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INTRODUCTION

Some novelists, even very great ones, present a peculiarly dishonest temptation to the critic. A novel which gambles a great deal may fall into absurdity; may commit sins against reason or art or propriety. Even if the novel is profoundly pleasurable and interesting, the critic may feel that it is easier to enumerate faults than to try to account for his pleasure as a reader, and may even deny the pleasure altogether. That, however, is an abdication of critical responsibility, and it is more of a challenge to engage honestly with one's fascination than to ignore it.

Iris Murdoch, for me, presents precisely this challenge. At different points in my life, I've thought her a very good writer; a very bad writer; and then (to borrow Orwell's useful categories) a bad good writer and a good bad writer. All this engagement, these attempts to put her in some sort of position, have routinely ignored the fact that over three or four years in my late adolescence, I read every one of her novels with steady absorption. The spell faded somewhat, but it has not disappeared. Before starting to write this introduction, I read A Fairly Honourable Defeat again, and, though more aware than before of faults and absurdities, I could not put it down until I had finished it. It is the critic's job to account for that magnetic force, and it is dishonourable to pretend it does not exist.

The sheer volume of Murdoch's production encourages scepticism; in her two dozen novels, some very long indeed, she reveals a mind not just fecund but sometimes undeniably facile. There is no point in pretending that her novels are all equally good, and, to my mind, taken in bulk, they do not quite have enough interests and resourcefulness to sustain themselves. Murdoch, I think, placed too high a value on romantic love, which obsesses almost every one of her characters, and too little on politics, history, money and power. When one loses patience with her, it is generally as a result of simply not caring any longer about, in Auden's words, 'love according to the gospel/Of the radio-phonograph'.

Ultimately, it is pointless to complain about the bulk and expansiveness of the manner. She would not be better if she had taken more pains, but more ordinary, and it is largely for the self-obsessed fecundity of spirit that we read her, and not in a wish for careful perfection. We may reflect, even at her most torrential, that the rivers flow into the sea – and the sea is not yet full.

A Fairly Honourable Defeat is the best of her books. One could, of course, choose to pick holes in it, and ignore the rich inventiveness of the entire novel. To continue to pick nits, it was clearly written so quickly, at the most basic level, that some grotesque inconsistencies slip in. Tallis's neighbours, for instance, abruptly become Sikhs after several references to them being 'Muslims', 'Pakistanis' and speaking 'Urdu'. Anyone over the age of eighteen will have problems with some of the conversations – 'Human beings are roughly constructed entities full of indeterminateness and vaguenesses and empty spaces. Driven along by their own private needs they latch blindly onto each other, then pull away, then clutch again. Their little sadisms and their little masochisms are surface phenomena.' The plot is fantastically implausible – the engineered liaison between Rupert and Morgan would have collapsed if either of them had said at any point 'When you said in your letter . . .' and it is impossible to believe their manipulator would have discounted the danger. I am no longer very thrilled by the routine way the weather forecast conforms to every emotional crisis, or by what Murdoch clearly thinks a most brilliant stroke, the revelation of where Julius spent the war. I don't believe that everyone would remain so sturdily indifferent to Morgan's incestuous fling with Peter; and many sentences which once seemed masterly – 'His body ached with tormented love for his wife' – now seem school-girlish.

There is one more thing to say about it, which looks like a savage criticism, but which, in the end, may account for a large part of its strange fascination. Like all of Murdoch's novels after the first two, blissfully funny books, it is formally a comedy, but one evidently written by someone without any sense of humour – I think Julius makes a joke in Chapter 18, but am not confident enough to quote it. That is the case against Murdoch. On every page there is the sense of an author getting carried away. That is the case against it, and the fact that it is so easy to make should make us pause a little, and wonder why, in that case, it exercises so visceral a pull.

The brilliance of A Fairly Honourable Defeat lies, I think, in the set pieces, which use a flexible and plausible symbolism to deepen the terrible human drama. Symbolism had often been something of a problem in Murdoch's earlier novels. The bell in The Bell, or the sword in A Severed Head are too full of direct, intended meaning, and lie heavily on the surface. This kind of overt symbolism is rarely to our taste in a novel. Even in Dickens, the train in Dombey and Son or the dust-heap in Our Mutual Friend seem rather embarrassing; they look like ideas which the novelist is rather too proud of. But the point Murdoch had reached by A Fairly Honourable Defeat is a flexible, poetic symbolism, in which objects take on a rich series of meanings. By now, the weight of significance placed on the world of objects reflects the ordinary fetishistic and superstitious attitudes of every human being towards certain facts of the world, and not, one feels, the overt intention of the artist.

Murdoch was, of course, a philosopher. But her philosophical mind is best reflected here not in those conversations about virtue, but in her characters' relations with the brute objects of the world. Sartre and Heidegger, who greatly interested Murdoch, have a lot to say about the ultimate resistance of the physical world to our interpreting consciousnesses. At its best, A Fairly Honourable Defeat proceeds in a series of grand set-pieces, each of which focuses on the meanings extracted from a resistant object by the characters. The scene near the end in which the telephone falls apart could not be improved upon as a melodramatic device, an emblem of the failure of communication, but there is, too, the implication that this is very bad luck. (Murdoch was obviously pleased with the device: it comes up again in A Word Child). Other objects occupy a sort of intermediate space. They are chosen by the characters, and reflect a psychological reality. They seem, however, to escape into a malevolent or cryptic existence of their own, as Simon discovers when he tries to get rid of the absurd giant teddy bear, a sort of ghastly parody of the sacred kouros, which Julius buys for Axel. The food the characters eat is always important in Murdoch – the one thing every reader remembers of The Sea, The Sea are the disgusting meals. Their domestic surroundings are, somehow, helplessly chosen, both Tallis's domestic chaos, which is explicitly a mark of his virtue, and Hilda's toile de Jouy curtains. Clothes, too, are always memorable here. Julius's outfits – the evening cape, the silver-topped cane – are extravagant even by the standards of Murdoch, or 1970s fashion. Simon's beautiful striped shirt and the crown of roses stick in the mind as his conversation doesn't. Clothes are always a useful correlative for the novelist trying to establish a character, but here there is a constant sense of their intermediate status, of their being half chosen and half imposed. Simon's attempts to find the right tie for Axel, to balance what he wants Axel to be with what Axel can accept, is a lovely little metaphor for the whole moral world of the novel, in which our choices are limited by what the world outside the self will permit us.

The concern with clothes reaches a splendid climax in the grand scene in which Julius destroys Morgan's clothes. She projects all her desirability into her outfit and sheds it; he takes that self, sent out into the world, and cuts it to ribbons. Her sexual excitement is wildly fulfilled, and she is left with nothing. There is some overt symbolism here, but the scene is chiefly so successful because of the certainty that no one, neither reader, author, or character, quite understands its import. Only Julius understands, and he is as implacable and unreadable as the world. That sense of the world's resistance to human emotions is, I think, the reason why the conveniently dramatic thunderstorms seem so false in this context. The whole of the rest of the book conveys a very proper sense that the world does not have a great deal of use for us. The novelist who saw so clearly that Morgan's clothes hold more meanings than her characters can guess at ought, surely, to have seen that emotional disasters happen quite readily when the sun is indifferently shining. But the temptations of high drama were too strong, and lured her into a sort of inconsistency.

The book is at its most remarkable when these objects turn on their creators' hopes for them in a kind of inanimate savage fury. At the centre of the book is Rupert and Hilda's swimming pool. It acts as a magnet, drawing the characters in, and then as a trap. Simon is confined to it by Julius in a terrifying scene; it is, finally, the instrument of execution. But what is it? One of those 'luxuries' to which Rupert and Hilda 'treat themselves judiciously', and luxury – one of the chief subjects and key words of the book – carries a sting. The unnecessary action is ceaselessly discussed. Julius's activities spring from idleness, and are as much a luxury as the swimming pool. Peter, too, whom Axel calls 'a miserable little scab upon the body politic . . . [who] prefers to be a powerless and unconscious part' for a time falls into this category. Luxury, here, is in every sense something no one can afford.

The luxuries of existence are fairly clearly identified, and their dangers thoroughly explored in the most thrilling way. But what are the essentials of existence? What should remain after all those luxuries of deception and lying are swept away? Lying, we may reflect, is close to the novelist's art, and Julius attracts our fascination in part because his ruthless manipulation is so close to the kind, loving figure of the novelist herself – not an idle comparison, but one which Murdoch made herself in the last sentence of her later novel, The Philosopher's Pupil. And the virtues of telling the truth are not quite so firm as the novel appears to say. The disasters that occur between Axel and Simon and Rupert and Hilda, the characters conclude, would have been avoided if no one had lied. But in the end, the truth is told twice. Once it works, and once it does not. And when Axel reaches the conclusion that his life would be better if he told the whole truth about it, the reader remembers the consequences of Peter saying exactly what he thinks in chapter 11, and is more inclined to concur with Axel's earlier opinion, that 'civilization . . . is based on not saying what you think.'

Truth is slippery and uncertain in effect. The most truthful people in the book are those, like Leonard and Peter, who have no responsibility, and in the end it seems as likely to be a luxury as an essential. Perhaps honour is more profoundly at the root of the novel's values: honour, which Peter rejects as a value, which almost every character so conspicuously lacks. Good and evil are fabulously trailed throughout, as throughout all Murdoch's novels, but they are not really useful standards. Julius's actions are evil, as are Morgan's, although the one is evil and the other merely irresponsible. Evil consequences invariably flow, however, from a lack of a sense of honour, and when honour is fulfilled, by Tallis and Simon, or Peter's return to learning (and dropping out from higher education, in Murdoch's views, is always a wicked act), the morality turns, once more, the right way up. Honour is not quite enough; but it may be all we have.

The overt moral debate in A Fairly Honourable Defeat doesn't quite convince me, and doesn't quite interest me – at a fundamental level, the discussions sound like Platonic dialogues of a rather rococo tinge, and not much like two ladies talking. It's always noticeable that once the characters embark on the subject of ethics, the novelist's awareness of the setting of the conversation rapidly evaporates. No one ever talks about the Virtuous Life while pruning the roses; the voices fall into a physical vacuum. One of the few really interesting expositions of ethics in Murdoch are the two sermons in The Bell, at least one of which must be meant as a joke – a suggestive fact, and most of those laboriously orchestrated discussions do have a tendency to sound like two sermons preached simultaneously. But if the explicit morality is laborious and dated, the implied morality – what novelists always ought to live and write by – is strong and beautiful. She should have trusted us more: honour is not openly   discussed, but suggestively circled around. And when she allows her characters to lead themselves to an ethical conclusion, there is a fine sense of freedom. Simon and Axel are not led to a moral position like horses to water: they find their own way there. Their journey is partly one of the establishment of trust, a valuing of the proper place of truth, and partly, very noticeably, of a painful shedding of cherished and feared objects in the world. They lose the kouros, the cassoulet, the teddy bear, their beliefs about themselves and about each other, and this is a necessary process. Nowhere is there a suggestion of a lurking, triumphant QED waiting for the reader, but by the end, a point has been made. The result is one of the most convincing and warm portrayals of a marriage in English fiction. Murdoch was fascinated by homosexuals, whose lives are the product of an ethical choice in a way that the lives of heterosexuals are not. The good, like Simon, make a good choice. The bad, like Julius, make a bad choice. The victims, like Morgan, Hilda and Rupert, never make any choice at all, and suffering is so easily constructed for them.

A Fairly Honourable Defeat, insanely readable as it is, doesn't quite match its author's intentions. It was striking that, picking it up again, what came effortlessly to mind were the splendid flourishes – the cassoulet, the teddy bear, Julius's amazing clothes – and the moral dilemmas not at all. I find it all too easy to deplore one page after another, and all too difficult to account for the hold it so immediately exerts. I am still too fastidious to describe it as a great novel, while recognizing that what qualities it has are achieved by renouncing all fastidiousness. It is vulgar, careless, embarrassing; it is also, unmistakably, something big, nourishing, grand.

Philip Hensher
 November, 2001
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CHAPTER ONE

'JULIUS KING.'

'You speak his name as if you were meditating upon it.'

'I am meditating upon it.'

'He's not a saint.'

'He's not a saint. And yet—'

'What about him?'

'He's in England.'

'I know.'

'Who told you?'

'Axel.'

'I didn't know Julius knew Axel.'

'That is characteristic of both Julius and Axel.'

Hilda and Rupert Foster, celebrating their twentieth wedding anniversary with a bottle of rather dry champagne, were sitting in the evening sun in the garden of their house in Priory Grove, London, S.W.10. Hilda, a plumper angel now, reclined limply, exhibiting shiny burnished knees below a short shift dress of orangy yellow. Her feet were bare. Her undulating dark hair showed some needle-thin lines of grey. Her burly boyish-faced husband, whom she had at least persuaded to stop wearing shorts, sat open-shirted, cooking in the sun. He was red, hoping later to be brown. His shock of abundant fair hair had faded with the years, becoming unglistening and dry while still undeniably blond. They were a handsome pair. They were altruistic, but treated themselves judiciously to luxuries. The latest one, to which they had not yet become accustomed, was a diminutive swimming pool which made a square of flashing shimmering blue in the middle of the courtyarded garden. The garden was enclosed by an old redbrick wall which was surmounted by a trellis bearing an enlacement of Albertine and Little White Pet, all now in outrageous flower. The air was dense with smells of roses and of the chamomile which Hilda was attempting to grow between the paving stones.

'Who told you?' said Rupert.

'The Evening Standard.'

'Of course. I suppose Julius is rather famous now. And there was all that publicity when he gave up the biological warfare game.'

'What was Julius working on exactly?'

'Nerve gas. And a kind of anthrax which resists antibiotics.'

'You were all praising Julius for chucking it. I blame him for ever getting involved in it.'

'You have to investigate the stuff in order to find the antidotes.'

'I hate that old argument. All evil lives on it.'

'These borderlines in science are often rather shadowy, Hilda. A biologist may be pursuing something useful or something just interesting and he may happen to make a discovery of military interest. And by then he can't switch off his curiosity. Anyway I suppose it's better to paralyse people temporarily than to blow them to pieces.'

'I'm not so sure. It seems such a betrayal for a biologist to meddle with warfare. And some of those diseases aren't all that temporary. I think I'd rather be cleanly blown up.'

'You might be mutilated.'

'Oh don't argue, Rupert. It's too hot and I can't think. You seem very anxious to defend Julius.'

'Julius doesn't need defending. He acted on principle.'

'Men seem to imagine that that's a justification of anything. He hasn't made any sacrifice. He's a distinguished biochemist. He can get a job anywhere in the world. And he has money of his own. Where did Julius get his money, by the way? Did he inherit it?'

'Yes.   I   believe   his   people   were   bankers.   You   must remember, Hilda, that he had a marvellous lab and every facility and limitless funds at that place in South Carolina. What's its name?'

'Dibbins College. It's written on my heart.'

'Because of Morgan.'

'Yes. But his work was financed by the military, wasn't it?'

'True. But the lab didn't only deal with biological warfare and I know Julius was interested in a lot of other projects. He may never find such good working conditions in impoverished old Europe.'

'Well, he doesn't have to stay in impoverished old Europe. He told the press he was giving up the work because he was bored. He didn't talk about principles. His high-minded friends over here have dreamed up the principles.'

'Julius is an ironical sort of chap. He wouldn't bare his soul to the press.'

'Well, I liked him for saying that. And actually I think Julius is someone who might do anything because he was bored.'

'You mean the love affair with your dear young sister?'

'No. I wasn't thinking of Morgan. That may have been serious for all I know.'

'It certainly was for her.'

'Yes. But I could never manage to see how Julius felt. Morgan's letters were frantic but totally uninformative.'

'What did happen between those two in South Carolina? And who left whom?'

'I don't know, Rupert. When my dear young sister arrives she will doubtless enlighten us.'

'I wonder if Morgan realizes that her former lover is going to be in London too?'

'Yes, it's odd that they should both turn up here about the same time.'

'You don't think they've got a rendezvous in London?'

'No. Morgan was so positive about their having parted. That at least was clear. I suspect it was all over some time ago really. I've no idea if she knows Julius will be around. It may be a nasty shock.'

'Just when one's trying to get over somebody.'

'Well, we still don't know who's trying to get over whom.'

'There's no reason why they should meet, Hilda. Morgan will be staying here, I presume. But if Julius rings up I'll entertain him at my club. By the way, does Tallis know that Julius is arriving?'

'I doubt it. He has no contact with Julius's world. And he doesn't read the evening papers, they aren't serious enough. Does Tallis know that Morgan is arriving? That's the prize question.'

'Morgan didn't say she'd told him?'

'During the last year his name has not been mentioned!'

'Well, I think Tallis ought to know. After all he and Morgan are still married to each other. She's still Mrs Tallis Browne.'

'I think we'd much better wait until Morgan is here and see what she wants.'

'She may be coming back to live with Tallis.'

'If he'll have her after two years unscheduled absence and a stormy love affair.'

'Tallis would forgive her, Hilda, as you perfectly well know.'

'Oh forgiveness, forgiveness, what's the use of that? Morgan needs a strong hand.'

'All her things are still over at Tallis's place, aren't they?'

'I know. Tallis wouldn't let me take them away.'

'I suppose he reckoned that was still her home!'

'Pathetic. But I felt it was rather thoughtless of him really.'

'Or thoughtful.'

'Assuming he wants to see her, yes. All her work manuscripts are there, that book she was writing on glossy what was it?'

'Glossematics.'

'What a word! How clever of Morgan even to know what it means!'

'Well, I think we must keep an open mind here, Hilda, and if Morgan shows any signs of wanting to go back to her husband we should give her every help and support. It is not for us to judge whether these wounds can be healed or no.'

'I agree. But I can't quite see Morgan returning to hubbie after all that excitement in South Carolina. Well, she might. But please not a word to Tallis, Rupert. After all we don't even know if Morgan is proposing to stay in London. She may be just passing through on her way to somewhere else.'

'She may not find it all that easy to get a job. Biologists are universally welcome, but philosophically minded philologists are getting a bit expendable in the modern world.'

'It was that philology conference at Dibbins that started it all, wasn't it? She met Julius on the second day. She went for a fortnight and stayed two years. And it was all your fault.'

'Well, it seemed quite natural to suggest to my old college friend that he should look up my visiting sister-in-law and show her around!'

'I wonder if Tallis will try to see Julius. They've never met each other, have they?'

'No. I shouldn't think they knew of each other's existence before Morgan took up with Julius. But do you mean Tallis should see Julius to make an outraged husband scene? That hardly seems in character!'

'No, just out of curiosity. Just to inspect the man who's wrecked one's marriage.'

'But you kept saying it wasn't Julius's fault, Hilda. Your theory was that Morgan and Tallis were breaking up in any case.'

'And you always disagreed. You are too sentimental about the marriage bond, Rupert.'

'What a thing to say to me today of all days, my darling!'

'Well, sentimental. You get so soppy about couples. One's got to be realistic. You're even soppy about Axel and Simon.'

'I believe they're happy, if that's what you mean. I want them to go on being happy, if that's what you mean.'

'But do you think Simon is really homosexual?'

'Yes.'

'I suppose you should know your own brother.'

'And after all, I've known Axel a long time too. As a student, then as a colleague in the department. I think those two are all right.'

'How does Axel know Julius?'

'They were graduate students at Oxford together, we all three were.'

'Funny, I'd forgotten Julius was at Oxford. He's such an exotic foreign object. How secretive of Axel not to say he knew him. I suppose queers are always a bit sly.'

'My dear Hilda, being homosexual doesn't determine a man's whole character any more than being heterosexual does! Axel's just a rather silent man. And probably the matter simply didn't come up. Axel's silent, Simon is a chatterbox – Did Simon come for his swim today, by the way?'

'Yes, he was splashing round like mad just before lunch. We had a few words. It's nice that the pool brings Simon here more.'

'He did know they were supposed to be coming round tonight?'

'Oh yes. You know they're always late.'

'We must remember to ask his advice about redecorating the bathroom.'

'For an eighteenth-century expert his taste in bathrooms is rather lurid. Dear Simon. What a pretty pair he and Morgan made at our wedding, do you remember? It's hard to believe that's twenty years ago, Rupert darling.'

'They were children then. And you were already making plans to marry them to each other!'

'Yes. Your brother and my sister. A little incestuous, but it would have been rather neat.'

'And they really did get fond of each other.'

'They did. But I remember once, later on, asking Morgan what they'd been talking about so intimately, and she said Simon was recounting his homosexual adventures! I think they talked a lot about sex. Morgan wanted information. I suspect she would have liked to be an adventurous boy hunting for other boys in Piccadilly Circus station.'

'Hilda!'

'Rescue that bumble bee from the pool, will you, Rupert. That's right. I do wish insects had more sense of self-preservation. I do hope our hedgehog won't fall in. Have hedgehogs got any common sense, I wonder. Is it awful of us to have started drinking champagne before our guests arrive?'

'No. Anything is permitted to us.'

'Is it disgraceful to be so happy?'

'A grace not a disgrace, Hilda.'

'Too much at home in Zion?'

'Natural Zionites.'

'Do you think it makes us the teeniest bit selfish?'

'Yes. But we ought to forgive ourselves, don't you think? Today of all days.'

'I agree. Rupert, it's so super that after all these years you don't want anyone else. Most men of your age run after younger women. It's so super that you wear a wedding ring and still write me love letters.'

'It's so super that you still keep them.'

'And I'm older than you—'

'Forget it, Hilda. You aren't really.'

'Did you remember to send this month's money to Oxfam?'

'Yes. I see the connection of thought!'

'I know. It's silly to feel so guilty about one's luck, isn't it?'

'More champagne, darling? Heavens, it is hot. I'm sweating like a pig. You don't think I drink too much, do you, Hilda?'

'Well, we both put away a good deal. It doesn't make us any slimmer. I hoped the swimming might.'

'Swimming refreshes the soul, but does not affect the waist line, I'm afraid. Anyway, drink is good for my insomnia. Thank heavens I'm happy. Insomnia must be hell if one isn't.'

'It's so luxuriously sunny, Rupert. I'm quite glad we didn't go to Pembrokeshire after all.'

'It would be nice at the cottage. But it's quite like the country in our garden today.'

'Perhaps it was silly to invite Simon and Axel to drinks this evening.'

'Why? It's a moment for family.'

'Axel is so anti-family. He's the sort of queer who doesn't like to be reminded of normal relationships.'

'I could hardly invite Simon without him. They are so very married.'

'I sometimes feel Axel hates to see a successful heterosexual marriage. He would like all men to leave all women.'

'Nonsense, Hilda. He can even be quite conventional and high-minded about it. You remember how shocked he was at Morgan leaving Tallis?'

'That was because he likes Tallis and dislikes Morgan.'

'Well, he doesn't dislike you.'

'I know. He's another ironical devil. But I am rather fond of him. Do you think that menagé will last?'

'Why not? It's lasted more than three years. I don't see why it shouldn't go on.'

'Those queer friendships are so unstable.'

'That's simply because they run more hazards of an external social kind, Hilda. Heterosexual relations would be just as unstable if it were not for the institution of marriage and the procreation of children. But if people suit each other why shouldn't they stay together?'

'Do you think you and I would have stayed together all these years if we hadn't had the blessing of society?'

'Yes, I do, my darling wife. Don't you?'

'Yes, I do, Rupert. Angel! But we're a special case, as we've already agreed, and we're so alike in some ways. Axel and Simon are so different. Axel must be a very difficult man to live with. He's so gloomy and morose. And Simon is so sensitive and child-like and sort of pleasure-loving. I don't mean this in a bad sense. And really, all queers do like trouble. I've never met one who didn't.'

'Any sentence beginning "All queers . . ." is pretty sure to be false! It's like "All married men . . ." "All married men over forty deceive their wives".'

'Well, we know that's false! But I'm sure Axel bullies him.'

'Some people like to be bullied.'

'I suppose they do. And of course he is so much younger than Axel. Thank heavens our relationship is democratic. I suspect they quarrel bitterly every night.'

'You've no reason to think so, Hilda. And they might quarrel bitterly every night and still love each other.'

'We don't quarrel every night, thank God. And if we did I would take it as evidence against the view that we loved each other.'

'There are all kinds of marriages.'

'You are incurably compassionate, Rupert.'

'I should have said the trouble with those two was almost the opposite. They're so wrapped up in each other they can hardly see the outside world at all.'

'Talking about the institution of marriage and the procreation of children, I don't suppose our son will honour us with his presence tonight?'

'Naturally I asked him. Naturally he has not replied.'

'He won't come.'

'No.'

'Oh dear, Rupert – Are you going to write to Cambridge again?'

'There's nothing new to tell them. I must say, they've been very patient so far about Peter's tantrums.'

'How much does it matter, his not having done that first year exam?'

'Not much – so long as he can be persuaded to go back in October.'

'He knows he doesn't have to read classics. He could change to something else.'

'It isn't the subject he objects to, it's the university!'

'You'd think at his age Cambridge would be heaven. Nineteen, first year at the university, lots of friends—'

'But there weren't lots of friends, Hilda. I think young people don't make friends nowadays the way we used to. Friendship's out of fashion. When I was his age at Oxford I had hundreds of friends.'

'And you've still got most of them. I know. If only at least he'd shown signs of having a girl friend. I hope he isn't going to take after his uncle! Whatever made Cambridge go wrong for Peter? Well, we've asked ourselves that question often enough.'

'I don't think it was anything specific. Just a quite different view of the world which you and I can scarcely begin to imagine.'

'I just don't understand the modern young. I can't see any conceivable merit in this dropping out, can you?'

'They've got a sharper eye than we have for what's rotten in this society.'

'Young people have always had that. But it usen't to affect their joie de vivre. We rejected society at his age, but it didn't stop us from going to commem balls!'

'We didn't really reject it, Hilda. And sometimes joie de vivre can amount to irresponsibility and compromise. These kids want to register some total protest against a set-up where they see so much that's bad. You must remember, Hilda, that Peter belongs to the first generation that can really envisage the end of the human race. And he belongs to the first generation that's grown up entirely without God.'

'We disbelieved in God. It didn't turn us against the whole of creation.'

'God was still around when we were young. It's different now.'

'Then let him join the Communist Patty. I think dropping out is cynicism.'

'No, no. Cynicism is real vice. It's the vice of the age and it could be the end of us all. These young creatures are really consumed by a sort of incoherent love—'

'Sometimes you talk rot, Rupert darling, but I adore listening to you all the same. I do wish now we hadn't agreed to his going to stay with Tallis. Tallis is a sort of drop-out himself.'

'Come, come, Hilda. But I agree it may have been a mistake to let Peter go to Notting Hill. I thought it might bring him back to some sense of reality. You know, after our relations with him became so – well, mine did anyway—'

'Peter was certainly keen to get away from us.'

'And better living with Tallis than living all alone in digs.'

'I know. I'm so terrified of his starting to take drugs. And he did want to stay with Tallis, and just then one was jolly glad that he wanted to do anything.'

'And Tallis thought he could help him.'

'That's the trouble. Poor old Tallis often thinks he can help people but really he's hopelessly incompetent. And that house, Rupert. It's never cleaned. It's littered with filthy junk of every sort. It smells like the Zoo. And the old father making messes in corners. I wouldn't be surprised if there were lice, only of course Tallis would never notice. Peter needs discipline and order. Living on that stinking rubbish heap can't be good for his mind.'

'You exaggerate, Hilda. When Tallis and Morgan were living together in Putney their house was pretty untidy too, as I remember.'

'And I always took it as a bad sign. If people love each other they keep things neat.'

'That's absurd. And surely there was no doubt that they did love each other?'

'Maybe. I was never so sure. Well, they did, but they were both such ninnies.'

'If only they'd had a child.'

'I doubt if Morgan wanted a child. She wanted to be free to take off. Of course Tallis is a terribly odd man in a way. Losing his twin sister at the age of fourteen probably crazed him up for life.'

'I think Tallis is one of the sanest men I know.'

'I was just waiting for you to say that, darling. I could see that marriage would never work.'

'But you shouldn't have said so quite so often! Sometimes the just prophet is not forgiven.'

'Morgan would forgive me anything. I would forgive her anything.'

'I know. You are very close.'

'Yes. Closer perhaps than you've ever really realized.'

'You're making me jealous!'

'Don't be silly, darling.'

'Aren't you the tiniest bit possessive about your younger sister?'

'Certainly. I would never have thought anyone good enough for Morgan.'

'Of course, the fact that you're beautiful and she's not—'

'Has nothing whatever to do with it. Morgan has an interesting face. And she's so clever. She could have married whoever she wanted. In a way, Tallis was the last thing she should have chosen. She needed someone with more dignity.'

'Or possibly one of those bullies.'

'No, no, Rupert. Morgan is a democrat too. If Tallis had even got himself a decent job, a university job, he could have done if he'd tried—'

'He only got a second, and—'

'Oh, all you dreary firsts with your built-in-for-life sense of superiority! Tallis is a perfectly self-respecting intellectual, or he could be if he'd only pull his socks up. What's happened to that book on Marx and de Tocqueville that he was writing?'

'I think he's abandoned it.'

'There you are. His activities are all so wet and dilettante and disconnected. All that bitty adult education and dribs and drabs of social work and nothing ever achieved or finished. There's something feeble about it. And I wish he'd behave more normally about Morgan.'

'You mean more jealously?'

'Yes. And don't tell me it's noble to overcome jealousy.'

'I was about to do so.'

'You can't cheat nature, you can't cheat biology.'

'I personally find magnanimity very attractive. But in fact, my dear Hilda, we have no means of knowing how jealous or unjealous Tallis really is. Why should he tell us anything?'

'I know. But he's so spiritless. And such a muddler.'

'He's damn tired at the moment is my impression.'

'Tired? Of course he's tired. He takes on far too much and then he gets confused and overborne. And since Morgan left him he's begun to go to pieces anyway. He just can't cope.'

'For us whose lives so pre-eminently work it may be hard to imagine. But I do think you're a little too down on people who can't cope, darling!'

'Well, I do think a reasonable amount of efficiency is an aspect of morals. There's a sort of ordered completeness of life and an intelligent use of one's talents which is the mark of a man. And Tallis is a peculiarly dangerous example to Peter just at this moment. Tallis never seems to know what he can manage and what he can't. Having his old papa to live with him is crazy. Then wanting to take on Peter as well. And do you know that Tallis calls Leonard "Daddy"? A grown man who calls his father "Daddy" is really out.'

'Out, Hilda? Out of what?'

'Don't be so bolshy, Rupert. "Yes, Dad." "Certainly, Daddy." Oh, I suppose it's harmless but it's somehow a symptom of total ineptitude. Leonard is no fool, you know, though he's pretty peculiar too in some ways. I think I get on with Leonard now better than I do with Tallis.'

'Leonard was very fond of Morgan.'

'Yes. The break must have been a blow to him. I thought I'd go over there tomorrow. Have you got any matchboxes for Leonard?'

'I'll look. What are you going to say to Peter?'

'Nothing special. I can do nothing with Peter, dear heart. You know how it is. We both get emotional, and then Peter just withdraws into that awful unfeeling blankness. Oh God!'

'I blame myself—'

'For what? That's the trouble. For what? What mistake did we make with Peter? You must see him soon again, Rupert, you really must.'

'When I see Peter I find myself play-acting the stern father. It's not what I feel at all. It's just mechanical.'

'I know. We've both of us been rather mechanized about Peter I'm afraid. We thought if he found Cambridge too luxurious he would automatically enjoy helping Tallis with Jamaicans. But he doesn't appear to like that either!'

'If only he wanted to go abroad. When I was his age—'

'Yes, yes. I suppose Tallis hadn't anything new to say when you last saw him? He never has.'

'About Peter? He made one rather cryptic remark. He said Peter wasn't too strong on the mine and thine front.'

'What on earth does that mean? He can't mean that Peter steals things?'

'I didn't pursue the matter. I'd just had a pretty grim half hour with the boy. And a number of black children were screaming in the doorway.'

'Darling, I suspect Tallis really irritates you just as much as he irritates me!'

'He lacks the concept of privacy.'

'Anyway, Tallis always exaggerates. He likes everything to be awful.'

'It's the characteristic of an unhappy man.'

'Rupert, I think we should ask Tallis over here and discuss the whole matter and make some entirely new plan. Oh damn, we can't if Morgan's here.'

'I'm afraid Tallis has just rather lost his touch where Peter's concerned. He used to have some authority over him, but not any longer.'

'The scales have fallen. People get over Tallis. I'm sure Morgan has. Anyway, I wish to God someone would persuade Peter to go back to Cambridge in October!'

'I thought perhaps a talk with Axel might—'

'Yes, I thought of that, but I rather suspect that Peter's gone off Axel. He used to like him. But recently— And you know how Peter's never really got on with Simon.'

'The two things may be connected. There's still a good deal of time, you know, Hilda. And the college is being very decent about it.'

'I know, we mustn't fret too much. I wonder if Morgan could help Peter?'

'He used to be awfully attached to her, and he admires her, which is important with Peter.'

'Of course he's grown up a lot since he last saw Auntie Morgan.'

'Morgan may be in need of help herself.'

'I know, Rupert. I suspect this whole thing has been a pretty severe shipwreck. Morgan treasures her self-esteem. And it must have taken a knock. What's that Latin tag you're always quoting about dilig something?'

'Dilige et fac quod vis. Love and do as you please.'

'Yes. I think Morgan imagined she could live by that. And it's turned out a mess.'

'I doubt if any human being can live by that. That we can't is a fundamental feature of this jumble.'

'Did you say "jungle" or "jumble"?'

'Jumble. Human existence.'

'Why are you always quoting the thing then, if it has no application?'

'It's – an attractive idea.'

'Pouf! Yes, I do think Morgan will need help, and not only from me. Everyone must rally round. After all she's very fond of you and Simon. We must all support her.'

'When is Morgan arriving from America? She's coming by boat isn't she?'

'Yes, it'll be another ten days at least. She didn't say the exact date.'

'Julius may have moved on by then.'

'That might be just as well. I wonder if Morgan has written to Peter?'

'We'd have seen the letter.'

'She might have written to the college.'

'You mean if she has, Peter will have told Tallis she's coming?'

'I doubt if she'll have written to him, actually. She's been so terribly depressed lately. She's probably forgotten Peter's existence. Anyway she might have a go at him when she does arrive. At least she's an intellectual, not like me.'

'Don't be silly, Hilda. Of course you're an intellectual. You—'

'I can't think of anything dottier than arguing about whether I'm an intellectual on our twentieth wedding anniversary! I mean I'm not one of your trained minds.'

'Well, you could have been, only I snatched you up so early. You don't regret it, do you, darling, not having been to a university? You know it isn't important.'

'Yet it's important that Tallis got a second. You mention it about once a month. All right, I'm only teasing you. I'm not an academic type. Morgan is, to her finger tips. You know, her being cleverer than Tallis was half the trouble. No wonder Julius turned out to be a pretty strong counter-attraction.'

'Yes. She would be likely to be dazzled by Julius's cleverness. I'm afraid your sister is a bit of a cleverness-snob.'

'Why snob? These are serious values. And cleverness can be sexual power. I must say Julius is terribly good-looking anyway, with that weird fair Jewishness. And Tallis is such a sort of runt.''

'What a horrid word, Hilda. Surely that can't truthfully describe anybody.'

'Why not, you high-minded old ass? Can "sagacious open-faced and virile" truthfully describe someone?'

'Who are you trying to describe?'

'You, of course!'

'Hilda, you should have been a philosopher.'

'I suppose Julius will ring up? I mean, I hope he won't feel he's persona non grata here after the story with Morgan?'

'I think he'll ring up. Julius is a tremendously straightforward person.'

'I must confess I'm curious to see how Julius will carry it off. Not that I know him particularly well, he's always been so much your friend. But he's a very interesting object.'

'I'm curious too. But there'll be no excuses or undignified prevarications, that's certain. Julius may be clever, but he's also very truthful and sort of simple.'

'If only Julius and Morgan had met years ago.'

'Well, they've met now and it doesn't seem to have worked.'

'We'll see, we'll see. Give me more champagne, will you, darling, and could you just tilt the umbrella a little more? Rupert, if only Peter would come, if only he'd come out through that door now. I said I was happy. And in everything to do with you I am, quite perfectly. But this other thing is such a cloud on the horizon. I can't help worrying the whole time with Peter in this awful mood.'

'I think it is a mood, my dear, and as moods pass, it will pass.'

'I hope you're right. If we could only break down the mechanism. If I could only stop acting the emotional mother and you the stern father.'

'I am sure that love tells in the end, Hilda. There are times when one's just got to go on loving somebody helplessly, with blank hope and blank faith. When love just is hope and faith in their most denuded form. Then love becomes almost impersonal and loses all its attractiveness and its ability to console. But it is just then that it may exert its greatest power. It is just then that it may really be able to redeem. Love has its own cunning beyond our conscious wiles. Peter is being difficult, but he knows that he has got a home in our love. He probably relies on it more than he realizes.'

'Amor vincit omnia. That's one of the tags I do know.'

'In some sense. Ultimately. In the end.'

'You are such a wise person, Rupert. You have so much instinctive wisdom and goodness  of heart. It sometimes worries me that you're putting it all into a book, if you see what I mean.'

'You think I may damage my excellent instincts by analysing them! But I am not talking about myself in that book. The book is about real virtue, not instinct.'

'I think you have real virtue. All right, I'm not being fulsome, it's quite an important remark. I think real virtue only comes in the instinctive kind, in your kind. It's connected with the heart, with natural responsibilities and real affections. Anything else is just cold – it's abstract – it's philosophy.'

'Well, my book isn't philosophy either, Hilda. I'm a civil servant. I'm not a proper philosopher. I'm just a Sunday metaphysician.'

'It looks like philosophy to me.'

'If it was you wouldn't understand it.'

'I don't understand it! I'm not against your book, darling. But I do wish you'd finish it. Oh, I know you'll miss it. But I keep worrying in case it gets burnt or lost or something. Eight years work. All those precious pages of tiny writing and no carbon copy.'

'I have very nearly finished it. Then we'll have a celebration. And it can be typed and you can stop worrying.'

'Will it make you famous, Rupert?'

'I'm afraid not, dear. Do you want me to be famous? Hilda, you didn't really mind my refusing that title, did you?'

'No, that's different. Though "Lady Foster" would have sounded rather well. I could have had some pink postcards printed with From Lady Foster on them. No, no, sweetheart, you must follow your judgment. Or what I called your instinct. I absolutely trust its absolute Tightness. God bless you, my darling. Here's to the next happy twenty years.'





CHAPTER TWO

'PENNY FOR THEM.'

'Julius King.'

'Oh.'

'What do you mean, "oh"?'

'Just "oh".'

'You seem dismayed.'

'I'm not dismayed.'

'Perhaps you ought to be.'

'Stop it, Axel.'

'You are so teasable, Simon!'

Axel was edging the light blue Hillman Minx along through the closely packed rush hour traffic in the Cromwell Road. It was a mystery to Simon, who could not drive, how all those cars could bustle along together without scraping each other. Simon, although he was so slim and graceful and handy in the house, was accident-prone, and Axel would not let him learn to drive. Simon pretended to have a sense of grievance about this. It might always come in useful to make Axel feel that he owed him a treat. In fact, being driven by Axel was a source of ecstasy which never dimmed. Simon felt this ecstasy now as he extended his arm along the seat behind his friend, the stuff of his sleeve just touching the collar of Axel's jacket.

'When's Julius arriving?'

'He's arrived.'

'You didn't tell me.'

'I only heard it this morning, Simon. He sent me a letter to the office.'

'Why to the office?'

'Because he didn't know my address, fool.'

'Oh.'

Simon and Axel had lived in Axel's small flat in Bayswater during the first two years of their liaison. A year ago they had purchased a house in Barons Court. Simon was still happily engaged in interior decoration. Axel was indifferent to his surroundings. Simon felt the purchase of the house to be a deeply significant move. Axel had never professed to believe that their relationship would last. He still firmly refused to predict its future.

'When did you last see Julius, Axel?'

'Nearly four years ago. Before he went to South Carolina. And a bit before my momentous meeting with you in Athens, my dear. When did you last see him?'

'Oh ages ago. It must be six years. I met him at Rupert's. But I've never really known Julius. He never paid any attention to me.'

'Well, don't sound so aggrieved!'

'I'm not aggrieved. He was Rupert's friend anyway. Funny, he's never seen us together.'

Axel was a coeval colleague of Rupert's in the Civil Service. He was a clever dry silent man. Through Rupert, Simon had known Axel slightly for some time without having any notion that he was homosexual. Simon suspected that Rupert had not known it either. He also suspected that Rupert was not altogether pleased when his old friend and colleague took up with his younger brother. But of course he could never discuss Axel with Rupert now. Axel had had love relationships with men when he was a student, and he had subsequently lived for some time with a dentist who later emigrated to New Zealand. At the time of the accidental and revelatory meeting in Athens Axel had been living alone for several years and, he told Simon, was resigned to living alone forever. Axel never hunted. He once said, and it lightened Simon's life for many days, 'You were a fantastic stroke of luck for me, kid.'

'We're late again, Axel. You always make us late when we go to Rupert's. I suspect you do it on purpose.'

'Possibly I do, little one.'

Simon knew that Axel felt that it was rather bad form of Rupert to invite them to a wedding anniversary celebration. But nothing was said about this. Rupert and Axel remained close friends. Simon, though he was very fond of his elder brother, felt the association to be faintly menacing, just as he had in earlier years felt as menacing the association of Rupert and his father, even though it was so patently dedicated to Simon's welfare. He had deeply loved his mother, formerly an actress, who died when he was ten. Elder brother and papa had brooded lovingly over his teens. Simon was grateful but oppressed. His father had died when Simon was twenty. Rupert was still instinctively paternal.

'Let's invite Julius to dinner,' said Simon. This suggestion, unexpected to Simon himself, was the result of a very quick train of thought, beginning with a mental picture of Julius and Axel tête-à-tête at luncheon. Simon was a good cook. He liked to entertain in his own home. He was proud of his ménage with Axel and liked to show it off to selected friends.

'If you like. You think of a date and I'll drop Julius a note.'

'Where is Julius staying?'

'At the Hilton Hotel. But he's looking round for a flat.'

'Oh. He's going to stay some time?'

'Yes.'

At the beginning of their association Axel had given Simon a lecture about jealousy. 'We must trust each other and not be jealous.' Simon had nodded his head, but he could no more control such feelings by acts of will than he could control the peristaltic movement of his gut. Whenever another man came close to Axel Simon ached with jealousy. In fact, Axel was by nature a very jealous man himself, which perhaps accounted for the seriousness of the lecture.

'How was the day at the museum, dear boy?'

'Much as usual. That quarrel with the V. and A. is still going on. How was the day at the office?'

'Boring. The balance of payments meeting went on interminably. I do wish Rupert was still in the chair.'

Axel had several times explained to Simon what the balance of payments was, but Simon had never understood. He felt he could not ask again.

'Did you have your swim today?'

'Yes, it was marvellous.'

'You're quite an addict. Did you see Hilda?'

'Yes. Axel, Morgan is coming back.'

'Really? When?'

'Oh soon – in about ten days. I wonder if she knows Julius will be in London?'

'I suppose she'll stay with Rupert and Hilda.'

'I suppose so. By the way, Hilda said not to tell Tallis that Morgan was coming.'

'Why ever not?'

'Well, Morgan might not want to see Tallis and there's no point in upsetting him, I imagine.'

'I don't approve of these subterfuges.'

'Another subject upon which Axel had had occasion to lecture Simon at the beginning of their love was the subject of truthfulness. 'Don't tell me lies, even trivial ones, and don't conceal things from me. Love should be without fear.' Simon had found this injunction surprisingly difficult to follow. He concluded that he must have an exceptionally evasive temperament. Now that he had begun to notice it, he saw that he tended to tell small almost pointless lies almost all of the time and to embroider any tale in the telling. He confessed this once to Axel and was rewarded by an unusual demonstration of affection. The lies decreased in number and were almost always unimportant. The tendency persisted however. Axel himself was an extremely truthful person. Perhaps in this case it was his early perception of Simon's frailty which accounted for the seriousness of the lecture.

'I think it's quite wrong to conceal this from Tallis,' said Axel.

'Well, you argue it with Hilda.' Oh dear, I hope it isn't going to be one of those evenings, thought Simon. Axel could be quite aggressive. 'Let's ask Tallis over soon,' he added. 'We haven't seen him for ages.'

'You suddenly want to see Tallis because you're interested.''

'You are funny, Axel. You never want to see people when they're in trouble.'

'One's interest is always base.'

'But you know I like Tallis anyway, we both do. And what's wrong with being interested?'

'Any concern we have with that matter is bound to be vulgar. I think we'd much better leave Tallis alone for the present. We can't help him, we'd merely be tourists.'

'You think he's in for a bad time?'

'Yes. Don't you?'

'I don't know,' said Simon. He had been shaken by the news of Morgan's imminent return. He had been surprisingly shaken by her marriage to Tallis, though he was genuinely attached to Tallis and though he certainly did not want to marry Morgan himself. That had never been in question. Morgan, who was a year his senior, had always been like a delightful sister. He went to bed with her one night when he was a homosexually experienced twenty-one and she was a heterosexually experienced twenty-two. In spite of encouragement from Morgan nothing was able to occur however. This was Simon's only experiment with the other sex. It preyed on his mind that he had never told Axel. Axel had never been to bed with a woman.

'You don't think Morgan will go back to Tallis?' said Simon.

'No, I don't in fact. But it's not our affair.' Axel was puritanical about gossip.

Simon did not know what he felt about Morgan going back to Tallis. He supposed he wanted it to happen because he supposed he wanted Tallis to be happy and he supposed that Tallis wanted Morgan back. Tallis could never be vindictive. All the same, would it not be more dignified of Morgan not to go back? Simon cared about Morgan's dignity. To go back: that smacked of penitence, humility, forgiveness, things which slightly made Simon shudder when he envisaged them for Morgan, though for himself in his relations with Axel they were an aspect of sex. Simon had been upset by Morgan's staying on in South Carolina and upset by the news of her love affair with Julius. Morgan was altogether a source of considerable upset.

'I suppose Tallis wants her back,' said Simon.

'We've no evidence one way or the other.'

'But I doubt if she'll go and I doubt if it would work if she did.'

'Tallis is probably better off on his own,' said Axel. 'He's a natural solitary. I was surprised at his getting married at all and especially to Morgan.'

'I think Morgan is awfully attractive,' said Simon, and then wished he hadn't.

'Morgan means well but she's fundamentally a very silly person. Hilda is far more genuinely a rational being, though like so many women she preferred marriage to the development of her mind. Morgan's a lightweight.'

Simon did not care for Axel's division of humanity into light and heavy weights. He had too clear a notion of which category he might be said to belong to himself. He could never quite understand Axel's hostility to Morgan. Of late he had very reluctantly suspected that Axel's old and deep attachment to Julius had been hurt by Julius's fling with Morgan. Simon was far too diffident to imagine that Axel disliked Morgan because Simon loved her. Yet that in fact was the origin of the dislike.

'I suppose Morgan and Julius have absolutely parted,' said Simon. 'Hilda seemed to think that that at least was certain.'

'Haven't the faintest idea.'

'Well, I suppose we'll soon know. It'll be nice to see Julius again.' What a liar I am, thought Simon.

'I'm glad Julius gave up the germ warfare thing,' said Axel. 'I knew he would. I must say I do look forward to seeing him. Julius has style. He is the sort of man who could get away with wearing a monocle.'

'He could get away with anything.'

'He is a most amusing companion.'

'More amusing than me?'

'Why do you make everything personal?'

'But this is personal.'

'You don't have to amuse me, Simon. I love you.'

'Thanks.' Simon pressed his arm very slightly against Axel's back. The contact, which he had been saving up, caused deep joy.

'I've always been a bit afraid of Julius really,' said Simon. This was better, a nearer approach to the truth, a mitigation of the recent lie.

'He can be alarming.'

'He would not be a man to have as an enemy.'

'True. But he'll never be our enemy so we needn't worry.'

'I remember someone saying they thought he was a bit ruthless and cynical.' I am going too far, thought Simon. And in fact I never heard anyone say that. These are my own impressions.

'He's certainly not cynical,' said Axel. 'He may seem so sometimes because he's exceptionally honest. Dostoevsky says that plain truth is so implausible that most people instinctively mix in a little falsehood. Julius just doesn't. And as for ruthlessness, a man of principle can seem ruthless to ordinary mortals. Julius isn't a compromiser.'

Well I am, thought Simon. 'Yes, I see what you mean.'

'Julius is a man with no nonsense about him.'

I am a man with a lot of nonsense about me, thought Simon. Nonsense is indeed the element in which I live. 'Yes, of course.'

'Julius might read all your letters if you left him alone in your flat, but he'd be sure to tell you afterwards. He can be tough, but there's something morally attractive about him.'

I'm sure I have many attractions, thought Simon, but I doubt if moral attractiveness is one of them. 'I can see that. Julius is awfully handsome, don't you think?'

'Yes. That fair look is so unusual in a Jew. He's a Sephardic, of course.'

'I'd quite forgotten he was a Jew.' That was another thing. Axel had rather a penchant for Jews.

'Julius is a man almost entirely without vanity,' said Axel. 'It's rare.'

'He always seemed rather proud to me,' said Simon. Reflection on Julius was bringing back memories of being ignored by him.

'1 said vanity,' said Axel. 'Not pride. The concepts are different.'

Axel, who together with Rupert had read philosophy at Oxford, liked to argue about words. When he carried on these arguments with other Oxford-trained men Simon felt uneasy. Simon had read history of art at the Courtauld. But even about art Axel often contradicted him. And Axel was often right.

'I wonder if Julius will look up Rupert,' said Simon, 'or if he'll keep away?'

'Of course he'll look up Rupert.'

'Then he may run into Morgan.'

'That's not our trouble,' said Axel, pushing the Hillman Minx rapidly across the changing lights.

'Oh dear, we are late, Axel.'

'They'll be perfectly happy drinking. By the way, for heaven's sake don't let's stay too long. I simply couldn't get you away last time. Remember the signal. When I start fingering my lapel you make our excuses.'

'Well, don't do it too soon!'

'You know I hate starting to drink so early in the evening.'

It was never too early for Simon to start to drink. 'All right.'

'Rupert drinks too much,' said Axel.

'Oh, I don't think so.' Axel had sometimes shown signs of wanting to reduce Simon's ration of alcohol. Simon, who was fond of the stuff, was very anxious to avoid a conflict of wills on this front.

'Yes, he does,' said Axel. 'Rupert is so damned high-minded one tends to forget how unstable he is.'

'I would never call Rupert unstable.'

'He's a terribly emotional man. The rationality is superficial. On the other hand, he's lucky.'

'You mean he hasn't been tried? But he's so intellectual, Axel. That book on philosophy—'

'We shall see, about that so-called book on philosophy. I suspect it will turn out to be a farrago of emotion.'

'Don't tease Rupert about it, Axel.'

'You're a kind thoughtful boy, and it was smart of you to remember to buy those flowers for Hilda, though I think you've bought an absurdly large bunch.'

'Well, you can hand it over with a few well-chosen words. Don't do that Simon, damn you, I've told you before!'

Simon had tilted the driving mirror so that it reflected his own face. 'Sorry.' What Simon saw in the mirror: a thin-faced pointed-nosed young man with a prominent rounded lower lip and anxious brown eyes. A lot of very slightly curly carefully kept hair of a darker hue than Rupert's and worn considerably longer. A delicate dandified head. The similarity of the two brothers resided rather in expression than in feature: a look of gentleness in Rupert and a similar look of diffidence in Simon. Axel, whose eye Simon could now apologetically catch in the readjusted mirror, was dark, although his surname was Nilsson and his ancestors were Swedish. Axel's hair was straight, the colour of rich dark earth, and also worn rather long. His eyebrows were bushy and his eyes a curious colour of light blue-grey. His mouth, though not unduly thin, was straight and rather hard. Some people found this face supercilious and forbidding. Simon thought it beautifully austere. He worshipped the traits of ascetism in one to whom, where love was concerned, nothing was denied.

'For God's sake stop patting your hair, Simon.'

'Sorry, darling.'

'And I believe you're wearing that ghastly after-shave lotion again.'

'I didn't put much on. You can only smell it because it's so hot in the car.'

'Try to remember you're male not female, will you?'

'Sorry, sweetheart.'

Axel hated the least suggestion of 'camp'. He banned homosexual jokes and indeed risqué jokes of any kind, nor would he tolerate upon Simon's lips the cant language of the homosexual world; although he was now prepared with misgivings to accept the word 'queer', which Simon represented to him as being by this time a general usage and not a term of art. 'Nothing,' declared Axel, 'is more boring than homosexuals who can talk about nothing but homosexuality.' Simon, who almost always gave way to Axel, relinquished these trivia with a certain regret. It was a myth of their relationship that Simon's life before he met Axel had been depressing and even sordid, but this was only half true. It was indeed Simon's nature to seek to give his heart, and to want to give it entirely, and unresponsive and unfaithful partners, of whom he had had many, had caused him much unhappiness. Yet he had enjoyed some of his adventures and liked the jokey parochial atmosphere of the gay bars which he had been used to frequent in the old days before Athens and Axel. His philosophy had been: one offers oneself in various quarters and one hopes for love. The love he had hoped for was real love. But the search had had its lighter side.

In fact Axel did something extremely important for Simon. He made Simon understand for the first time that it was perfectly ordinary to be homosexual. Simon had never exactly felt guilty about his preference. But he had felt it as a peculiarity, something rather nice and even perhaps a bit funny, something rather like a game, but definitely odd, to be concealed, giggled about and endlessly discussed and inspected in the private company of fellow oddities. He had never quite seen it as a fundamental and completely ordinary way of being a human being, which was how Axel saw it. Axel gloomily accepted a degree of discretion which the prejudices of society seemed still to make inevitable. But he refused to belong to a special homosexual 'world', to what he called 'that goddamn secret organization'.

Simon did his best to change his ways and to drop what Axel referred to as 'tribal habits'. But sometimes he felt that the change was only superficial and he was almost being guilty of insincerity. He felt uneasy about some of his instincts which he now judged to be frivolous. He speculated endlessly about what Axel really thought about him. He did not doubt Axel's love. But at the beginning Axel had certainly loved against his better judgment. Was he still doing so? How much did it matter not understanding about the balance of payments? Did Axel think he was stupid? Did he see him as a bit shallow, as a trifle corrupted, even worst of all as rather vulgar?

A spiteful spectator of the early stages of Simon's romance had once said to him, 'Axel says he just adores your particular brand of vulgarity.' This reported remark tortured Simon until he suddenly realized that Axel could not possibly have made it. Why was this not obvious at once? Because it corresponded to a deep fear. In three years the fear had diminished but not departed. Simon remained diffident and uncertain. 'You're a damn muddler, Simon,' Axel had once said to him angrily. 'It's a moral fault and it's not charming.' Simon reflected and realized how much in the past he had traded on the charm of a certain fecklessness. ('Oh you flibbertigibbet, you!' one of Axel's predecessors had been used to cry, while Simon hung his head coyly.) Would fecklessness and muddle one day lead him here to make a fatal mistake? Could there be a fatal mistake? He thought sometimes of asking Axel this question, but he knew that Axel would not answer it, any more than he would ever answer Simon's so often repeated cry of 'Will you love me always?' 'How on earth do I know?' said Axel.

'I will love you forever, Axel, to the end of the world. I give myself to you now and forever. I will be faithful to you always. I rejoice that you exist, that I have met you, that I can touch you, that we live in the same century. I will never cease to bless you for my good fortune.' Simon could not prevent himself from saying such things constantly. They burst out of him as a paean of thanksgiving at his phenomenal luck in having discovered Axel and at finding that where he loved he also was loved. Axel smiled. Occasionally he said 'Good' or 'You do that' or 'That's all right then', and pulled Simon's hair. Sometimes he said, 'Oh do shut up, Simon. It means nothing.' Simon was not good at Axel's moods, whose principle he could not understand. Axel was often gloomy without explanation, and very occasionally made Simon distraught with tenderness and anxiety by bursting into tears. We feel life so differently, thought Simon. Oh what agony it is, he thought, to love somebody so much and not to be him.

  This difference of 'feel' was sometimes the occasion of conflict. 
    Simon was greedy for the surface texture of his life whose substance he luxuriously 
    munched second after second as if it were a fruit with a thin soft furry exterior 
    and a firm sweet fleshy inside. Even unhappiness if it were not terrible unhappiness 
    came to him like that. (Terrible unhappiness was different. It divorced him 
    from his body.) Simon loved times of day, eating, drinking, looking, touching. 
    All his experiences were ceremonies. He liked the slow savouring of moments 
    of pleasure and he engineered his life to contain as many of these as possible. 
    It sometimes seemed to him that all his enjoyments were similar in kind though 
    not in degree, whether he was stroking a cat or a Chippendale chair or drinking 
    a dry martini or looking at a picture by Titian or getting into bed with Axel. 
    Whereas Axel had a much more petulant and withdrawn attitude to time, and 
    his life was much more layered and segmented. Simon felt sure that Axel's 
    delight in Don Giovanni was quite different in kind from his delight 
    in Simon. Axel had secret lives and hidden utterly un-Simon modes of experience. 
    He had a passion for opera. Simon, who detested opera, had pretended for nearly 
    a year to like it until a frenzy of excruciating boredom had wrung the truth 
    from him screaming at last and exposed him to Axel's bitter reproaches, not 
    for his lack of taste but for his failure to be honest. When they travelled 
    abroad together Simon was an anxious busy greedy tourist while Axel was often 
    maddeningly abstracted from the urgencies of the present. Axel was capable 
    of sitting reading a novel in his hotel and ignoring a great monument at a 
    hundred yards distance. They quarrelled furiously once in Venice when Axel's 
    dilatoriness made them arrive two days running at the Accademia just when 
    it was shutting.

  

My love is never without anxiety, thought Simon, never without pain. Yet perhaps this piercing quality is inseparable from my happiness, from my own peculiar highest best happiness. Could it ever be otherwise? Was it not perhaps quite otherwise for heterosexual married people, for Hilda and Rupert for instance? He could not believe that they lived in this constant condition of ecstatic pain. For Axel not to hurt him terribly in the most ordinary passages of their life together cost them both a kind of effort. There was at every moment total vulnerability. There was a dangerous thrilling trembling inner circuit of the soul. Simon had once tried to explain to Axel about this terrible vulnerability and Axel had not mocked him. Yet Axel had not said, 'Yes, I feel like that too.' Did love fill Axel's life in the way that it filled his own? There was peace sometimes at night. Sleeping with someone one loves one escapes from time. Yet there were early morning awakenings too when Simon wondered: what dreadful things lie ahead?

The light blue Hillman Minx swept into the Boltons. Feathery bushes and plump trees posed motionless with evening against white walls yellowed by a powdery sun. Pink roses clambered upon stucco balustrades and multi-coloured irises peered through painted lattices.

'Yes, I think Tallis is probably in for a bad time,' said Axel thoughtfully.

'Why now especially?'

'Morgan will make – some ghastly muddle.'

'Poor Tallis.' And poor Morgan, thought Simon. Poor poor Morgan. Proud Morgan. I must try to help her, he thought. I shall go to her. I shall help her to pick up the pieces. And with the phrase 'pick up the pieces' a curious thrill of pleasure shot through him. He would enjoy that somehow, helping Morgan to pick up the pieces.

The car turned into Priory Grove.

'Oh do look at that poodle, Axel. Isn't he perfectly sweet?'

'Don't be soppy, dear boy. Yes, he is rather nice.'

'I do wish we could have a cat, Axel. Don't you think we could?'

'It would be too much of a responsibility, Simon. We did agree about that before, you know. We're out all day. How would it get in and out?'

'We could have a cat-flap.'

'A cat-flap! Sorry, no!'

'I would accept the responsibility. And think of the pleasure of a beastie in the house!'

'One beastie in the house is quite enough! We'd be enslaved by the animal.'

'But I'd love that!'

'"If you want to eat spaghetti you must use your teeth." Wittgenstein.'

'I don't think Wittgenstein really said any of those things you say he said!'

'Hell, there doesn't seem to be anywhere to park.'

'When I first knew this road there wasn't a single car in it.'

'You make that remark every time we go to Rupert's.'

'Sorry to be such a bore, darling!'

'No, no, it's rather nice and cosy to hear these repetitions.'

'Axel.'

'Yes.'

'The way your hair grows down the back of your neck drives me completely and absolutely crazy.'

'Good show.'

'Will you love me forever?'

'Haven't the faintest idea.'

'I'll love you forever.'

'Decent of you. Could we get in there, I wonder?'

'No, I don't think so. You're Apollo and I'm Marsyas. You'll end by flaying me.'

'That's an image of love, actually, Apollo and Marsyas.'

'How do you mean?'

'The agony of Marsyas is the inevitable agony of the human soul in its desire to achieve God.'

'The things you know.'

'The things you failed to learn at the Courtauld.'

'I don't believe it though. Someone is flayed really. And there's only blood and pain and no love.'

'You think our planet is like that?'

'You think our planet is like that?'

'No redeeming grace?'

'None at all.'

'None, Simon?'

'Well, only this kind.'

'What do you mean, only this kind? Now, Simon, please, not just outside Rupert's house!'
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