her importance, to mislead her interlocutor into believing her an ordinary traveler with a commonplace
         destination. There must be some middle course which would give information without appearing to do so, which would hint at
         a vie galante yet indicate a barrier of impeccable reserve. It would probably be best, she decided, to say ‘West’ at first, with an air
         of vagueness and hesitation. Then, when pressed, she might go as far as to say ‘Nevada’. But no farther.
      

   
      
      TWO

      
      
Rogue’s Gallery*


      
      Mr Sheer fired his stenographer in order to give me the job. It puzzled me at the time that he should so readily dismiss a
         professional whom he paid ten dollars a week to take on an amateur at eleven. I now see that he must have owed her money.
         Several times during that summer she would come into the gallery, a badly made-up blond girl in a dark dress that the hot
         days and the continual sitting had wrinkled at the waist. He would hold whispered conversations with her in the outer room,
         and at length she would go away. Later on, after I had quit, I, too, would make regular calls to collect my back pay, and
         there would be another girl sitting at my desk, while I, as a mark of special courtesy, would be led into the inner exhibition
         room reserved for customers. There he would whisper to me, and, on a few occasions, press into my hand, as if it were something
         indecent, a tightly folded five-dollar bill. After a great many visits I succeeded in getting, in such small driblets, all
         that was owed me, but my case was exceptional. Mr Sheer’s usual method of dealing with a creditor was simply to dispense with his services.
         This worked quite well with everyone but the telephone company, for, while there are many stationers, many photographers,
         many landlords, there is only one American Tel. & Tel.
      

      
      Mr Sheer was extremely resourceful in financial matters. It was he who taught me how to get a free lemonade on a stifling
         day. You go into the Automat (there was one conveniently located across the street from our building), and you pick up several
         of the slices of lemon that are put out for the benefit of tea drinkers near the tea tap. Then you pour yourself a glass of
         ice water, squeeze the lemon into it, add sugar from one of the tables, and stir.
      

      
      Mr Sheer was a dealer in objects of art, a tall, pale-eyed man with two suits and many worries. Downstairs in the building
         directory he was listed as The Savile Galleries, and the plural conveyed a sense of endless vistas of rooms gleaming with
         collector’s items. Like Mr Sheer himself, that plural was imaginative, winged with ambition, but untrustworthy. Actually,
         the Savile Galleries consisted of two small, dark, stuffy rooms whose natural gloom was enhanced by heavy velvet drapes in
         wine-red and blackish green which were hung from ceiling to floor with the object of concealing the neutral office-building
         walls. There was also another and still smaller room which had no drapes and was therefore more cheerful, but this was merely
         the inner office where the stenographer and the Negro boy assistant were herded, together with the office supplies, the Social Register, and Poor’s Business Directory, and where the sitter for a miniature in progress was occasionally tied.
      

      
      For Mr Sheer’s gallery was unique in one respect. On my first day there I had stared hopefully about at the shabby collection
         of priests’ robes, china figurines, clocks, bronzes, carved ivories, old silver, porcelains, and seen only the scrapings of the Fifty-ninth Street auction rooms. In a glass case off in one corner,
         there were a few garnet chokers, some earrings in wrought Italian silver, and an improbable-looking sapphire ring in an out-of-date
         claw setting. On the walls hung a couple of faded paintings of the Hudson River School and some gaudy scenes of Venice, which,
         as I learned later, had been signed by Mr Sheer with any Italian name that happened to come into his head. (As he said, there
         was nothing really wrong with this practice of his: it made the customer feel better to see some name on a picture, and it was not, after all, as if he were attributing them to Raphael.) But that morning, knowing nothing
         of Mr Sheer, I had looked about at all those tarnished objects (I had been led to expect something grander, more artistic,
         more ‘interesting’) and tears had come to my eyes as I wondered how I should describe this dreary job to my family and friends.
         It was then that I noticed the smell.
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