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INTRODUCTION

Iris Murdoch’s early decision to devote the bulk and the vital energy of her remarkable writing career to fiction rather than to philosophy can be judged one of the greater pieces of recent literary good fortune. Murdoch was a philosopher, and her philosophical books, essays and speculations do exist in print; very good they are too. So, from early on, do some extremely thoughtful notions about the relationship between the modern novelist and the modern philosopher. Some of the strongest examples of this appear in Murdoch’s study of another important European thinker-writer, a generation older, Jean-Paul Sartre. Her book Sartre: Romantic Rationalist was published in 1953, and so just pre-dates the publication of her first novel. Sartre was the dominant philosopher and literary intellectual of the day. Hence, as she remarks in her book, to understand him is to understand something important about the present time, for as philosopher, politician and novelist Sartre ‘has the style of the age’. Her book is striking in that, although it is much concerned with Sartre’s version of post-Hegelian philosophy, and his views on ethics, metaphysics and politics, she comes to consider these matters largely through the route of his novels. Thus Sartre’s La Nausée (Nausea) becomes a significant example of a modern philosophical novel, its theme and purpose arising from the interesting ‘discovery’ of its narrator, Antoine Roquentin, that the world is contingent and we are related to it discursively and not intuitively. Murdoch’s book is therefore not only a clear-minded and brilliant study of the leading philosopher of the time, the Age of Anxiety, which was also the Age of Existentialism. It is also a meditation on the nature of the novel, its close relation to philosophy, and what the novel can instinctively do.

In Murdoch’s view Sartre is less a genuine creator and innovator in fiction than a user of the novel’s means and possibilities, meaning that La Nausée is as much a moral and epistemological essay as it is a work of fiction. In fact it is evidently one of the great European contes philosophiques, the kind of novel that Voltaire and Diderot, Constant and Goethe, Gide and Mann created, where the philosophical or intellectual intention can be considered its guiding force. But, as Murdoch acknowledges here, the novel is a curious kind of presence in western culture, and contains the grounds for a dialogue or a quarrel with the philosophical, the ideological and the analytical. It can be a kind of fictionalised or dialogic philosophy, but it can also be a dispute with philosophy as a mode of knowing, understanding or discovering, and a dispute with philosophers. So she goes to some very serious trouble to distinguish the ‘novel proper’ from the contes philosophique, the ideological drama (Dostoevsky, Mann), the metaphysical tale (Kafka), or the novel of ideas, and then to tell us what that means. ‘The novelist proper is, in his way, a sort of phenomenologist,’ she tells us. ‘He has always implicitly understood, what the philosopher has grasped less clearly, that human reason is not a single unitary gadget the nature of which could be discovered once for all. The novelist has his eye fixed on what we do, and not on what we ought to do or must be presumed to do. He has as a natural gift that blessed freedom from rationalism which the academic thinker achieves, if at all, by a precarious discipline. He has always been, what the very latest philosophers claim to be, a describer rather than an explainer; and in consequence he has often anticipated the philosopher’s discoveries.’

The novel, in short, is something that can affirm itself, firmly claim its own mode of being and knowledge, and its own distinctive relationship to ethics, metaphysics, consciousness and conscience. It can be, as Murdoch famously said, a fit house for free characters to live in, and furnish in their own way. It can freely discover the aesthetic nature of its own modernity. In considering Sartre, she remarks that the novel ‘is a picture of, and a comment on, the human condition, and a typical product of the era to which belong the writings of Nietzsche, the psychology of Freud, the philosophy of Sartre. It is also a type of writing which is more important, in the sense of being more influential, than any of the last mentioned.’ It is clear enough, as this meditation continues, that Murdoch takes the novel very seriously – not something that, in our own contemporary commercialised marketplace, and in a period of ideological denial and evident moral and metaphysical blindness and vacancy, we are inclined to do very often. But this was the early 1950s, when the world was shadowed with post-war pain and guilt and pressed by ideological argument, and when questions of morals, ethics and metaphysics had a very substantial meaning. Then it was possible to compare the novel not so much with its soft rivals (film, television, popular or genre fiction) but with works of philosophy, morality, religion, metaphysics. Novels had meanings. Novelists had minds and consciences, not personalities, and a vision of life, not a life-style. Hence the novel could keep company with significant matters: the labyrinths of freedom, the nature of consciousness, the problems of perception and of picturing consciousness, and such matters as the meaning of art, the quest for personal salvation and the nature of the good.

When in turn Murdoch established herself in fiction – which she did very shortly afterwards, with Under the Net in 1954 – these matters were obviously extremely close to the centre of her writing. Under the Net has a slightly confused critical history, since it appeared at a time when post-war fiction in Britain was just finding its character, and it was easy to set the book alongside such works as Kingsley Amis’s Lucky Jim, which was published in the same season, or with other texts of ‘anger’. But Murdoch’s book was cosmopolitan where Amis’s was self consciously provincial; it has a leaven of strong ideas; above all, it is urbane and surreal in its use of philosophical speculations and in its play with image and metaphor. It is an elaborate and very inventive comedy about necessity and contingency, words and silence, political claims and moral dilemmas, the need and illusions of love. The ghost of Sartre is everywhere in it, and its world is existential. Yet it refuses to be Sartrean, and indeed it is entirely at odds with Sartrean notions of boredom or futility. Where Sartre seems to be horrified by the ‘rich over-abundance of reality’, Murdoch revels in it. Where Sartre’s hero is ‘metaphysical by temperament’ and lives coldly, reflectively and without significant human relations, Murdoch’s narrator is the opposite, loyal to friendship, responsive to the world, ever in pursuit of the sign, the incident or the emotion. Sartre’s ‘tragic’ inability to write a great novel afflicts us all, she had told us, but she then gives an explanation: ‘We know the real lesson to be taught is that the human person is precious and unique; but we seem unable to set it forth except in terms of ideology and abstraction.’ Or such is the exemplary case of Sartre; what Under the Net conspicuously struggles with is the desire to find a new dawn beyond the ideologies, to break out of the net of abstractions, ideas, language.

Thereafter, for book after book, Murdoch would write philosophical novels challenging in one way or another the idea of the philosophical novel. Her work would retain the sweet clear-mindedness and rigour of the mentality that runs through that fine brief study of Sartre, and every book would display a bright commanding intelligence as well as a philosophical power. But these are quite determinedly not philosophical novels in the conventional sense, or the senses she had established in writing her first book. Sartre’s fiction, she said, was ‘stripped and made anonymous by extremity’; conversely hers would always be textured, dressed and decorated with many figures and many flavours. In time she came to seem something that was almost the opposite of her apparent philosophical origins: she was the splendidly romantic novelist, the maker of dreamlike appearances, myths, exotic illusions, impressions, the creator of elaborate sexual webs and erotic love stories. If Sartre had romanticised rationality, she had rationalised romanticism. Under the Net gives us the measure of a wonderfully inventive imagination, capable of devising that splendid mime theatre, an elusive film-star dog called Mr Mars, a mysterious foreign philosopher, a cold-cure centre, and an exotic plot about flight, escape, pursuit, love, which also engages us with arguments about language games and the paradoxes of discourse.

It was only the beginning, of course, of a fictional career of great inventiveness, with the novels written densely and yet at speed, and published with an amazing frequency. The settings of all them had some distinctively Murdochian flavour, a fine lushness and a kind of stagecraft that was a homage both to the resources of her own striking imagination and the detailed redundancies of the world. There seemed no end to the invention, and everything was enormously varied. Some of the books were spirited romantic fantasies or grand love stories; some seemed close to social or moral satire; others came close to a form of literary metaphysics. The questions they asked or teased at were of similar variety and great grandeur. As far as Murdoch was concerned, the novel never ceased to be ‘a picture of, and a comment on, the human condition’. Questions of ethics, morals, love, virtue, goodness; of self-deception, evil, moral wickedness, confusion, all found their place in this textured Murdochian universe. The underlying ideas, ever strong, changed to a degree over time, and the tone shifted from the impish towards the Olympian. Religious questions surfaced early (The Bell), and so did questions of the good and the true. There were grand Platonic questions about the nature and worth of art, and the character of the artist, who is everywhere taken seriously (as Bradley Pearson observes in The Black Prince, ‘all art is the struggle to be, in a particular sort of way, virtuous’). If philosophy has its own departments – ethics, metaphysics, politics, linguistics, epistemology – Murdoch had a wide and ranging view of them. She was not, like Sartre, engagée; and the states and conditions of speculation and meditation, the business of feeling experience and doing life, were prime objects of attention.

Understandably, given her training and her vivid intellect, many of her novels directly depict philosophy, or the works or the effects and influences of philosophers, or the meditations of those who have been trained in philosophical or perhaps religious habits of thought. Wittgenstein opens up and influences Nuns and Soldiers, though by now linguistic philosophy has become for Murdoch a sphere of bloodless thought; and it is more commonly Plato and the Platonists, or the Buddhistic philosophers, who come to the centre. And, throughout, the kinds of question asked are larger, more surprising and more often fanciful than might be expected of any thinker trained in the post-Heideggerian world. From time to time the philosopher emerges as a key figure, clearly depicted, though usually rather in the manner of those Renaissance paintings of the thinking scholar, or the intellectual man who has known and laid down a public duty; for, after all, the Philosopher’s was once thought a dignified public office (‘Ah, how happy all the people will be, when all the Kings are philosophers, or all the philosophers Kings!’ reflected the anonymous French enlightenment tract Le Philosophe in 1743). Hugo Belfounder in Under the Net, with his foreign origins, his questioning cunning, his originality and his boots, is there at the start of the tradition, and John Robert Rozanov, in The Philosopher’s Pupil, a former friend of the now dead Hugo, is another, coming along much later in the game. But the greatest influence of philosophy seems to be on turning the novel into a work of moral speculation and a Socratic dialogue, richly filled with characters, situations, emotions and textures, yet always holding on to a moral and speculative purpose and a dialogic solemnity.

Certainly, as the confidence mounted, and the scale of the œuvre grew, a new largeness and easiness did seem to enter Murdoch’s fiction. Good critics of her work such as Elizabeth Dipple and Peter Conradi date the change at somewhat different times, around the end of the 1960s or into the 1970s, but they more or less agree on what it is, and on how her status as a serious novelist enlarges.1 Her work begins to show a less direct interest in pure plot and action. There is what Dipple describes as ‘a strong interest towards protraction’ and a ‘spatial luxuriousness’ that gives a more languorous and meditative tone to the writing, The narrative itself does not need to seduce so energetically. The literary effects grow more studied, and some of the devices of realism dissolve. At the same time there is an assumption of familiarity: the writer is at home with her own codings and common sources of imagery and symbolism – animals, for instance, and water, caves, the great Renaissance allegorical paintings, and so on – and assumes a similar familiarity in the friendly reader, so they become part of a standing supply of imagery and symbolism, capable of being heightened or freely used and discarded. The same is true of the structure: a confident mastery of the arts of the novel and its many tactics now on access, and so it is possible to play very freely and flamboyantly with the narrative modes and strategies that are part of the kit of the genre.

Conradi also notices her increasing interest in doubling, dualling, the making of key dialogic pairs: the nice and the good, the fire and the sun, the nun and the soldier, the sacred and the profane, and so on. There is a new formality of design and a greater sense of performing the narrative rituals. The three key novels from the 1970s – The Black Prince, A Word Child and The Sea, The Sea – all have complex techniques of presentation, and mix the confessional aspect of first-person narration with many other devices, like the frame-tale, as well as with an elaborate dramaturgy and stagecraft. And these books are set in ‘The Time of the Angels’: that is, the time after the death of God, when none the less the great religious residue points up the problem of the faithless priest, the nun and the soldier. They no less deal with the powers of art and the dangers consequent on its myths and illusions. It’s a high point of literary confidence, and it is entirely appropriate that one of the best of these novels of her ‘mature style’, the grainy and Tempest-like The Sea, The Sea, should have won the Booker Prize.

Now that her work had achieved a new way with the largest of moral themes and the hugest of solemnities, as well as a fresh playfulness and a great freedom of literary tactics, it was appropriate that in 1983, with her twenty-first novel, The Philosopher’s Pupil, the philosopher should once more come to centre stage. This stage is a fancy one. This is another ‘narrated’ book, in which the narrator, who calls himself N (‘I am the narrator: a discreet and self-effacing narrator’), not only appears to tell the story but also gives his name to the town – N’s town, or Ennistone – where the tale unfolds, as if he has made the whole place up. But N’s is not a first-person tale, and the story has a secure and four-square narration; hence he seems to be there to secure a tone of familiarity, delivering the book as apparently a kind of reportage, and so masking some of its quite striking strangeness. Yet N is framed himself. As if to insist that the real mode of the novel is that of dialogue (Socratic debate or marital chatter?), the story begins with ‘An Accident’, a two-handed dialogic prelude, conducted to the watery swish of windscreen wipers, which initiates the accident of a car falling near-fatally into the local canal, lays out the drama, previews the ending. The accidental in Murdoch always has, of course, an interesting relationship to the intentional, or the necessary. The scene we witness could well be confused with a willed act of murder – just as an act of murder might, much later in the story, acquire the confused contingency of an accident. The scene has another point; it also introduces us to Philosophy’s most likely product, an impassioned (if not dangerous) pupil.

It is only after the watery bravura of this prelude that N’s narration proper starts, seemingly in the style of panoramic nineteenth-century fictional realism (‘Our Town’). Thus we will learn of ‘The Events In Our Town’, and ‘What Happened Afterwards’, and N, seemingly as omniscient as he is self-effacing, appears to build the story in classic social-realist fashion. A teasing effect quickly grows apparent. For the tale, set in a ‘funny time’ (there have been odd visitations, even sightings of flying saucers) in a meticulously described spa town, is focused around a central Murdochian symbol: water, a spring, the baths. The baths form the central social space of Ennistone: ‘Its role has been compared to that of the agora in Athens.’ The spa Institute is ‘what going to church used to be, only it happens everyday’. The spa and its many springs are erotic: ‘The deafening noise of the water, together with the thick steamy moist air, gives the Ennistone Room a strange atmosphere. More than one woman has admitted to me that she feels a sexual thrill on entering.’ Swimming is an almost universal pastime. (‘We swim all the year round’). Though married couples may attend, the rooms of the spa are all single. The waters are considered to have an aphrodisiac effect, there is reckoned to have been a local cult of Venus, and the spring is felt to be ‘the source of a kind of unholy restlessness which attacks the town at intervals like an epidemic’. The baths are an erotic (phallic, venereal), a philosophical and, indeed, an operatic location. They attract around themselves issues of art, architecture, landscape, nature, community, venery and virtue. They are also a theatre of exotic and magical machinery.

Indeed the setting – a Southern English version of an Attic or Athenian landscape, a water-decorated Utopia, a kind of operatic stage set – casts everything in an odd and different light, not least the significance of that initial ‘accident’ by water. As Conradi has pointed out, water is an obsessive symbol Murdoch has repeatedly used, in order, as she said, to represent ‘a deep metaphysical idea’. Here it is given a renewed significance in a novel that makes it the foundation of the entire community. Or, as Conradi puts it, the motif of water and the springs is ‘explored with great ingenuity as an explicitly public symbol in this imaginary spa town. It becomes something like a figure for Eros itself, the “natural” spring of desire, and an object of ambiguous worship’. The sheer publicity of the theme creates a knowing effect; the characters are all water creatures. The Graeco-Roman allusions are equally strong. The landscape of Ennistone seems at times Pompeiian, and an afternoon could usefully be spent mapping the carefully defined town and its various districts (Druidsdale and Burkestown, the Roman Bridge and the Glove Factory, Hare Lane and Travencore Avenue). In the same way, the spa and the baths provide a kind of Socratic scene where debate can occur, encounters begin, dramas evolve.

All it needs is the return of its presiding philosopher, and when John Robert Rozanov comes back to Ennistone (‘returning like a priest-king to his people’, as someone puts it) the dramas promptly commence. Rozanov is one of those grand charismatics who recur throughout Murdoch’s fiction. In later books we frequently find them at the point when they are meditatively laying down their powers. And so it is with Rozanov: ‘All the books were inside him now...’ Indeed, philosophy has disintegrated, gone far enough without becoming something else: ‘It had been his fate not to be interested in anything except everything... Artists have beauty and nature at their side, but a philosopher must contain his world inside his head until... it be unified, clarified... until he can become a god... or else perceive his all is nothing.’ As philosophers go, Rozanov is unusual. His Russified name suggests multiple and faintly mysterious origins, possibly in Dostoevsky; yet he has a Methodist upbringing. He has begun as a sceptic, a puritan, a linguistic analyst, a logical positivist. He has rejected philosophy as ‘too hard for human beings’, grown interested in Greek history, returned to philosophy as a neo-Platonist. He has written significant philosophical texts on Kant and Leibnitz; there is also the seminal Nostalgia for the Particular (interesting because a work of the same title was also written by Iris Murdoch, the person to whom, incidentally, the late Hugo Belfounder has apparently also left his clocks). He has ‘contemplated, almost indeed become, the images of the great metaphysicians, spawning his own imagery with a foaming spontaneity worthy of any madhouse. He has fled from these warm shades to the clean company of non-sensible things, numbers, mathematical forms; and had returned refreshed and hungry. He had created a moral system based on the Timaeus, and wondered in the silent night why great Plotinus spoke at last of touching, and not seeing, the One.’ He sees himself now as a metaphysical moralist, his search being, by way of the Real, for the Good.

Soon enough, like many of Murdoch’s charismatics, Rozanov will prove to have feet of clay. He has forgone philosophy, yet he still seeks to write the great book. He has laid down his staff, but as priest-king he still considers it right to use his powers to dispose of the fate of others, often entirely in his own interest. By way of the civil but peremptory little notes he delivers from his small house on Hare Lane, he attempts to shape lives, dismiss unwanted attentions, arrange marriages, and make his own abstract dealings in the difficult economy of love. But this is Ennistone, where love in its multiple forms, its many faceted relations, its many types of attraction, flourishes, and with all that benign eroticism which has always had a part in Murdoch’s fictional world. Innocence is full of surprises, intention rarely produces the correct results, and intellect hides its own emotional secrets from itself. If love, sexual desire, confused and unbidden passion – the triumph of Aphrodite – are one form of disorder, there are others. For the teachings of modern philosophy create their own disorders, and breed their pupils: like, for instance, George McCaffrey, who has taken to heart and soul the Nietzschean injunction to pass beyond good and evil, to bring the Dionysian into the Apollonian. The anarchic George, the justified sinner, who has Stella his strong star on the one side and Diana his sexual slave on the other, is hungry for the consolations of philosophy too, even though Rozanov warns him of their futility (‘... you are suffering from an illusion. There is no structure here to make sense of the language you are using... do stop worrying about philosophy – in your case philosophy is just a nervous craving’).

Then there are the other pupils and Socratic companion-adversaries who throng around the baths of Ennistone, and whose illusions Rozanov is ready to unmask. One is the failing priest Father Bernard Jacoby, who is there not least to remind us we do indeed live in a strange hiatus, a ‘funny time’, the godless ‘Time of the Angels’:


‘Our problem now, the problem of our age, our interregnum, our interim, our time of the angels –’

‘Why angels?’ [demands Rozanov]

‘Spirit without God.’

‘So you expect a new revelation.’

‘No, just to hang on.’

‘Until?’

‘Until religion can change itself into something we can believe in.’

‘Surely you don’t credit these historical dramas?’ said John Robert. ‘History is fictitious. To want, however modestly, salvation by history is to live a lie. All prophets are devils, vile peddlers of illusion... are you a mystic?’

‘I believe in a spiritual world as if it were very close to this world, as if it were – well, I believe it is – this world – exactly the same and yet absolutely different.’



Beyond them there is a Bacchic chorus of young people, various young lovers of various tastes and dispositions, a couple of gypsies who also perform rather theatrically as servants, a slave-prostitute, and two more McCaffrey brothers, one middle-aged and unsettled, one young and visionary, to test the philosopher and live the life of Ennistone. In fact many of Murdoch’s favourite human types and her most familiar themes, as well as her favourite images, are highlighted here. There is the accidental and the intended, the necessary and the contingent, the contrast between those who live in the groves of the sacred and those who revel in the world of the profane; the power of sexuality to create both the grace of love and the extremities of delusion; the power of childhood and innocence, the importance of wisdom and experience; the force of the animal kingdom and the near animate nature of the world of things. And beyond them all there are those confusions of the subject that mean even philosophers can, without knowing it, fall in love.

The novel’s scene is thus stylish and delightful; its myth is potent, and also very playful. Here is the king-philosopher, the bored prince of reason, and here too is the world of spiritual vacancy and sexual need, the collapse of selfhood amid the collapse of Reason, of Eros, and Thanatos. There is plenty to challenge philosophy, including philosophy itself. Besides George’s defiant yet hungry anarchy, seeking its philosophical vindication, there is the dance of love, the confusions of young sexuality, a night of youthful bacchanalia. In the end there is a visit to the underworld, and even an apparent visitation from the stellar spaces by flying saucer. The story ends with a sequence of strange events, accidents and contingencies. The young hero Tom McCaffrey, whose fate is destined to be benign and romantic, descends, in search of Rozanov, into the underground world below the baths: a strange deep-laddered place, whose studded doors are normally open to ‘authorised personnel’. His quest through this sweaty underworld of ladders, hot springs and locked doors is dangerous, but, through a great feat of self-levitation, using a knife he has by chance, he escapes. In the underground place he has lost most of his clothes and the knife with which he saves himself. Back upstairs in the baths a chance bed awaits him; in his sleep he has a vision. He goes on to save the philosopher’s granddaughter, the strange Hattie, from the strange love claims that now surround her. They retire, more or less innocently, to bed together. An odd, or odder, event then ensues, which deserves our speculation: ‘Later on, while Hattie was still sleeping, he went downstairs. A neat parcel had been placed inside the front door which had been left open. Inside the parcel he found his shoes and socks and macintosh and jacket and the knife which Emma had given him.’ Who has put them there? We would have to say the plotter, or whoever it is contrives literary fortunes and can make anything happen: that same authorial team or authorised personnel who create the bravura display of accidents, contingencies, malign or suicidal intentions and counter-intentions with which the whole book ends.

For, as Tom is mysteriously saved in the underground workings, Rozanov is no less confusingly lost in the baths. In The Philosopher’s Pupil philosophy does not triumph. The great last book of everything is not finished, the pages float water-soaked at the end, a cruel love dawns, and the life of Rozanov concludes in a confusion of plots, intentions, coincidences, and mysteries – in fact, in just the sort of things that can officially be called ‘accidental’. Indeed the most important fact about the story is that Murdoch is plainly prepared to sacrifice philosophy (and her figure of the philosopher) not just to the powers of Eros and Thanatos, but to the playful processes of fiction. So it is not the philosopher, the nihilist or justified sinner, the failed priest, the prostitute-slave, the strong wife, the moralist or the gypsy mystic who wins; it is the inventor, the plotter, the one who shapes, fantasises, contrives, discovers, puts right. As the book ends, various new glimpses of the magical machinery are on offer, a display of the hidden sources of water, the steaming springs and systems, the locked doors and the labyrinthine ladders that keep the baths going, and allow for swimming, love, levitation, vision, and which are also not unlike the workings of love, sympathy, trickery, invention and falsehood, the things that go into the making of novels.

By the time we are done, it seems our discreet and self-effacing narrator (N), who tells us he does nothing, also does everything. He watches through his windows, consults, interferes when necessary (for example, when Stella has, in her own way, to go underground, or when Tom needs his clothes back), and he gives us stories. It all ends, as stories should, with a classic repertory of mostly happy-ever-afters: idyllic couples, reconciliations, renunciations, come-uppances and destinies (‘Everybody seems to be going batty these days’). As the book confesses, purely intellectual ideas and images can play ‘deep’ parts in human psychology. But by the time we are done philosophy has yielded to love, and love to the plenitude, playfulness, the strange consonances and outcomes that are fiction. The Philosopher’s Pupil freely sacrifices itself, at the end, before the altar of fictionality itself. For art is a made thing, a form of discovery that needs to illuminate itself as a discovery. It helps, of course, if you don’t just listen to stories, and retell them, but make them, engage in their trickery. And, as N confesses, it helps even more if, for the purpose, you do have the assistance of a certain lady.

The Philosopher’s Pupil has far more fantastic play and less solemnity than some of the novels that precede it. The Black Prince is a powerful fiction about the power and force of emotion; The Sea, The Sea has a merciless and painful quality, and is a vision of the cosmos. The Philosopher’s Pupil is no strict conte philosophique, but a novel and it has, in the end, a playful relaxation. It is itself a book by a philosopher who has gone beyond philosophy, who has found, in the ways of art, the contrivances of narrative, the splendid play of human intention, a fresh form of discovery – and has then explored, in all seriousness, its many playful options. As critics such as A. S. Byatt have said, the great power possessed by the late Murdoch is the wonderful assurance, the grand authority, of a writer in whom intelligence and creative inspiration are now a kind of indulgence, a joyous opening out into incompleteness. Sensible, subtle, clever, humane, these novels are justifications for the novel as the scene of that ‘blessed freedom from rationalism’ which Murdoch always saw as one of the great gifts of the form. Philosophy has gone through a time when it has been in revolt against itself, and it has sat interestingly with the modern novel – in such works as Saul Bellow’s splendid Herzog, where the modern intellectual contends wonderfully with the nature of his inheritance of romantic nihilism. But the number of such books are small, and one of the most interesting is The Philosopher’s Pupil.

MALCOLM BRADBURY

2000



1 Elizabeth Dipple, Iris Murdoch: Work For the Spirit (London, Methuen, 1982) and Peter Conradi, Iris Murdoch: The Saint and the Artist (London, Macmillan, 1986).


PRELUDE

i An Accident

A few minutes before his brainstorm, or whatever it was, took place, George McCaffrey was having a quarrel with his wife. It was eleven o’clock on a rainy March evening. They had been visiting George’s mother. Now George was driving along the quayside, taking the short-cut along the canal past the iron foot-bridge. It was raining hard. The malignant rain rattled on the car like shot. Propelled in oblique flurries, it assaulted the windscreen, obliterating in a second the frenetic strivings of the windscreen wipers. Little demonic faces composed of racing raindrops appeared and vaished. The intermittent yellow light of the street lamps, illuminating the grey atoms of the storm, fractured in sudden stars upon the rain-swarmed glass. Bumping on cobbles the car hummed and drummed.

Stella was usually silent when George had one of his rages. On this occasion she spoke up.

‘George, let me drive.’

‘No.’

‘Let me drive.’

‘I said no!’

‘Don’t drive so fast.’

‘Don’t touch me, damn you, leave me alone!’

‘I am leaving you alone.’

‘You never do, never, never.’

‘Change gear, you’re straining the engine.’

‘It’s my car, I can do what I bloody like with it.’

‘Don’t drive so fast, you can’t see.’

‘I can see with my own eyes. You can’t see with my eyes, can you? So shut up.’

‘You’re drunk.’

‘Fancy that!’

‘You make your mother drink too much.’

‘Why come then? You like to see us degrade each other, is that it?’

‘She shouldn’t drink so.’

‘I hope she dies of it, the fiend. Oh if only she could get on with dying!’

‘She sets you off, she always does.’

‘You set me off. She hates you.’

‘All right, I know.’

‘You seem quite pleased.’

‘No.’

‘You’re jealous of her.’

‘No.’

‘You think you’re better than all of us.’

‘Only in some respects.’

‘Only in some respects! Oh Christ!’

‘I’m only answering your idiotic remarks. I wish you’d be quiet and drive better.’

‘You needle me all the time with your beastly calm superiority, nothing touches you, nothing, you never cry like a real woman.’

‘Maybe I don’t cry when you’re around.’

‘You don’t cry. You can’t. Tears are human. When you’re alone you sit with a little self-satisfied smile, like a Buddha.’

‘Let’s not talk. I’m sorry –!’

‘Oh, you torment me so –!’

‘You torment yourself.’

‘People detest you, do you know that?’

‘No.’

‘All right, they detest me too.’

‘I should say you were rather popular.’

‘Because they don’t know what I’m like.’

‘Because they do. Everybody loves a black sheep.’

‘Black sheep! What a banality!’

‘Do you want me to call you something worse?’

‘They don’t bloody know what you’re like. They think you’re a prig. They don’t know you’re a devil.’

‘Oh do be quiet.’

‘I can’t stand your physical proximity.’

‘Stop the car then and I’ll get out.’

‘Oh no you don’t, you stay here. I won’t let you get out!’

‘Oh how it rains!’

‘You provoke me so that you can blame me. I know your tricks. You go on and on about how I lost my job, you keep bringing it up.’

‘You bring it up.’

‘You say you’re sorry, but you think that I’m a rotten contemptible failure.’

‘That’s what you think, not what I think.’

‘I could kill you for saying that.’

‘You only care about losing face, not about the harm that you do, not about things that matter.’

‘Such as you.’

‘Such as being kind to me.’

‘Are you kind to me?’

‘I try to be. I love you.’

‘That’s the most cruel thing of all, to keep saying that when it isn’t true, when I need real love not your bloody power mania, that’s your excuse, you think if you just say that it lets you off and you can do anything you like to me. Christ, you even destroy the bloody language, you stand beside me with your pretended love like a nurse waiting for the patient to collapse. You think one day I’d fall helplessly into your arms, but I never will, never never never. I’ll kill myself first, or you, you make an absolute nonsense of my life. If I’m mad you made me so –’

‘You’re not mad.’

‘You said I ought to have electric shocks.’

‘I didn’t.’

‘You lie.’

‘I said someone else said so.’

‘Who?’

‘Oh never mind.’

‘Who?’

‘The doctor.’

‘Oh, so you’ve been seeing the doctor about me!’

‘No, I just met him at Brian’s.’

‘You said, my husband has gone mad and I want him locked up.’

‘Do stop this farce.’

‘Farce, that’s what you reduce me to. I’m your puppet, you reduce me to a gibbering puppet and put me in your pocket. You’re so hard, so cold, no gentleness, no tenderness, no repose. If I’d married a sweet kind woman I’d be a different man. Oh it’s all so black, so black. Why don’t you go away?’

‘I don’t want to.’

‘Someone might blame you for once! You hate me, don’t you? You are hating me, you are loathing me, in this very minute. Why don’t you admit it?’

‘I won’t say so.’

‘You mean it’s true, only you won’t say it, so why do you speak of love, you foul hypocrite?’

‘I didn’t say that. I said something different.’

‘I didn’t say that, I said something different! Are you crazy?’

‘I might say I hated you but it wouldn’t be true. I guard my tongue.’

‘You guard your tongue! Our life together is a madhouse. Why did you ever marry me? Everyone was amazed. Your father was stunned. Well, why did you –?’

‘Oh – it doesn’t matter.’

‘It doesn’t matter. You always say that. You’ll say it when I’m dying. You’re a leech, a flea, a blood-sucking parasite. You’re quietly pouring all my blood into your body. You’ll suck me white and dry and prop me up in a corner and say to people, “There’s my husband, poor George!”’

‘You don’t believe any of this, why do you say it?’

‘I do believe it. You imagine that however much I shout I really need you, and as soon as I stop you think it’s all right between us.’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s a lie, your lie, your illusion. God, if I could only cram it down your throat and put an end to you. Do you think I could talk like this if I didn’t hate you in the deepest part of my soul?’

‘Yes. You don’t hate me.’

‘You’ve been sent by the devil to torment me. Why don’t you go away before I kill you? Can’t you be unselfish enough not to get yourself murdered? But oh no, you won’t go away, you’ll never go away, you want people to admire you and say “There’s long-suffering Stella, the virtuous wife!”’

‘Don’t drive like that, you’re hurting the car.’

‘You’re sorry for the car, what about me?’

‘I wish I could help you.’

‘You’d better help yourself. You’ll be sorry –’

‘You know perfectly well that I love you and care about you.’

‘What a way to put it, what a tone to use. You ought to take some lessons in being a woman.’

‘How can I put it when you’re like this?’

‘Haven’t you any feelings?’

‘Not at the moment. I’ve switched off my feelings. If I had feelings now I’d be screaming.’

‘Scream away, I’d like to hear you scream.’

‘One scream is enough.’

‘Why don’t you say that you hate me?’

‘If I say I hate you it’s the end, there’s no more sense in the world, it’s all darkness –’

‘If you said it you’d make it true? Then it must already be true –’

‘No, no –’

‘Roll on darkness. It’s covered me already. God, how you torture my nerves.’

‘Well, don’t say so, why can’t you be silent. Keep all this filth inside yourself. Other people manage to, why can’t you?’

‘Yes, you keep your filth inside, but it stinks all right, it rots and it stinks. You’re sour and foul and rotten all through.’

‘Oh shut up, damn you!’

‘What did you say?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘What did you say?’

‘You’re crazy. You’re crazy with fear because that man is coming.’

‘What?’

‘You’re crazy with fear because Rozanov is coming.’

‘You bitch – you –’

George struck sideways at her, catching her cheekbone with the back of his hand.

‘George – stop – stop the car – stop –’

‘Hell, hell, hell –’

George wrenched at the wheel, turning the car violently round in the direction of the canal. He dragged at the wheel as if it were some evil plant which he was striving to haul up by the roots. The car swerved, lurching and sliding on the uneven stones, and the lights of the nearest lamp post crackled across the windscreen in a starry trail as the rain struck with a difference and jumped about as if the car were shaking itself like a dog. George felt that in another moment he would suffocate; all his blood seemed to have rushed up into his head and to be bursting out there into a blazing bleeding wet red flower. He thought, I’m having a heart attack or something, I must get out into the air or I’ll die. Gasping for breath, he fumbled the door open and half fell out, slithering on the cobbles and stumbling against the wet slippery side of the car. The rain drenched his burning face. He saw the dark surface of the canal close below him, covered with tiny mobile rings like grey coins. He saw the high elliptical curve of the iron foot-bridge beyond. The car, its wheels almost at the edge of the quay, was moving away from him in automatic drive. He must have braked instinctively as he swung it round. He cried aloud in a furious despairing wail. Why hadn’t it gone away into the water as he had intended it to, why was it all still to do? Let everything pass from him into destruction. His hands were sliding along the wet metal. A vast feeling like sex, like a sense of duty, took possession of his body, a thrill of frantic haste and pure absolute fear. Hurry, hurry, hurry, must, must, must. He fell against the back of the car, bracing his feet against the rough stones of the quay and trying to push with open palms upon the back window. He felt the rainy muddy glass and raised his mad enraged face up like a howling dog. He heard screams, his own and another’s. At the same moment he looked towards the iron bridge and saw that there was a figure on it, a tall figure in a long black coat. It’s the devil, thought George, the devil come at last to –

Then he fell headlong on the stones. Nothing was there, no car, no figure, nothing. He lay with his face in a pool of water. He had heard a great sound, a great hollow explosion like something bursting inside his brain. He lifted up his head.

He lifted up his head. He was in his bed in his room at home, and the daylight was showing through the curtains, present in an insubstantial pattern of yellow flowers. So, he thought, it was only a dream! I dreamt I’d killed Stella. Not for the first time either, by God! And the devil was in the dream too. He was crossing the bridge. I always connect him with water. And Stella was drowned, I drowned her. George often dreamed this, only usually he drowned Stella in a bath, holding her head down below the water and wondering how much longer he needed to do it to be quite sure that she was dead.

He peered at his watch in the dim light. It was seven-thirty. Then he remembered that he had lost his job. In a fit of rage he had destroyed the Museum’s small but very precious collection of Roman glass. Only one little bluey-greeny beaker had survived George’s fury, bouncing in a miraculous manner upon the tiled floor. George pictured the timidly anguished face of the director as, looking ready to weep, he carefully picked up the survivor. Spite against George followed; things always ended in spite against George. Perhaps he ought to appeal. No one got sacked nowadays. Oh to hell with them, he thought. Then he thought, why am I such a bloody fool, I do such damn stupid things, it’s all my own fault, God I am unlucky. He wondered if he should reflect about whether to try to get that job back or whether to get another job and if so what and how, and decided not to reflect.

A stab of pain, a different one, alerted George’s drowsy mind to another matter and he sat up abruptly in bed. John Robert Rozanov. George now pictured John Robert’s face, a huge spongy moist fleshy face, with a big pitted hooked nose and an avid sensual mouth always partly open. He saw John Robert’s red wet lips and his terrible clever cruel blood-shot eyes. At the same time George became fully aware of the frightful headache which had been plaguing him ever since he became conscious. His face felt bruised too. He must have been foully drunk last night. He tried to remember last night but could not. John Robert was coming back. Oh God, oh God.

George decided that what he needed now was milk, a nice long drink of creamy cold milk from the fridge. Slowly and gingerly, holding his head with one hand, he pulled back the bedclothes and moved his legs to dangle over the edge of the bed. He put his feet carefully on the floor. A kind of cramp seemed to be curling them into balls, and they refused to uncurl into flat surfaces which could be stood upon; it was like trying to stand on two fists. He managed to stand awkwardly, holding on to the bedpost, then hobbled to the window and drew back the curtains. The sun was shining upon George’s small garden and upon a poplar tree which Stella had planted when... Lord, how full of pain the world was. The tree was tall now, its young buds glowing. The sun also shone upon George’s little triangular green view of the Common, and upon the intrusive curious malignant windows of other houses. George turned away. He stumbled over something.

It was the pile of his clothes, lying upon the floor. This was where they usually lay. But what was odd was that they were all soaking wet and black with mud.

George remembered. It was not a dream. It had all really happened. The car had fallen into the canal with Stella in it. Was Stella dead then?

He walked unhurriedly out of the bedroom door and across the landing to Stella’s room. The room was bright with sun, the curtains pulled back, the bed not slept in. George sat down on a chair. No, Stella was not dead. Was he glad? Christ, what a lot of bloody trouble he had landed himself in, he would lose his driving licence. He recalled painfully, shamefully, remorsefully the way things had happened last night. He could see it all now.

When George had sat up upon the wet rainy cold stones of the quay, and found that the car had gone, he was at first confused. Where had it gone to? Some terrible ghastly frightening noise had taken place. His arm was hurting, strained somewhere by a violent effort. He jumped up and ran to the edge of the quay. The lamp light showed the canal waters, black with mud, foaming and churning and boiling as if the devil himself were rising up to the surface like a black whale. In the midst of this turmoil was a gleaming pale expanse which it took George a moment to identify as the roof of the car. George executed a sort of dance upon the edge of the quay as if he were about to walk straight out into the air; then he began to run along the edge and to descend a flight of slimy greenish stone steps of whose existence he had somehow known. He even put his hand confidently on to a great iron ring which was hanging from the wall half-way down the steps. The cold water took hold of his trouser legs.

George was a good swimmer. Yelping with fear and horror and the cold he reached the car. Down in the canal everything was confused and dark and terrible. No light seemed to come from above. He felt he was about to lose his senses. He had no conception of the shape of the car or what to do with it. He could not make out how high the water had risen inside. He held on helplessly to the rim of the roof. Even as he touched the car he could feel it sinking, slowly settling down into the mud. His knee touched something. A door was open. With what he remembered as a curious blind slowness George fumbled at the black aperture, holding on to the door with one hand and trying to bring his legs down at the side of the car. The end of the door struck him in the face. Stella came out like a creature sliding from a chrysalis, like a moist dark bat from a cranny, like a dream of a child being born. It seemed to George as if he had then led her back to the steps; he could not recall pulling her through the water. On the steps it was different. She was a heavy inert dripping sack which had to be hauled up step by step; and at that moment it occurred to him that she was dead. Up on the quay it was at once apparent that she was not. She lay on the stones, moving, gasping, writhing like a worm. George recalled without surprise what he had done next. He had kicked her soggy limp body, shouting, ‘You bitch! You bitch!’

An ambulance came. The police came. Stella was taken to the hospital. George was taken to the police station where he made a confused statement and sat moaning while it was established how drunk he was. He had not recalled then, but he recalled now the identity of the black-clad figure who had been passing across the bridge. It was the priest, Father Bernard Jacoby. He must have raised the alarm. He must have seen George pushing the car. Did that matter? Christ, what a mess.

‘How are we feeling?’

The questioner was Gabriel McCaffrey, Stella’s sister-in-law.

Stella continued to cry, saying nothing.

Gabriel herself often cried. Not that she had anything very terrible to cry about, since she was happily married and had a lovely son, but she cried often for the anguish of the world because of its little vulnerable places, or because of the frailty of everything she loved. Stella on the other hand had always plenty to cry about. However, Gabriel had never before seen her crying or even imagined her crying.

The two women were not intimate friends and not allies but they liked each other. Stella might well suppose that Gabriel pitied her because Gabriel was married to nice Brian while Stella was married to awful George. On the other hand, Gabriel might well imagine that Stella thought that George was interesting, whereas Brian was boring. The relations of Stella and George were a mystery to Gabriel and Brian. Of course, Stella had been to a university and was educated and clever. Yet she had made nothing of her cleverness, while Gabriel, who had not been to university, had a more successful ‘life’. Gabriel was happier. But was not battle-scarred Stella ‘more real’? There were, indeed, further complexities, of which they were both aware and above which, usually, they were able to look at each other calmly enough.

Gabriel did not feel calm now. She had always known and feared George’s capacity to introduce absolute disorder into all their lives. George could destroy us all, she sometimes felt, and sometimes, George wants to destroy us all. Of course this was irrational, though it was equally irrational to regard George as simply ‘accident prone’. How I hate bullies, Gabriel thought, thank heavens I’m not married to one.

Father Bernard Jacoby had telephoned Brian and Gabriel on the previous night to tell them about the accident, the car in the canal, Stella and George safe, Stella in hospital, George gone home. He suggested (to Brian’s relief and Gabriel’s disappointment) that it was too late for visits, both of the victims would be asleep. It was now nine o’clock in the morning. Stella, in a private room, was propped up in bed. She had a black eye and a cracked rib and what the nurse called ‘severe shock’. George had not answered telephone calls. Brian was going round to see him.

‘Please stop crying,’ said Gabriel, ‘you are tiring yourself and upsetting me.’ This firm calm manner, unnatural to Gabriel, was how her sister-in-law preferred to be addressed.

Stella had been crying into a handkerchief. She now laid this aside and revealed her wet swollen bruised face, shocking to Gabriel. Stella began rolling her head to and fro upon the pillow, visibly trying to control her respiration. Gabriel touched her arm lightly. Stella did not like hugging and kissing. Gabriel had never kissed her.

‘Shall I stay, shall I talk to you?’

‘Tell me something.’ The stream had abated, though Stella kept blinking tears out of her eyes.

Gabriel, who was good at decoding, knew that this meant: tell me anything. ‘It’s a sunny day. You can’t see from here, but the sun’s shining.’

‘Did you come by car?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where did you park?’

‘In the hospital car park, there’s plenty of room.’

‘You’ve got a new dress.’

‘I bought it in Bowcocks sale. Do you know, you can see the High Street from the window, and the Botanic Garden and the Institute –’

‘I haven’t looked.’

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Terrible.’

‘What happened? Or would you rather –?’

‘George was drunk. He jumped out. Then he pulled me out.’

‘All’s well that ends well,’ said Gabriel, who hoped that this banality would irritate Stella into saying something more.

‘It was my fault,’ said Stella.

‘I know that’s not true.’

The family often discussed Stella’s situation, how she put up with George’s tantrums and his infidelity, how she persistently imagined that her love would cure him. She kept hoping, looking for little signs. Gabriel thought, it’s odd how stupid a clever person can be. She feels that not blaming George will somehow make him improve.

‘I argued,’ said Stella. ‘I said a particular thing that annoyed him. Then the car went out of control.’

‘He’s easily annoyed!’

‘George was crazy as a fox last night.’

‘Always was, always will be. One day he’ll go too far.’

‘If he ever does he’ll get better.’

‘You mean repentant?’

‘No.’

‘You always make excuses for him, he can get away with anything, he’s always forgiven and first of all by you!’

‘It’s my privilege to be first.’

What a hypocrite she is, thought Gabriel, and yet she’s sincere. Can there be sincere hypocrites? Yes, and they’re the most maddening of all. There was no doubt that Stella was an odd fish, an alien, a changeling. She was a handsome tall strong woman. She sees him as a challenge, thought Gabriel, she sees it as a fight, and she thinks that’s love. George ought to have married a gentle submissive girl, not this noble ridiculous person. And she thought, this is the most intimate conversation I’ve ever had with Stella.

‘You ought to go away for a while, have a holiday from George.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

‘You should, you should go to some foreign city.’

‘He’ll lose his driving licence.’

‘Poor George!’

‘He wanted us to walk away.’

‘You mean last night? Just walk away, after that? Before the police came, I suppose!’

‘I would have walked if I could,’ said Stella.

‘Oh God, here he comes.’

Through the open door of the room Gabriel saw George approaching along the corridor.

‘Good-bye, Gabriel, thank you for coming to see me.’

With a little wave to Stella, Gabriel moved out of the room. George advanced, walking with a characteristic self-conscious deliberation as of someone fairly confidently walking on water. He leaned forwards as he walked, setting his feet down noiselessly on the thick, soft, spongy pale grey hospital linoleum. His arms swung in a light poised manner. He looked like an athlete, off duty, aware of being photographed. When he saw Gabriel he narrowed his eyes and smiled a faint amused smile. Gabriel, disturbed by mixed emotions, made an impatient gesture with her hand. She frowned, but her mouth could not help smiling in an involuntary nervous spasm.

George McCaffrey had been spared the visit of his brother Brian by having left the house before Brian arrived. Before leaving, George had telephoned the hospital and learnt that Stella was ‘comfortable’. He set off, but went first of all to the canal.

The canal was no longer in use. It ought to have been beautiful, as it curved into the town, with the cobbled road beside it and the huge square granite slabs at the edge of the quay and the great rings upon the walls where the painted barges used to tie up. The elliptical foot-bridge was reproduced (reflected in still water) upon postcards, and the small elegant container (still in use) of the nearby gas works, with its fretted cast-iron coronet was a period piece prized by industrial archaeologists. But somehow the sluggish brown stream looked dirty and melancholy, and attempts to rejuvenate it for purposes of pleasure always failed. The canal remained in mourning for its useful past, expressing the grim puritanical character of local history rather than any desire to be reborn as charming. The area on the far side remained derelict, except for a scattering of poor post-war housing, mostly condemned, and was known as ‘the wasteland’. Against the rusty railings which fringed the road only the uglier weeds grew; the grass between the tilting cobbles was flabby and sad, and the glittering points in the square granite slabs looked like symptoms of a post-industrial disease.

It was beginning to rain when George arrived. Several people were standing looking down at the car. (The drama had of course been reported in the Gazette.) Aware of being recognized, George joined them. Several of the on-lookers walked hastily away. Those who remained removed themselves to a little distance.

The car was upright, its white roof just breaking the surface. It must have settled down in the mud since last night. The brown rain-pitted canal water, very slowly passing it by, possessed it as if it were a rock or a clump of reeds. It looked peaceful.

George had never had any fantasies about driving cars over quaysides, though he had had plenty about drowning, death by water, his own or another’s. He had fantasies, or were they dreams, of drowning someone, as it might be Stella, and burying the corpse in a wood and visiting the quiet grave regularly as the months passed and the years passed and the seasons changed and the wild flowers grew upon the place and no one ever suspected. Sometimes he dreamt that he had killed Stella and then suddenly met her again alive and then realized that it was not her, but a twin sister of whose existence he had never known.

How could I have done that, he thought, looking down. As on similar occasions in the past, he felt a cleavage between himself and the George who did things. Yet he was that person and felt easy with him, chiding him gently. What a damn stupid thing to do, he thought, now that he was in the land of consequences. I was fond of that car. What will the insurance people say, I wonder. God, if only we could have got away before the police came.

Stella had started crying again when George arrived. She was very anxious indeed to stop. She regarded crying as a kind of rather shameful and unusual disease. It gave her no relief. She rolled her head about, trying to breathe slowly, but could not stop her lower lip from shuddering convulsively and her heart from racing. She put her hand to her damaged side and panted, turning her wet mouth away from her husband.

‘How are you?’ said George.

‘OK.’

‘Are you feeling OK?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’ve got a black eye.’

‘Yes.’

‘So have I, at least it’s swollen, can’t think how I got it.’

‘Oh – yes –’

‘The people here seem nice, the nurse was nice to me.’

‘Good.’

‘You’re not in pain?’

‘No.’

‘That’s good.’

‘I can’t stop crying.’

‘Not to worry.’

‘I suppose it’s hysterical. Not like me.’

‘No. Gabriel got here early.’

‘Yes.’

‘What did she say to you?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What did you say to her?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing?’

‘I told her nothing.’

‘I can’t remember much about last night.’

‘I’m glad you can’t, neither can I.’

‘If you can’t remember, why are you glad I can’t?’

‘It was a horrid accident, better to forget it.’

‘We do a lot of forgetting. How long will you be in here?’

‘I don’t know. You could ask matron.’

‘Do you want anything, flowers or books or anything?’

‘No, thanks.’

‘I feel awfully tired.’

‘You’re suffering from shock.’

‘Yes, that’s it, I suppose I am.’

‘Better go home and rest.’

‘No, I think I’ll go swimming, that always does me good.’

‘Yes, go swimming, that’ll do you good.’

Pat-ball, thought George, pat-ball. It’s either this or rows. Stella can’t talk to me, that’s her trouble; she can’t make silly jokes or play about like other people, she can’t really talk to anyone, she’s cut off from the human race. She’s grand like royalty, I married a princess. I hate seeing her crying, it’s so unnatural, she looks like a wet pig. She hasn’t any soft warm being, no haven there, no safety. Oh God, how much fear I feel now, how much help I need, with him coming. Why must I always suffer so, this is hell. Familiar black resentment rose in his heart, in his gorge. I am poisoned, he thought.

‘Here’s Alex,’ said Stella, and checked her weeping.

George rose quickly and made for the door. His mother stood aside to let him pass. They exchanged a quick bright look but no words.
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