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UNDER THE  NET

Iris Murdoch was born in Dublin in 1919 of Anglo-Irish parents. She went to Badminton School, Bristol, and read classics at Somerville College, Oxford. During the war she was an Assistant Principal at the Treasury, and then worked with UNRRA in London, Belgium and Austria. She held a studentship in Philosophy at Newnham College, Cambridge, and then in 1948 she returned to Oxford, where she became a Fellow of St Anne's College. Until her death in February 1999, she lived with her husband, the teacher and critic John Bayley, in Oxford. Awarded the CBE in 1976, Iris Murdoch was made a DBE in the 1987 New Year's Honours List. In the 1997 PEN Awards she received the Gold Pen for Distinguished Service to Literature.

Following her writing debut in 1954 with Under the Net, Iris Murdoch wrote twenty-six novels, including the Booker Prize-winning The Sea, The Sea (1978). Other literary awards she received include the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for The Black Prince (1973) and the Whitbread Prize for The Sacred and Profane Love Machine (1974). Her works of philosophy include Sartre: Romantic Rationalist (1953), Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals (1992) and Existentialists and Mystics (1997). She wrote several plays including The Italian Girl (with James Saunders) and The Black Prince, adapted from her novel of the same name.
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To
 RAYMOND QUENEAU





All, all of apiece throughout:

Thy Chase had a Beast in view:

Thy Wars brought nothing about;

Thy Lovers were all untrue.

'Tis well an Old Age is out,

And time to begin a New.

DRYDEN: THE SECULAR MASQUE





INTRODUCTION

IT'S HARD TO think of a modern British novelist who made a bolder, more brilliant debut than Iris Murdoch did with Under the Net. When the novel was first published in 1954, it was immediately apparent that a remarkable new writer had arrived on the scene, a writer already in full command of the art to which she was to devote the rest of her creative life. No one had conjured up a world quite like that before, entrancing the imagination with a flawless fusion of the mundane and the marvellous, laughter and lyricism, farce and philosophy. It was the first novel by Iris Murdoch I happened to read, three decades after it launched her career, and it remains far and away my favourite. Its prodigiously gifted author went on to write twenty-five more novels, many of which were bigger, more ambitious affairs, and several of which won prestigious literary prizes. But she never wrote a better novel than the one that made her name.

In a nutshell, Under the Net is Jake Donaghue's account of how he became the writer who wrote Under the Net. It's Murdoch's portrait of the artist as a restless, feckless, penniless young man on a quest to find out what he thinks, who he loves, and where his life is heading. When we meet him at the start of the novel, Jake, who scrapes a living as a hack translator of French fiction, has just returned to London from Paris to learn that he and his sidekick, Finn, have been turfed out of his girlfriend's flat to fend for themselves and find someone else to sponge off. After entrusting his manuscripts to the care of the mysterious, chain-smoking Mrs Tinckham, who broods over her cat-filled cornershop 'like an earth goddess surrounded by incense', Jake embarks on a frantic odyssey that catapults him all over London and back to Paris, before restoring him at the end of the book to the bosom of Mrs Tinckham, much the wiser for his adventures and poised to pen the novel that we've just finished reading.

En route to his recognition of his destiny, Jake entangles himself in a bizarre erotic comedy of errors. His compulsive pursuit of his erstwhile lover, the singer Anna Quentin, across the capital and across the Channel, leads to the discovery that Anna is in love not with him but with his friend Hugo, who in turn is infatuated with Anna's sister, the glamorous film star, Sadie, who has eyes, it transpires, only for Jake. His equally compulsive pursuit of the enigmatic Hugo, a fireworks manufacturer turned film magnate, whose philosophy of silence has obsessed Jake for years, is the core of our hero's parallel search for the truth, for a take on life that will equip him to make sense of things. That search brings him into the orbit of two characters whose world views compete with Hugo's for Jake's intellectual allegiance: Dave Gellman, a freelance utilitarian philosopher peddling a 'peculiar brand of linguistic analysis', who provides the homeless Jake and Finn with a bolt-hole, and Lefty Todd, leader of the New Independent Socialist Party, to whose cause Hugo ends up committing his fortune.

It's Jake's relationship with Hugo that takes us to the heart of his tale and the explanation of its tantalising title. Jake first meets Hugo when the two of them are cooped up in a country house as guinea pigs in a cold-cure experiment. He swiftly realizes that he is in the presence of an extraordinary individual – 'the most purely objective and detached person I had ever met' – and falls completely under his spell. What's so spellbinding about Hugo is his unswerving honesty and truthfulness. In the course of their marathon discussions, Hugo proves himself to be immune to the lure of theoretical abstraction. It's the intractable specificity of things that enthrals him, not the specious propositions that we foist on them to make them fit our conceptual systems. 'For Hugo', Jake   recalls,    'each   thing   was   astonishing,   delightful, complicated and mysterious. During these conversations I began to see the whole world anew.' In Hugo's view, indeed, 'The whole language is a machine for making falsehoods', because it can never depict things exactly as they are. Every time we speak, we lie, and only in silence or in action can we come close to telling the truth. Jake is inspired to turn their conversations into a fictional dialogue, which he publishes under the apt title The Silencer, undeterred by his guilty awareness that the mere existence of the book is a betrayal of Hugo's convictions.

The essence of those convictions is summed up by Hugo's surrogate, 'Annandine', in the extract from The Silencer to which Jake treats us in Chapter 6:

the movement away from theory and generality is the movement toward truth. All theorising is flight. We must be ruled by the situation itself and this is unutterably particular. Indeed it is something to which we can never get close enough, however hard we may try as it were to crawl under the net.

The net under which we try to crawl is, of course, the net of language – the web of words that divides us from the unutterable particularity of the world and the immediacy of our experience. Hugo's position clearly leaves human beings, unless they are prepared to succumb to silence, in something of a bind, condemning them to a travesty of the truth whenever they open their mouths or put pen to paper. But it leaves no one in a more acute quandary than the novelist, the whole point of whose existence is to spin yarns out of words, to catch the truth of life in the toils of narrative. As 'Annandine' observes:

I know that nothing consoles and nothing justifies except a story – but that doesn't stop all stories from being lies. Only the greatest men can speak and still be truthful. Any artist knows this obscurely; he knows that a theory is death, and that all expression is weighted with theory. Only the strongest can rise against that weight.

In Under the Net Iris Murdoch, in the guise of Jake Donoghue, proves herself strong enough to rise against that weight, using the power of words to spring us from the prisonhouse of language, the falsehood of fiction to unlock the truth of experience. The whole novel is a paradoxical vindication of its own impossible art.

To qualify as an adept of that art, Jake has to find his way out of the maze of misconceptions in which his egotism has stranded him. He starts off in a trance of distraction, just short of accepting that 'the present age was not one in which it was possible to write a novel'. A rootless drifter through a demi-monde of artists, drinkers, club owners and starlets, 'a sort of professional Unauthorized Person' plagued by 'shattered nerves', whose cause he is disinclined to divulge, Jake freely confesses that he hates solitude but fears intimacy: 'The substance of my life is a private conversation with myself which to turn into a dialogue would be equivalent to self-destruction.' From this slough of self-absorption the picaresque plot of Under the Net conspires to deliver him. Jake's impetuous personality and misreading of everyone around him propel him headlong into one absurd predicament after another, from each of which he contrives to extricate himself. His assumption that his impulsive craving for Anna is reciprocated maroons him in the prop room of an avant-garde mime theatre, transfixed by the eyes of a stuffed snake and a rocking-horse; his belief that Sadie has connived with Sacred Sammy the bookie to cheat him of his share in a movie deal provokes him to kidnap Sammy's latest acquisition, Marvellous Mister Mars, the canine movie star; and his conviction that Hugo despises him for publishing The Silencer, and that he is Jake's rival for Anna's affections, compels him to stalk his estranged mentor first to his film studio, where they are embroiled in a political riot that destroys the set, and finally to a hospital ward in the dead of night, where Jake is forced at last to crawl under the net of his misprisions and face up to reality.

With 'a wrench which dislocated past, present, and future', he realizes that he has got everything wrong all along, that he's guilty 'of having conceived things as I pleased and not as they were'. His solipsism has made him misconstrue the motives and emotions of everyone close to him by viewing them through the filter of self-serving fantasies. But now 'a pattern in my mind was suddenly scattered and the pieces of it went flying about me like birds'. Jake's fantasy of Anna fades 'like a sorcerer's apparition', to be replaced by his apprehension of her singularity and otherness:

It seemed as if, for the first time, Anna really existed now as a separate being and not as a part of myself. To experience this was extremely painful. Yet as I tried to keep my eyes fixed upon where she was I felt toward her a sense of initiative which was perhaps after all one of the guises of love. Anna was something which had to be learnt afresh. When does one ever know a human being? Perhaps only after one has realized the impossibility of knowledge and renounced the desire for it and finally ceased to feel even the need of it. But then what one achieves is no longer knowledge, it is simply a kind of coexistence; and this too is one of the guises of love.

This is the fundamental wisdom that suffuses Iris Murdoch's fiction from Under the Net onward. True virtue, true goodness, true love flow from respect for the strangeness and the mystery of other people and the world that surrounds us. They flow from the refusal to inflict our own designs on them, to deny their innate elusiveness, their impenetrable quiddity. When Jake reaches this realization, he is ready to write, ready to forge a fable that will look at the world afresh instead of projecting his illusions upon it. The novel's cryptic epigraph, from Dryden's 'The Secular Masque', makes perfect sense from this vantage point, distilling as it does the essence of Jake's experience:

All, all of a piece throughout:

Thy Chase had a Beast in view:

Thy Wars brought nothing about;

Thy Lovers were all untrue.

'Tis well an Old Age is out,

And time to begin a New.

The palpable proof of Jake's metamorphosis, and the imaginative embodiment of Murdoch's artistic creed, is Under the Net itself. Every page bears witness to its author's appetite for astonishment. Sometimes it's a matter of capturing, through the exquisite precision of the wording, the miracle concealed in the commonplace: 'An ever-increasing family of tabbies, sprung from one enormous matriarch, sit about upon the counter and on the empty shelves, somnolent and contemplative, their amber eyes narrowed and winking in the sun, a reluctant slit of liquid in an expanse of hot fur.' (The phrase 'a reluctant slit of liquid' is a perfect example of the paradoxical power of words to transport us beyond language to touch the thing itself.) At other times it's a matter of employing that precision to define the psychological enigma that puts a person beyond the reach of definition: 'To anyone who will take the trouble to become attached to her she will immediately give a devoted, generous, imaginative and completely uncapricious attention, which is still a calculated avoidance of self-surrender.' And as often as not, it's a question of framing those uncanny moments when the realm of fairy tale and the realm of the quotidian converge: 'amid the enchanting chaos of silks and animals and improbable objects that seemed to rise almost to her waist she looked like a very wise mermaid rising out of a motley coloured sea.'

No one and nothing in Under the Net is invulnerable to enchantment, to the casual alchemy that transmutes the real into the surreal at every turn: 'Occasionally a bird flew along between the windows and the wall, but looking always more like a false bird on a string than a real bird that would fly away somewhere else.' Even the leader of the New Independent Socialist Party cannot escape transfiguration: 'as we came up to him I was impressed by his enormous eyes, which looked at us sad and round and luminous as the eyes of a wombat or a Rouault Christ.' As the irreverent coupling of Christ with a hirsute marsupial suggests, people and their predicaments in this novel are frequently presented as funny in both senses of the word: funny because they are peculiar and  funny because they make us  laugh.   Under the Net reverberates with delighted laughter at the sheer queerness of its characters and the ludicrous scrapes they wind up in. One-line deadpan gags abound: 'No man who has faced the Liffey can be appalled by the dirt of another river', observes Jake, as he and Finn strip off for an illicit midnight dip in the Thames. Not surprisingly, given Murdoch's birth in the fair city through which the Liffey runs, the humour often exhibits a distinctively Irish penchant for the preposterous. When he tracks Hugo down to the set where his studio is filming the epic tale of Catiline's conspiracy, Jake debates whether he should get togged up in a toga and smuggle himself in with the extras: 'But I decided that really there was no reason why I should have to attire myself like an ancient Roman in order to find Hugo, especially as this would mean surrendering my trousers to another person, an act of which I have a primitive terror.'

Jake's progress is punctuated by a series of epiphanies, dreamlike moments of transcendent illumination that mark stages in the emancipation of his mind and enshrine the latent strangeness of the world. Three of these moments stand out as especially memorable. The first is the description of Jake's ecstatic moonlit swim in the Thames: 'The whole expanse of water was running with light. It was like swimming in quicksilver.' The second is the phantasmagorical scene on the film-set, in which the police fight a pitched battle with nationalists and revolutionaries in a replica of ancient Rome, while above them sways a banner with the words 'SOCIALIST POSSIBILITY' printed on it in enormous letters and 'a superhuman voice' is shouting 'NO ONE IS TO LEAVE'. And the third, which plays such a decisive part in Jake's sentimental education, is his frenetic pursuit of Anna through the swirling Parisian crowds celebrating the fall of the Bastille, a chase that ends in bewilderment in the dark wood of the Tuileries:

I ran along calling Anna's name. But now suddenly the wood seemed to be full of statues and lovers. Every tree had blossomed with a murmuring pair and every vista mocked me with a stone figure. Slim forms were flitting along the avenues and pallid oblique faces caught the small light which penetrated through the forest. The din from the Concorde echoed along the tops of the trees. I cannoned into a tree trunk and hurt my shoulder. I sped along the colonnade toward a motionless figure which confronted me with marble eyes. I looked about me and called again. But my voice was caught up in the velvet of the night like a knife-thrust caught in a cloak.

When Under the Net first appeared, much was made of its supposed affinities with the novels and plays of the Angry Young Men being published around the same time, particularly Kingsley Amis's Lucky Jim, John Wain's Hurry on Down, Philip Larkin's Jill, and John Osborne's Look Back in Anger itself. Half a century on, however, it's plain that, beyond the statutory streak of post-war disaffection Jake shares with the heroes of these works, he's a distant cousin of theirs at best, and that the novel's deepest debts are European rather than English. Murdoch makes no secret of how much Under the Net owes to the fiction of the French surrealist Raymond Queneau, to whom the book is dedicated, and the novels of Samuel Beckett. Indeed, when Jake is given his marching orders in the opening chapter, the first things he packs are Beckett's Murphy (1938) and Queneau's Pierrot Mon Ami (1943). Anyone familiar with these novels will immediately recognize the precursors of Jake in their protagonists and the seeds of some of Murdoch's scenes in Murphy's and Pierrot's adventures. Jake's hijacking of the superstar alsatian Mister Mars, for example, recalls Pierrot's journey with a van full of circus animals; while his job as a hospital cleaner is clearly an hommage to Murphy's spell as a male nurse at the Magdalen Mental Mercyseat. Jean-Paul Sartre's seminal existentialist novel La Nausée (1938) can also be glimpsed in the interstices of Under the Net (Murdoch's first published book was a study of the philosopher, Sartre: Romantic Rationalist (1953)), though Jake's sense of alienation rarely touches the depths of anguish plumbed by Sartre's hero, Roquentin.

Murdoch patently learned a lot from these authors, but they had nothing to teach her about turning what she'd looted from them to her own inimitable account. Even Jake's obligatory existentialist brooding on the void at the heart of the human condition can't stifle his creator's incorrigible zest for life, which pulses through the book from beginning to end. 'I felt neither happy nor sad, only rather unreal, like a man shut in a glass', Jake reflects in the final chapter, as he looks down at the crowds in Oxford Street and ponders the import of what he has undergone:

Events stream past us like these crowds and the face of each is seen only for a minute. What is urgent is not urgent forever but only ephemerally. All work and all love, the search for wealth and fame, the search for truth, life itself, are made up of moments which pass and become nothing. Yet through this shaft of nothings we drive onward with that miraculous vitality that creates our precarious habitations in the past and the future.

In Under the Net everything ends up dancing to Iris Murdoch's tune, swept up in her jig of joy at what the last words of the novel call 'the wonders of the world'.

KIERNAN RYAN
 2002





One

WHEN I saw Finn waiting for me at the corner of the street I knew at once that something had gone wrong. Finn usually waits for me in bed, or leaning up against the side of the door with his eyes closed. Moreover, I had been delayed by the strike. I. hate the journey back to England anyway; and until I have been able to bury my head so deep in dear London that I can forget that I have ever been away I am inconsolable. So you may imagine how unhappy it makes me to have to cool my heels at Newhaven, waiting for the trains to run again, and with the smell of France still fresh in my nostrils. On this occasion too the bottles of cognac which I always smuggle had been taken from me by the Customs, so that when closing time came I was utterly abandoned to the torments of a morbid self-scrutiny. The invigorating objectivity of true contemplation is something which a man of my temperament cannot achieve in unfamiliar towns in England, even when he has not also to be worrying about trains. Trains are bad for the nerves at the best of times. What did people have nightmares about before there were trains? So all this being considered, it was an odd thing that Finn should be waiting for me in the road.

As soon as I saw Finn I stopped and put the cases down. They were full of French books and very heavy. I shouted "Hey!" and Finn came slowly on. He never makes haste. I find it hard to explain to people about Finn. He isn't exactly my servant. He seems often more like my manager. Sometimes I support him, and sometimes he supports me; it depends. It's somehow clear that we aren't equals. His name is Peter O'Finney, but you needn't mind about that, as he is always called Finn, and he is a sort of remote cousin of mine, or so he used to claim, and I never troubled to verify this. But people do get the impression that he is my servant, and I often have this impression too, though it would be hard to say exactly what features of the situation suggest it. Sometimes I think it is just that Finn is a humble and self-effacing person and so automatically takes second place. When we are short of beds it is always Finn who sleeps on the floor, and this seems thoroughly natural. It is true that I am always giving Finn orders, but this is because Finn seems not to have many ideas of his own about how to employ his time. Some of my friends think that Finn is cracked, but this is not so; he knows very well indeed what he is about.

When Finn came up to me at last I indicated one of the cases for him to carry, but he did not pick it up. Instead he sat down on it and looked at me in a melancholy way. I sat down on the other case, and for a little while we were silent. I was tired, and reluctant to ask Finn any questions; he would tell all soon enough. He loves trouble, his own or other people's without discrimination, and what he particularly likes is to break bad news. Finn is rather handsome in a sad lanky fashion, with straight drooping brownish hair and a bony Irish face. He is a head taller than me (I am a short man), but he stoops a little. As he looked at me so sadly my heart sank.

"What is it?" I said at last.

"She's thrown us out," said Finn.

I could not take this seriously; it was impossible.

"Come now," I said kindly to Finn. "What does this really mean?"

"She's throwing us out," said Finn. "Both of us, now, to-day."

Finn is a carrion crow, but he never tells lies, he never even exaggerates. Yet this was fantastic.

"But why?" I asked. "What have we done?"

"It's not what we've done, it's what she's after doing," said Finn. "She's going to get married to a fellow."

This was a blow. Yet even as I flinched I told myself, well, why not?   I am a tolerant and fair-minded man. And next moment I was wondering, where can we go?

"But she never told me anything," I said.

"You never asked anything," said Finn.

This was true. During the last year I had become uninterested in Magdalen's private life. If she goes out and gets herself engaged to some other man whom had I to thank but myself?

"Who is this person?" I asked.

"Some bookie fellow," said Finn.

"Is he rich?"

"Yes, he has a car," said Finn. This was Finn's criterion, and I think at that time it was mine too.

"Women give me heart disease," Finn added. He was no gladder than I was at being turned out.

I sat there for a moment, feeling a vague physical pain in which portions of jealousy and wounded pride were compounded with a profound sense of homelessness. Here we were, sitting in Earls Court Road on a dusty sunny July morning on two suitcases, and where were we to go next? This was what always happened. I would be at pains to put my universe in order and set it ticking, when suddenly it would burst again into a mess of the same poor pieces, and Finn and I be on the run. I say my universe, not ours, because I sometimes feel that Finn has very little inner life. I mean no disrespect to him in saying this; some have and some haven't. I connect this too with his truthfulness. Subtle people, like myself, can see too much ever to give a straight answer. Aspects have always been my trouble. And I connect it with his aptness to make objective statements when these are the last things that one wants, like a bright light on one's headache. It may be, though, that Finn misses his inner life, and that that is why he follows me about, as I have a complex one and highly differentiated. Anyhow, I count Finn as an inhabitant of my universe, and cannot conceive that he has one containing me; and this arrangement seems restful for both of us.

It was more than two hours till opening time, and I could hardly face the thought of seeing Magdalen at once. She would expect me to make a scene, and I didn't feel energetic enough to make a scene, quite apart from not knowing anyway what sort of scene I ought to male. That would need some thinking out. There is nothing like being ousted for making one start to specify what it is one is being ousted from. I wanted time to reflect on my status.

"Would you like a cup of coffee in Lyons'?" I said to Finn hopefully.

"I would not," said Finn; "I'm destroyed already waiting for you to come back, and herself wishing me at the devil. Come on now and see her." And he started off down the street. Finn never refers to people otherwise than by pronouns or vocatives. I followed him slowly, trying to work out who I was.

Magdalen lived in one of those repulsive heavy-weight houses in Earls Court Road. She had the top half of the house; and there I had lived too for more than eighteen months, and Finn as well. Finn and I lived on the fourth floor in a maze of attics, and Magdalen lived on the third floor, though I don't say we didn't see a lot of each other, at any rate at first. I had begun to feel that this was my home. Sometimes Magdalen had boy friends, I didn't mind and I didn't enquire. I preferred it when she had, as then I had more time for work, or rather for the sort of dreamy un-lucrative reflexion which is what I enjoy more than anything in the world. We had lived there as snug as a pair of walnuts in their shells. We had also lived there practically rent-free, which was another point. There's nothing that irritates me so much as paying rent.

Magdalen, I should explain, is a typist in the city, or she was at the time of the earlier events related in this story. This hardly describes her, however. Her real employment is to be herself, and to this she devotes a tremendous zeal and artistry. Her exertions are directed along the lines suggested to her by women's magazines and the cinema, and it is due simply to some spring of native and incorruptible vitality in her that she has not succeeded in rendering herself quite featureless in spite of having made the prevailing conventions of seduction her constant study. She is not beautiful: that is an adjective which I use sparingly; but she is both pretty and attractive. Her prettiness lies in her regular features and fine complexion, which she covers over with a peach-like mask of make-up until all is as smooth and inexpressive as alabaster. Her hair is permanently waved in whatever fashion is declared to be the most becoming. It is a dyed gold. Women think that beauty lies in approximation to a harmonious norm. The only reason why they fail to make themselves indistin-guishably similar is that they lack the time and the money and the technique. Film stars, who have all these, are  indistinguishably similar. Magdalen's attractiveness lies in her eyes, and in the vitality of her manner and expression. The eyes are the one part of the face which nothing can disguise, or at any rate nothing which has been invented yet. The eyes are the mirror of the soul, and you can't paint them over or even sprinkle them with gold dust. Magdalen's are big and grey and almond-shaped, and glisten like pebbles in the rain. She makes a lot of money from time to time, not by tapping on the typewriter, but by being a photographer's model; she is everyone's idea of a pretty girl.

Magdalen was in the bath when we arrived. We went into her sitting-room, where the electric fire and the little piles of nylon stockings and silk underwear and the smell of face-powder made a cosy scene. Finn slumped on to the tousled divan in the way she always asked him not to. I went to the bathroom door and shouted "Madge!"

The splashing ceased, and she said, "Is that you, Jake?" The cistern was making an infernal noise.

"Yes, of course, it's me. Look, what is all this?"

"I can't hear you," said Magdalen. "Wait a moment."

"What is all this?" I shouted.   "All this about your marrying a bookie? You can't do this without consulting me!"

I felt I was making a passable scene outside the bathroom door. I even banged on the panel.

"I can't hear a word," said Madge. This was untrue; she was playing for time. "Jake, dear, do put the kettle on and we'll have some coffee. I'll be out in a minute."

Magdalen swept out of the bathroom with a blast of hot perfumed air just as I was making the coffee, but dodged straight into her dressing-room. Finn got up hastily from the divan. We lit cigarettes and waited. Then after a long time Magdalen emerged resplendent, and stood before me. I stared at her in quiet amazement. A marked change had taken place in her whole appearance. She was wearing a tight silk dress, of an expensive and fussy cut, and a great deal of rather dear-looking jewellery. Even the expression on her face seemed to have altered. Now at last I was able to take in what Finn had told me. Walking down the road I had been too full of self-concern to reflect upon the oddness and enormity of Madge's plan. Now its cash value was before me. It was certainly unexpected. Madge was used to consort with tedious but humane city men, or civil servants with Bohemian tastes, or at worst with literary hacks like myself. I wondered what curious fault in the social stratification should have brought her into contact with a man who could inspire her to dress like that. I walked slowly round her, taking it all in.

"What do you think I am, the Albert Memorial?" said Magdalen.

"Not with those eyes," I said, and I looked into their speckled depths.

Then an unaccustomed pain shot through me and I had to turn away. I ought to have taken better care of the girl. This metamorphosis must have been a long time preparing, only I had been too dull to see it. A girl like Magdalen can't be transformed overnight. Someone had been hard at work.

Madge watched me curiously. "What's the matter?" she asked. "Are you ill?"

I spoke my thought. "Madge, I ought to have looked after you better."

"You didn't look after me at all," said Madge. "Now someone else will."

Her laughter had a cutting edge, but her eyes were troubled, and I felt an impulse to make her, even at this late stage, some sort of rash proposal. A strange light, cast back over our friendship, brought new things into relief, and I tried in an instant to grasp the whole essence of my need of her. I took a deep breath, however, and followed my rule of never speaking frankly to women in moments of emotion. No good ever comes of this. It is not in my nature to make myself responsible for other people. I find it hard enough to pick my own way along. The dangerous moment passed, the signal was gone, the gleam in Magdalen's eye disappeared and she said, "Give me some coffee." I gave her some.

"Now look, Jakie," she said, "you understand how it is. I want you to move your stuff out as soon as poss, to-day if you can. I've put all your things in your room."

She had too. Various objects of mine which usually decorated the sitting-room were missing. Already I felt I didn't live there any more.

"I don't understand how it is," I said, "and I shall be interested to hear."

"Yes, you must take everything," said Magdalen. "I'll pay for the taxi if you like." Now she was as cool as a lettuce.

"Have a heart, Madge," I said. I was beginning to worry about myself again, and felt a lot better. "Can't I go on living upstairs? I'm not in the way." But I knew this was a bad idea.

"Oh, Jake!" said Madge. "You are an imbecile!" This was the kindest remark she had made yet. We both relaxed.

All this time Finn had been leaning against the door, looking abstractedly into the middle distance. Whether he was listening or not it was hard to tell.

"Send him away," said Magdalen. "He gives me the creeps."

"Where can I send him to?" I asked. "Where can we either of us go? You know I've got no money."

This was not strictly true, but I always pretend as a matter of policy to be penniless, one never knows when it may not turn out to be useful for this to be taken for granted.

"You're adults," said Magdalen. "At least, you're supposed to be. You can decide that for yourselves."

I met Finn's dreamy gaze. "What shall we do?" I asked him.

Finn sometimes has ideas, and after all he had had more time to reflect than I had.

"Go to Dave's," he said.

I could see nothing against that, so I said "Good!" and shouted after him, "Take the cases!" for he had shot off like an arrow. I sometimes think he doesn't care for Magdalen. He came back and took one of them and vanished.

Magdalen and I looked at each other like boxers at the beginning of the second round.

"Look here, Madge," I said, "you can't turn me out just like that."

"You arrived just like that," said Madge.

It was true. I sighed.

"Gome here," I told her, and held out my hand. She gave me hers, but it remained as stiff and unresponsive as a toasting-fork, and after a moment or two I released it.

"Don't make a scene, Jakie," said Madge.

I couldn't have made even a little one at that moment. I felt weak, and lay down on the divan.

"Eh, eh!" I said gently. "So you're putting me out, and all for a man that lives on other people's vices."

"We all live on other people's vices," said Madge with an air of up-to-date cynicism which didn't suit her. "I do, you do, and you live on worse ones than he does." This was a reference to the sort of books I sometimes translated.

"Who is this character, anyway?" I asked her.

Madge scanned me, watching for the effect. "His name," she said, "is Starfield. You may have heard of him." A triumphant look blazed without shame in her eye.

I hardened my face to make it expressionless. So it was Starfield, Samuel Starfield, Sacred Sammy, the diamond bookmaker. To describe him as a bookie had been a bit picturesque on Finn's part, although he still had his offices near Piccadilly and his name in lights. Starfield now did a bit of everything in those regions where his tastes and his money could take him: women's clothes, night clubs, the film business, the restaurant business.

"I see," I said. I wasn't going to put on a show for Madge. "Where did you meet him? I ask this question in a purely sociological spirit."

"I don't know what that means," said Madge. "If you must know, I met him on a number eleven bus." This was clearly a lie. I shook my head over it.

"You're enlisting for life as a mannequin," I said. "You'll have to spend all your time being a symbol of conspicuous wealth." And it occurred to me as I said it that it mightn't be such a bad life at that.

"Jake, will you get out!" said Magdalen.

"Anyhow," I said, "you aren't going to live here with Sacred Sam, are you?"

"We shall need this flat," said Magdalen, "and I want you out of it now."

I thought her answer was evasive. "Did you say you were getting married?' I asked. I began to have the feeling of responsibility again. After all, she had no father, and I felt in loco parentis. It was about the only locus I had left. And it seemed to me, now that I came to think of it, somehow fantastically unlikely that Starfield would marry a girl like Magdalen. Madge would do to hang fur coats on as well as any other female clothes-horse. But she wasn't flashy, any more than she was rich or famous. She was a nice healthy English girl, as simple and sweet as May Day at Kew. But I imagined Starfield's tastes as being more exotic and far from matrimonial. "Yes," said Madge with emphasis, still as fresh as cream. "And now will you start packing?" She had a bad conscience, though, I could see from the way she avoided my eye.

She started fiddling with the bookshelves, saying, "I think there are some books of yours here," and she took out Murphy and Pierrot Mon Ami.

"Making room for comrade Starfield," I said. "Can he read? And by the way, does he know I exist?"

"Well, yes," said Magdalen evasively, "but I don't want you to meet. That's why you must pack up at once. From to-morrow onward Sammy will be here a lot."

"One thing's certain," I said, "I can't move everything in a day. I'll take some things now, but I'll have to come back to-morrow." I hate being hurried. "And don't forget," I added fervently, "that the radiogram is mine." My thoughts kept reverting to Lloyds Bank Limited.

"Yes, dear," said Madge, "but if you come back after to-day, telephone first, and if it's a man, ring off."

"This disgusts me," I said.

"Yes, dear," said Madge. "Shall I order a taxi?"

"No!" I shouted, leaving the room.

"If you come back when Sammy's here," Magdalen called after me up the stairs, "he'll break your neck."

***

I took the other suitcase, and packed up my manuscripts in a brown-paper parcel, and left on foot. I needed to think, and I can never think in a taxi for looking at the cash meter. I took a number seventy-three bus, and went to Mrs Tinckham's. Mrs Tinckham keeps a newspaper shop in the neighbourhood of Charlotte Street. It's a dusty, dirty, nasty-looking corner shop, with a cheap advertisement board outside it, and it sells papers in various languages, and women's magazines, and Westerns and Science fiction and Amazing Stories. At least these articles are displayed for sale in chaotic piles, though I have never seen anyone buy anything in Mrs Tinckham's shop except ice cream, which is also for sale, and the Evening News. Most of the literature lies there year after year, fading in the sun, and is only disturbed when Mrs Tinckham herself has a fit of reading, which she does from time to time, and picks out some Western, yellow with age, only to declare halfway through that she's read it before but had quite forgotten. She must by now have read the whole of her stock, which is limited and slow to increase. I've seen her sometimes looking at French newspapers, though she professes not to know French, but perhaps she is just looking at the pictures. Besides the ice-cream container there is a little iron table and two chairs, and on a shelf above there are red and green non-alcoholic drinks in bottles. Here I have spent many peaceful hours.

Another peculiarity of Mrs Tinckham's shop is that it is full of cats. An ever-increasing family of tabbies, sprung from one enormous matriarch, sit about upon the counter and on the empty shelves, somnolent and contemplative, their amber eyes narrowed and winking in the sun, a reluctant slit of liquid in an expanse of hot fur. When I come in, one often leaps down and onto my knee, where it sits for a while in a sedate objective way, before slinking into the street and along by the shop fronts. But I have never met one of these animals further than ten yards away from the shop. In the midst sits Mrs Tinckham herself, smoking a cigarette. She is the only person I know who is literally a chain-smoker. She lights each one from the butt of the last; how she lights the first one of the day remains to me a mystery, for she never seems to have any matches in the house when I ask her for one. I once arrived to find her in great distress because her current cigarette had fallen into a cup of coffee and she had no fire to light another. Perhaps she smokes all night, or perhaps there is an undying cigarette which burns eternally in her bedroom. An enamel basin at her feet is filled, usually to overflowing, with cigarette ends; and beside her on the counter is a little wireless which is always on, very softly and inaudibly, so that a sort of murmurous music accompanies Mrs Tinckham as she sits, wreathed in cigarette smoke, among the cats.

I came in and sat down as usual at the iron table, and lifted a cat from the nearest shelf on to my knee. Like a machine set in motion it began to purr. I gave Mrs Tinckham my first spontaneous smile of the day. She is what Finn calls a funny old specimen, but she has been very kind to me, and I never forget kindness.

"Well, now, back again," said Mrs Tinckham, laying aside Amazing Stories, and she turned the wireless down a bit more until it was just a mumble in the background.

"Yes, unfortunately," I said. "Mrs Tinck, what about a glass of something?"

For a long time I have kept a stock of whiskey with Mrs Tinckham in case I ever need a medicinal drink, in quiet surroundings, in central London, out of hours. By now they were open, but I needed the soothing peace of Mrs Tinckham's shop, with the purring cat and the whispering wireless and Mrs Tinckham like an earth goddess surrounded by incense. When I first devised this plan I used to mark the bottle after every drink, but this was before I knew Mrs. Tinckham well. She is equal to a law of nature in respect of her reliability. She can keep counsel too. I once overheard one of her odder-looking clients, who had been trying to pump her about something, shout out, "You are pathologically discreet!" and this is how she is. I suspect indeed that this is the secret of Mrs Tinckham's success. Her shop serves as what is known as an "accommodation address", and is a rendezvous for people who like to be very secretive about their affairs. I sometimes wonder how much Mrs Tinckham knows about the business of her customers. When I am away from her I feel sure that she cannot be so naive as not to have some sort of appreciation of what is going on under her nose. When I am with her, she looks so plump and vague, and blinks in a way so much like one of her cats, that I am filled with doubt. There are moments when, out of the corner of my eye, I seem to see a look of acute intelligence upon her face; but however fast I turn about I can never surprise any expression there except one of beaming and motherly solicitude and more or less vacant concern. Whatever may be the truth, one thing is certain, that no one will ever know it. The police have long ago given up questioning Mrs Tinck-ham. It was time lost. However much or little she knows, she has never, in my experience, displayed either for profit or for effect any detailed acquaintance with the little world that circulates round her shop. A woman who does not talk is a jewel in velvet. I am devoted to Mrs Tinckham.

She filled a papier mâché beaker with whiskey and passed it over the counter. I have never seen her take a drink of any kind herself.

"No brandy this time, dear?" she asked.

"No, the damned Customs took it," I said, and as I had a gulp at the whiskey I added, "Devil take them!" with a gesture which embraced the Customs, Madge, Starfield, and my bank manager.

"What's the matter, dear? Times bad again, are they?" said Mrs Tinckham, and as I looked into my drink I could see her gaze flicker with awareness.

"People are a trial and a trouble, aren't they?" she added, in that voice which must have greased the way to many a confession.

I am sure that people talk enormously to Mrs Tinckham. I have come in sometimes and felt this unmistakably in the atmosphere. I have talked to her myself; and in the lives of many of her customers she probably figures as the only completely trustworthy confidant. Such a position could hardly help but be to some extent lucrative, and Mrs Tinckham certainly has money, for she once lent me ten pounds without a murmur, but I am sure that gain is not Mrs Tinckham's chief concern.   She just loves to know everybody's business, or rather to know about their lives, since "business" suggests an interest narrower and less humane than the one which I now felt, or imagined that I felt, focused with some intensity upon me. In fact the truth about her naïvety, or lack of it, may lie somewhere between the two, and she lives, perhaps, in a world of other people's dramas, where fact and fiction are no longer clearly distinguished.

There was a soft murmuring, which might have been the wireless or might have been Mrs Tinckham casting a spell in order to make me talk to her: a sound like the gentle winding of a delicate line on which some rare fish precariously hangs. But I gritted my teeth against speech. I wanted to wait until I could present my story in a more dramatic way. The thing had possibilities, but as yet it lacked form. If I spoke now there was always the danger of my telling the truth; when caught unawares I usually tell the truth, and what's duller than that? I met Mrs Tinckham's gaze, and although her eyes told nothing I was sure she knew my thoughts.

"People and money, Mrs Tinck," I said. "What a happy place the world would be without them."

"And sex," said Mrs Tinck. We both sighed.

"Had any new kittens lately?" I asked her.

"Not yet," said Mrs Tinckham, "but Maggie's pregnant again. Soon you'll have your pretty little ones, won't you, yes!" she said to a gross tabby on the counter.

"Any luck mis time, do you think?" I asked.

Mrs Tinckham was always trying to persuade her tabbies to mate with a handsome Siamese who lived further down the street. Her efforts, it is true, consisted only of carrying the creatures to the door, and pointing out the elegant male with such remarks as, "Look at that lovely pussy there!"— and so far nothing had come of it. If you have ever tried to direct a cat's attention to anything you will know how difficult this is. The beast will look everywhere but where your finger points.

"Not a chance," said Mrs Tinckham bitterly. "They all dote on the black-and-white Tom at the horse-meat shop. Don't you, you pretty girl, yes," she said to the expectant tabby, who stretched out a heavy luxurious paw, and unsheathed its claws into a pile of Nouvelles Litiéraires.

I began to undo my parcel upon the table. The cat jumped from my knee and sidled out of the door. Mrs Tinckham said, "Ah, well," and reached out for Amazing Stories.

I glanced hastily through the manuscripts. Once before, in a rage, Magdalen had torn up the first sixty stanzas of an epic poem called And Mr Oppenheim Shall Inherit the Earth. This dated from the time when I had ideals. At that time too it had not yet become clear to me that the present age was not one in which it was possible to write an epic. At that time I naively imagined that there was no reason why one should not attempt to write anything that one felt inclined to write. But nothing is more paralysing than a sense of historical perspective, especially in literary matters. At a certain point perhaps one ought simply to stop reflecting. I had contrived in fact to stop myself just short of the point at which it would have become clear to me that the present age was not one in which it was possible to write a novel. But to return to Mr Oppenheim; my friends had criticized the title because it sounded anti-Semitic, though of course Mr Oppenheim simply symbolized big business, but Madge didn't tear it up for that, but out of pique, because I broke a lunch date with her to meet a woman novelist. The latter was a dead loss, but I came back to find Mr Oppenheim in pieces. This was in the old days. But I feared that the performance might have been repeated. Who knows what thoughts were passing through that girl's mind while she was deciding to throw me out? There's nothing like a woman's doing you an injury for making her incensed against you. I know myself how exasperating it is of other people to put themselves in positions where you have to injure them. So I scanned the stuff with care.

Everything seemed to be in order, except that one item was missing. That was the typescript of my translation of he Rossignol de Bois. This Wooden Nightingale was Jean Pierre Breteuil's last book but two. I had done it straight on to the typewriter; I've translated so much of Jean Pierre's stuff now, it's just a matter of how fast I can type. I can't be bothered with carbons—I have no manual skill and you know what carbons are—so there was only one copy. I had no fears for this though, as I knew that if Magdalen had wanted to destroy something she would have destroyed one of my own things and not a translation. I made a mental note to collect it next time; it was probably in the bureau downstairs. Le Rossignol would be a bestseller, and that meant money in my pocket. It's about a young composer who is psychoanalysed and then finds that his creative urge is gone. I enjoyed this one, though it's bad best-selling stuff like everything that Jean Pierre writes.

Dave Gellman says I specialize in translating Breteuil because that's the sort of book I wish I could write myself, but this is not so. I translate Breteuil because it's easy and because it sells like hot cakes in any language. Also, in a perverse way, I just enjoy translating, it's like opening one's mouth and hearing someone else's voice emerge. The last but one, Les Pierres de l'Amour, which I had read in Paris, was undoubtedly another winner. Then there was a very recent novel called Nous Les Vainqueurs, which I hadn't read. I decided to see my publisher and get an advance on The Wooden Nightingale; and I would try to sell him an idea I had in Paris about a collection of French short stories translated and introduced by me. That was what my suitcases were full of. It would keep the wolf at a distance. Anything rather than original work, as Dave says. I reckoned I had about seventy pounds in the bank. But clearly the immediate and urgent problem was to find a cheap and sympathetic place in which to live and work now that Earls Court Road was closed to me.

You may be thinking that it was rather unkind of Magdalen to throw me out with so little ceremony, and you may think too that it was soft of me to take it so quietly. But in fact Magdalen is not a tough. She is a bright, sensual person, simple and warm-hearted, and ready to oblige anyone provided this doesn't put her to any trouble; and which of us could say more? For myself, I had a bad conscience about Madge. I said just now that I lived practically rent-free. Well, this wasn't quite true; in fact, I'd lived entirely rent-free. This thought annoyed me a little. It's bad for one's locus standi to live on a woman's charity. Also, I knew that Madge wanted to get married. She hinted as much to me more than once; and I think she would have married me at that. Only I had wanted otherwise. So on both these counts I felt I had no rights at all at Earls Court Road, and only myself to thank if Madge looked for security elsewhere; though I think I was quite objective in judging Sacred Sammy to be no cert, but a pretty long shot.

At this point perhaps I should say a word about myself. My name is James Donaghue, but you needn't bother about that, as I was in Dublin only once, on a whiskey blind, and saw daylight only twice, when they let me out of Store Street police station, and men when Finn put me on the boat for Holyhead. That was in the days when I used to drink. I am something over thirty and talented, but lazy. I live by literary hack-work, and a little original writing, as little as possible. One can live by writing these days, if one does it pretty well all the time, and is prepared to write anything which the market asks for. I mentioned before that I am a short man, but slight and neatly built would describe me better. I have fair hair and sharp elfish features. I am good at Judo, but don't care for boxing. What is more important for the purposes of this tale, I have shattered nerves. Never mind how I got them. That's another story, and I'm not telling you the whole story of my life. I have them; and one effect of this is that I can't bear being alone for long. That's why Finn is so useful to me.  We sit together for hours, sometimes without uttering a word. I am thinking perhaps about God, freedom and immortality. What Finn would be thinking about I don't know. But more than this, I hate living in a strange house, I love to be protected. I am therefore a parasite, and live usually in my friends' houses. This is financially convenient also. I am not unwelcome because my habits are quiet and Finn can do odd jobs.

It was certainly something of a problem to know where to go next. I wondered if Dave Gellman would harbour us. I fondled the idea, though I suspected it was no good. Dave is an old friend, but he's a philosopher, not the kind that tells you about your horoscope and the number of the beast, but a real one like Kant and Plato, so of course he has no money. I felt perhaps I oughtn't to make demands on Dave. Also he's a Jew, a real dyed-in-the-wool Jew, who fasts and believes that sin is unredeemable and is shocked at the story about the woman who broke the alabaster vase of very precious ointment and at a lot of other stories in the New Testament. It's not this I mind, but the way he argues interminably with Finn about the Trinity and the unimportance of sentiments and the notion of charity. There's no concept Dave hates so much as the concept of charity, which seems to him equivalent to a sort of spiritual cheating. According to Dave, this notion simply makes for indirectness and the idea that one can get away with anything. Human beings have to live by clear practical rules, he says, and not by the vague illumination of lofty notions which may seem to condone all kinds of extravagance. Dave is one of the few people with whom Finn talks at length. I should explain that Finn is a lapsed Catholic, but Methodist by temperament, or so it seems to me, and he testifies passionately to Dave. Finn is always saying he will go back to Ireland to be in a country which really has religion, but he never goes. So I thought it might not be very restful chez Dave. I prefer it when Finn doesn't talk too much. I used to talk a lot with Dave myself about abstract things. I was pleased when I first got to know him to hear that he was a philosopher, and I thought that he might tell me some important truths. At that time I used to read Hegel and Spinoza, though I confess I never understood them much, and I hoped to be able to discuss them with Dave. But somehow we never seemed to get anywhere, and most of our conversations consisted of my saying something and Dave saying he didn't understand what I meant and I saying it again and Dave getting very impatient. It took me some time to realize that when Dave said he didn't understand, what he meant was that what I said was nonsense. Hegel says that Truth is a great word and the thing is greater still. With Dave we never seemed to get past the word; so finally I gave up. However, I am very fond of Dave and we have plenty of other things to talk about, so I didn't dismiss the idea of going to live with him. It was the only idea I had. When I had at last come to this conclusion I unpacked some of my books and left them together with the parcel of manuscripts under Mrs Tinckham's counter. Then I left the shop and went to Lyons'.
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