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INTRODUCTION

In a little scene towards the beginning of The Nice and the Good a young adolescent boy makes a doomed gesture of love to a young adolescent girl:

Pierce had covered the table with a complicated pattern composed of hundreds of shells arranged in spirals, tiny ones in the centre, larger ones on the outside. Adjusting the outer edge of the pattern he stopped to select a shell from a heap at his feet.

It is a typically Murdochian moment. Brought up from the nearby beach, the shells invade the household, bringing the sea and the seashore with them and breaking down the normally discrete categories of earth and water, land and sea. Under the influence of love the otherwise warring elements yearn one for the other and the animals, vegetable, and mineral worlds fuse with the human in a sympathetic and almost animistic universe of pre-Baconian correspondences. ‘My imagination lives near the sea and under the sea’, wrote Iris Murdoch once1, and in this as in other novels the sea sweeps in on an emotional tide that dissolves all rigid boundaries and in their place creates something rich and strange, an imaginative realm not unlike the ‘rich strand’ of literary romance. Whether in Tristan and Iseult, The Faerie Queene, or Shakespeare’s late romances, this tideland is a mysterious border-ground that owes allegiance both to land and sea – an ambiguous and ambiguating place where anything and everything might happen. Here things don’t go according to plan and the divisions or compartments which normally rationalise life give way to something quite different. It’s no accident, in fact, that much of the action of this novel takes place on the beach and in the sea-caves of the idyllic Dorset coast where the story is, for the most part, set.

Though small, light, and infinitely disposable, Pierce’s shells are more than just shells. The something-more – the excess that is to be carried over – is the great weight they bear, the whole burden of first (and in this case unrequited, love. For, and again this is one of Murdoch’s hallmarks, the physical world is never just the physical world. It is infused with metaphysical meaning, aglow with the extra dimension that is bestowed upon it by the artist’s loving gaze. No other writer except perhaps John Donne is so concerned to materialise feelings into things or to ram ordinary objects – shells, stones, pieces of glass – with metaphysical significance. Murdoch often wrote of this ‘thingy’ quality of the world. To see the world in all its concrete objectivity, its manifest over-there-ness, is a sign of proper attentiveness, of a patient and benevolent regard which, in its direction away from the self and out towards external phenomena, is akin to love. Even the contents of a rubbish bin can be lovingly described as if seen for the first time, the detritus of daily life attended to with a new, even startled eye. The kind of hyper-clarity that results makes us realise how rarely we apprehend reality in this way if, indeed, we ever apprehend it at all.

What makes this scene most characteristic of all, however, is the question it raises about art. For the shell design is, with its careful placements and overall eye to effect, nothing less than a work of art. Pierce’s spiral patterns imitate the Fibonacci spirals of the shells themselves, art and nature coinciding for once and testifying to God and man’s blessed rage for order in a universe that’s otherwise random and utterly prey to contingency. But the beauty does not last. For all its pained solemnity, Pierce’s gift is destined to go unheeded, unreceived. Intended as a welcome-home present for Barbara, home from finishing school for the summer holidays, the whole thing is, on her arrival, thoughtlessly, crushingly swept aside. Does its impermanence, its destructibility – the simple fact that it is refused – negate the gift, the labour of love? What is art’s place in a violent, uncaring world? Does it have a curative function? Is it there to make good an imperfect nature, to patch up, polish and finesse the raw material of experience, patiently restoring the rents in the fabric of life? Or does art make no difference whatsoever? Is it just another component of a world that is no more nor less contingent for its being there? Do terrible things happen regardless of whether art is there or not? The existence of Shakespeare’s plays or Schubert’s music did not prevent the Holocaust, after all. Is art – or good art, in any case – an isolated monument, then, one that rises serenely above the chaotic field of human happening, its symbols capturing the cultural memory and with it a whole archaeology of meaning? There are times when, in her reverential attitude to the great classics of literature and of Renaissance painting, Murdoch seems to imply the latter. But there are also moments when art’s ability to hold, bind, and even redeem experience are savagely mocked – when elegant patterns and formal contrivances collapse into hideous scenes of complication and sexual muddle which this novelist has made her own special trademark. Is art pointless, then? And, if it is, does that negate art or only affirm it still further? Besides, where in all this does the novelist’s own art lie?

The intimate relation between ethics and art is the one issue with which all Iris Murdoch’s writing – her philosophy as well as her fiction – is ultimately concerned. The Nice and the Good is no exception and its question-begging title draws particular attention to the Socratic quest for the good man. ‘What is a good man like? How can we make ourselves morally better? Can we make ourselves morally better?’ These questions, formulated here in ‘“On God” and “Good”’, an essay published in 1969, a year after The Nice and the Good, centre in that novel around the character of John Ducane, a middle-aged civil servant who is perceived by those around him to be a model of the upright man. Ducane does not necessarily share his friends’ good faith in him but he sees goodness as a serious aim and ‘had from childhood quite explicitly set before himself the aim of becoming a good man’. This ambition takes the form of regular if not always happy self-examination. If morality is intimately linked with art, then Ducane’s ethics are best described as theatrical. He early relinquishes a career at the Bar out of a dislike for the histrionics of that trade, but Ducane’s practical ethics are, for all that, entirely modelled on the drama. In the puritan mentality of his strict Scottish upbringing he characteristically sees himself as performing if not before the eye of God then before a personalised conscience, and either coming up to scratch or (increasingly) not. He is acutely conscious of the way others perceive him – the figure he cuts in their eyes – and, given that everything revolves around seeing, he is almost more upset at seeming to be a liar or a traitor that at actually being one. All this involves a no doubt laudable exercise of the imagination: the ability to imagine others’ views of oneself is co-extensive with the ability to imagine goodness, evil, or other people’s feelings, and is a prerequisite, of course, of the creative artist. There is a profound aestheticism in Ducane’s nature and when he attempts to perform good actions it is not surprising that the role to which he naturally reverts is that of the dramaturge. In his self-appointed role as deus ex machina he takes it upon himself to arrange two marriages (things happen in pairs in this novel), contriving, Prospero-like, to combine imagination with will in the control of otherwise recalcitrant human material. He is only half successful.

The figure with whom Ducane most obviously contrasts is that of Radeechy, the colleague whose mysterious suicide in the office one summer afternoon he is asked to investigate. If Ducane does his best to be a good man, Radeechy, it appears, did the opposite. Already known to have had interests in necromancy and magic, he also dabbled, it turns out, in the occult. A trip to the vaults beneath the government department where he worked – one of two such visits to the underworld in the novel – reveals all the paraphernalia of satanic ritual: bell, book, candle and all. Here Ducane finds the inverted crosses, demonic cryptograms, priestly vestments and dead pigeons of previously celebrated black masses, and these lead him, in turn, to a murky underworld of vice and crime. Radeechy is clearly an evil counterpart in whose studied inversion of the good, Ducane distressingly confronts his own opposite. Yet for all this the moralities of the two men are strangely alike, the one a parodic mirror-image of the other. Radeechy’s amateur dramatics have something in common with Ducane’s theatre of conscience for both rest to the same degree on the power of the human imagination. Radeechy’s posturings recall those of Dr. Faustus who rejects God in return for the supernatural powers that are granted him by magic: “But his dominion that exceeds in this/Stretcheth as far as doth the mind of man” (Dr. Faustus, I.i.60-61). Faustus’s rhetorical flourish is meant to imply infinitude – the infinite reaches of the human mind. The trouble is that the human mind doesn’t in fact stretch all that far and Marlowe’s play is dedicated to showing up its pathetic limitations. This is one reason why Faustus’s demonic antics are, like those of Radeechy, so unimaginative, so derivative, in the end so downright silly. There is nothing supernatural here, only a pathetic reaching for the extreme. Paltry, dreary, and depressing are exactly how Ducane, when he gets to the bottom of the affair, finally judges Radeechy’s goings-on. But there is also a judgement of himself in this assessment. It is not that Ducane’s morality is bad. It’s rather that his goodness – fussy, humane, managerial as it is, a thing to be worked at and practised, a busyness that’s prone to ineptitude and self-consciousness – shares an essential quality with Radeechy’s evil. In both cases, good and evil are an inspiration, something to ‘become’, to be enacted and willed. This good and evil can be spoken and spoken about. It can be decided on and planned – arranged as deliberately and carefully as the artist disposes his characters or orders his creative material. Good and evil here have a familiar, homely, man-made quality. They are all too human – not other, not divine. They represent small evil and small good – opposite to one another, for sure, but, for all that, equal in scale.

The figure with whom Ducane contrasts more subtly is that of Uncle Theo – an enigmatic man whose uncertain past is divulged only at the very end and who is virtually the only character not to be paired off in the multiple couplings that make up the novel’s positively Shakespearean ending. Inscrutable from the beginning, Theo succeeds in deflecting others’ interest and curiosity in himself: ‘this lack of interest seemed to be caused in some positive way by Theo himself, as if he sent out rays which paralysed other people’s concern about him. It was like a faculty of becoming invisible’. Pointless, undetectable and distinctly uncharismatic, Theo is either a very boring man or, as one of the other characters shrewdly suspects, someone who has, in the course of his undisclosed life, been through the inferno and arrived on the far side of despair. With his odd canine features and marked bond of mutual empathy with the family pet, Mingo, Theo appears to the others as a kind of dog-man. But this is not some demonic, Radeechy-style reversal of God. Rather, Theo embodies the paradoxical non-god of a resolutely godless world. ‘All metaphysics is devilish, devilish’, he says to the refugee scholar, Willy Kost:

‘There is no good metaphysics?’

‘No. Nothing about that can be said’.

‘Sad for the human race, since we are such natural prattlers.’

‘Yes. We are natural prattlers. And that deepens, prolongs, spreads and intensifies our evil’.

Theo, it is gradually revealed, has indeed progressed past good and evil into the Nietzschean beyond. And into the Freudian yonder, too – beyond the pleasure principle of a great copulating Nature which, in the animal as well as the human kingdom, he sardonically observes rutting all around him, out into the blankness and galactic silence of the death drive. Here, in the nothingness of Zen, Theo has confronted ‘the other face of love, its blank face’. All is vanity, and the pointlessness of existence is grasped – if emptiness can be said to be grasped – for what it is. At this point, the busy, self-justifying chatter of human ethics drops quite naturally away. From this beyond has nothing whatever to do with goodness, at least not with a goodness that can be spoken about, prayed for, or even made into art. It defies language, thought, and self. ‘The Good has nothing to do with purpose’, wrote Iris Murdoch in ‘“On God” and “Good”’, indeed it excludes the idea of purpose, “All is vanity” is the beginning and the end of ethics. The only genuine way to be good is to be good “for nothing” in the midst of a scene where every “natural” thing, including one’s own mind, is subject to chance, that is, to necessity. That “for nothing” is indeed the experienced correlate of the invisibility or non-representable blankness of the idea of Good itself’. This is quite different from the homely, practical, well-meaning – in a word, ‘nice’ – ethics of a John Ducane. How small and insignificant they seem by comparison!

We may think we all know what goodness is and that we’d have no trouble in recognising it if we saw it. But the concept of the Good is, it turns out, difficult to understand, the more so for being haunted by a host of false doubles – power, freedom, purpose, reward, judgement – all of which, with Murdoch’s love of chiastic pairings, doubles and opposites, offer themselves as not-so-shadowy surrogates for a more obscurely grasped virtue. The Nice and the Good is, like all her novels, full of characters earnestly trying, hoping, and not infrequently praying to be good, all (sometimes comically, sometimes tragically) to no avail. For goodness is not a matter of will – or, as soon as it becomes so, it ceases to be goodness and becomes self. ‘Mystics of all kinds have usually known this’, she writes in another essay, ‘and have attempted by extremities of language to portray the nakedness and aloneness of Good, its absolute for-nothingness’ (‘The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts’, 1967). By comparison with their noisier, self-justifying, and generally more meddlesome cousins, Murdochian saints are usually recognised by their quietness and inconspicuousness. Unlikely (and often unlikeable) characters, they tend to exist unparticipatingly at the very edges of the plot, and they frequently turn out to have some kind of discreet mystical leanings. Uncle Theo, though not quite a saint, is the nearest thing to it in The Nice and the Good, and only at the very end do we learn of his youthful adventures in a Buddhist monastery in India.

The unspeakability of the Good – an article of faith in the mystical traditions of both the east and the west – also makes its appearance in western philosophy, or, more properly, in that branch of philosophy most concerned with questions of goodness, namely ethics. Wittgenstein enunciated it most austerely, perhaps, when he said that ‘ethics cannot be put into words. Ethics is transcendental’.2 The only things which language can meaningfully express are the propositions of natural science – verifiable statements of fact, in effect. Anything else – any statement of value, any ‘ought’ or ‘Thou shalt’ or ‘that is good’ or ‘that is bad’ – has no verifiable status and is therefore strictly nonsensical or, as Wittgenstein would prefer, unsayable. This unsayability is indeed the very condition of ethics. ‘This running up against the limits of language is ethics … In ethics we are always making the attempt to say something that cannot be said, something that does not and never will touch the essence of the matter’.3 The philosopher’s most eloquent statements are, consequently, what he does not say. ‘My work consists of two parts: the one presented here [in the Tractatus] plus all that I have not written’, Wittgenstein wrote to Ludwig Ficker in 1919:

‘And it is precisely this second part that is the important one. My book draws limits to the sphere of the ethical from the inside as it were, and I am convinced that this is the ONLY rigorous way of drawing those limits. In short, I believe that where many others today are just gassing I have managed in my book to put everything firmly into place by being silent about it’.4

The indefinability, ineffability and mysteriousness of the Good – the fact that it lies “beyond”, is uninteresting, invisible, will-less and not there to be “experienced” – is a topic to which, in her philosophical writings, Iris Murdoch reverts again and again. It creates something of a problem for the writer, however. If you cannot speak of the Good, how are you supposed to write moral books? The problem is rather different depending on whether you look at it as a moral philosopher or a moral novelist. Basically, the philosopher won’t and the novelist can’t. Enjoined to speak truth, the moral philosopher is bound not to utter falsehood or nonsense and so can only, when it comes to the unsayable, lapse into silence. The moral novelist, however, is not so enjoined. On the contrary, she is busy saying the unsayable. She has made her business that special realm of discourse in which propositions are neither true nor false because they are fiction. This is a most dangerous realm, as Plato warned, for, liberated from strict truth-content, words can do anything you like. The writer is free – as free to create the bad as the good, the false as the true. As Murdoch wrote in her long essay on Plato’s aesthetics, ‘we are able meaningfully and plausibly to say what is not the case: to fantasise, speculate, tell lies, and write stories … for truth to exist falsehood must be able to exist too’ (The Fire and The Sun: Why Plato Banished the Artists, 1976). As far as philosophy is concerned, all art is morally compromised and fiction in particular suffers an irredeemable taint.

As a philosopher Murdoch is enough of a puritan and a Platonist to share this view. But as a novelist she doesn’t hold back. She is down there in the world with her characters – the unsaintly ones, that is – right in the thick of it, saying the unsayable, getting her hands dirty, and getting fascinatedly caught up in the web of words, irresistibly intrigued, charmed – tempted is perhaps the word – by all that is most false. Moreover, she shares her medium with her characters who are busy doing exactly what she is doing – dreaming up plots, setting things in motion, manipulating others, acting parts, making things happen, ordering people around. In the embroiled and complicated histories of those characters who use language and the structures of art for their own worthy or unworthy ends, the novelist looks critically, quizzically at her own procedures. Her vision of the corrupting power of words reflects necessarily upon her own practice. There’s a sense in which she is no better than her characters, no closer than they are to speaking or realising the Good. She is on a level with them – the level of ego, art, and lies which makes for so busy, justified, sentimental, just plain interesting a world. Down there in the human muddle of compromise and untruths she is able equally to create good and bad, to exercise the same magical powers, black or white, as a Joseph Radeechy or a John Ducane.

The novelist cannot speak of the Good any more than the philosopher can. Given that she has opted for speech rather than silence, moreover, she condemns herself to the vain human prattling that is at bottom only falsehood or nonsense: ‘just gassing’. She shares the same fallen human world as her characters, joining in their jostling, moody, generally unsatisfying existence. She can only write of the nice and the bad, in effect. But there is one important difference – and it is a crucial one. The novelist is no closer to speaking of goodness than anyone else, but this does not cancel or negate her art. She has one unique advantage over the philosopher. She is able to show the Good by means of her carefully implied comparisons – the nice and the bad versus the good, the conspicuous versus the inconspicuous, the interesting versus the uninteresting. To this extent the novelist is able to rise above her characters. As they tie themselves in knots or go wrong or get absolutely nowhere she is able to show – without of course saying it in so many words – that language creates misunderstandings and that human efforts to organise, improve upon, and simply make sense of life offer only the false consolations of fantasy – of hopefully-cast narratives, of pre-existing role-models (caricatures for the most part) into which we’d like to see ourselves fit. It’s all hopeless. Being good doesn’t lie that way. But the novelist is able to reveal this in a uniquely truthful and even didactic way by virtue of her comparisons. Indeed, unnoticed, absent, ‘for-nothing’ as it is, the Good can be indicated in no other way.

This is where the novelist has the edge over the philosopher. The philosopher will not speak what cannot be spoken, but the novelist speaks it in the only way that’s left open to human beings – through the force of negative example. For Iris Murdoch this is infinitely preferable to not saying anything at all. Indeed, it’s a kind of having it both ways. Art knowingly speaks falsehood. It acknowledges – even celebrates – the familiar human mish-mash and recognises that we are sinners all. When art points towards the transcendental or the sublime, therefore, it does so without spiritual pride. This is why, for Murdoch, the compromises of art ultimately win out over the purity of philosophy: ‘For both the collective and the individual salvation of the human race art is doubtless more important than philosophy and literature most important of all’ (‘“of God” and “Good”’). Literary fiction is perhaps the most morally compromised of all the art forms. But, in the tumble of novels that speak so eloquently of her decision to opt for fiction over everything else, Iris Murdoch has bequeathed one of the most seriously examined oeuvres in the English language, and for that if for nothing else she has given her readers something most profound to be grateful for.

CATHERINE BATES 2000
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One

A HEAD of department, working quietly in his room in Whitehall on a summer afternoon, is not accustomed to being disturbed by the nearby and indubitable sound of a revolver shot.

At one moment a lazy fat man, a perfect sphere his loving wife called him, his name Octavian Gray, was slowly writing a witty sentence in a neat tiny hand upon creamy official paper while he inhaled from his breath the pleasant sleepy smell of an excellent lunch-time burgundy. Then came the shot.

Octavian sat up, stood up. The shot had been somewhere not far away from him in the building. There was no mistaking that sound. Octavian knew the sound well though it was many years since, as a soldier, he had last heard it. His body knew it as he stood there rigid with memory and with the sense, now so unfamiliar to him, of confronting the demands of the awful, of the utterly new.

Octavian went to the door. The hot stuffy corridor, amid the rushing murmur of London, was quite still. He wished to call out “What is it? What has happened?” but found he could not. He turned back into the room with an instinctive movement in the direction of his telephone, his natural lifeline and connection with the world. Just then he heard running steps.

“Sir, Sir, something terrible has occurred!”

The office messenger, McGrath, a pale-blue-eyed ginger-haired man with a white face and a pink mouth, stood shuddering in the doorway.

“Get out.” Richard Biranne, one of Octavian’s Under Secretaries, pushed past McGrath, propelled McGrath out of the door, closed the door.

“What on earth is it?” said Octavian.

Biranne leaned back against the door. He breathed deeply for a moment and then said in his usual high-pitched and rather precise voice, “Look, Octavian, I know this is scarcely credible, but Radeechy has just shot himself.”

“Radeechy? Good God. Is he dead?”

“Yes.”

Octavian sat down, He straightened out the piece of cream-coloured paper on the red blotter. He read the unfinished sentence. Then he got up again. “I’d better come and—see.” He moved to the door which Biranne held open for him. “I suppose we’d better call Scotland Yard.”

“I’ve already taken the liberty of doing so,” said Biranne.

Radeechy’s room was on the floor below. A little crowd of people stood at its closed door, arms pendant, mouths open. They were being addressed by McGrath.

“Go away,” said Octavian. They stared at him. “Go to your rooms,” he said. They moved slowly off. “You too,” he said to McGrath. Biranne was unlocking the door.

Through the opening door Octavian saw Radeechy lying with his head turned sideways upon the desk. The two men went in and Biranne locked the door on the inside and after a moment’s thought unlocked it again.

The reddish brown flesh of Radeechy’s neck was bulging out over his stiff white collar. Octavian wondered at once if his eyes were open, but the shadowed face could only have been seen by peering. Radeechy’s left arm hung down toward the floor. His right arm was upon the desk with the gun, an old service revolver, near to the hand. Octavian was finding it necessary to take a deliberate grip on himself, to respire slowly and assemble his senses and tell himself who he was. He had seen many dead men. But he had never seen a dead man suddenly on a summer afternoon in Whitehall with his flesh bulging out above a stiff collar.

Octavian quickly informed himself that he was the head of the department and must behave calmly and take charge.

He said to Biranne, “Who found him?”

“I did. I was nearly outside his door when I heard the shot.”

“I suppose there’s no doubt he’s dead?” The question sounded weird, almost embarrassed.

Biranne said, “He’s dead all right. Look at the wound.” He pointed.

Octavian moved nearer. He moved round the desk on the side away from Radeechy’s face and leaning over the chair saw a round hole in the back of the head, a little to the right of the slight depression at the base of the skull. The hole was quite large, a dark orifice with blackened edges. A little blood, not much, had run down inside the collar.

“He must have pointed the gun into his mouth,” said Biranne. “The bullet went right through.”

Octavian noticed the neatness of the recently clipped grey hair upon the warm vulnerable neck. He had an impulse to touch it, to touch the material of Radeechy’s jacket, to pulp it timidly, curiously. Here were the assembled parts of a human being, its clothes and carnal paraphernalia. The mystery appalled him of the withdrawal of life, the sudden disintegration of the living man into parts, pieces, stuff. Radeechy, who muffed most things, had not muffed this.

Octavian had never particularly liked Radeechy. He had never particularly known him. Radeechy was one of those eccentrics, found in every Government department, who though highly intelligent, even brilliant, lack some essential quality of judgment and never rise above the rank of Principal. Radeechy was considered to have, in a mild way, “a screw loose”. He had seemed content, however. He had interests elsewhere. He was always asking for special leave. On the last occasion, Octavian recalled, it was to investigate a poltergeist.

“Has he left a note?”

“Not that I can see,” said Biranne.

“That’s not like him!” said Octavian. Radeechy was an indefatigable writer of circumstantial minutes. “I suppose now we shall have the police here for the rest of the day, and just when I wanted to get away for the weekend.” He knew from the deepening of his voice that the dreadful moment had passed. Now he could be cool, business-like, soberly jocular.

“I’ll deal with them if you like,” said Biranne. “I suppose they’ll want to take photographs and all that.” He added, “I must remember to tell them that I touched the gun. I moved it just a little to see his face. They might find my finger-prints on it!”

“Thanks, but I’d better stay myself. Poor devil, I wonder why he did it.”

“I don’t know.”

“He was a pretty odd man. All that conjuring with spirits.”

“I don’t know,” said Biranne.

“Or perhaps—Of course, there was that awful business with his wife. Someone told me he hadn’t been the same since she died. I thought myself he was getting very depressed. You remember, that terrible accident last year—”

“Yes,” said Biranne. He laughed his high-pitched little laugh, like an animal’s yelp. “Isn’t it just like Radeechy’s damn bad taste to go and shoot himself in the office!”

“Kate, darling.” Octavian was on the telephone to his wife in Dorset.

“Darling, hello. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” said Octavian, “but something’s happened in the office and I won’t be able to get down till tomorrow morning.”

“Oh dear! Then you won’t be here for Barbie’s first evening home!” Barbara was their daughter and only child, aged fourteen.

“I know, it’s maddening and I’m very sorry, but I’ve just got to stay. We’ve got the police here and there’s a terrible to-do.”

“The police? What’s happened? Nothing awful?”

“Well, yes and no,” said Octavian. “Someone’s committed suicide.”

“God! Anyone we know?”

“No, no, it’s all right. No one we know.”

“Well, thank heavens for that. I’m so sorry, you poor dear. I do wish you could be here for Barbie, she’ll be so disappointed.”

“I know. But I’ll be along tomorrow. Is everything OK at your end? How is my harem?”

“Your harem is dying to see you!”

“That’s good! Bless you, sweetheart, and I’ll ring again tonight.”

“Octavian, you are bringing Ducane with you, aren’t you?”

“Yes. He couldn’t come till tomorrow anyway, so now I can drive him down.”

“Splendid. Willy was wanting him.”

Octavian smiled. “I think you were wanting him, weren’t you, my sweetheart?”

“Well, of course I was wanting him! He’s a very necessary man.”

“You shall have him, my dear, you shall have him. You shall have whatever you want.”

“Good—ee!”


Two

“YOU must put all those stones out in the garden,” said Mary Clothier.

“Why?” said Edward.

“Because they’re garden stones.”

“Why?” said Henrietta.

The twins, Edward and Henrietta Biranne, were nine years old. They were lanky blonde children with identical mops of fine wiry hair and formidably similar faces.

“They aren’t fossils. There’s nothing special about them.”

“There’s something special about every stone,” said Edward.

“That is perfectly true in a metaphysical sense,” said Theodore Gray, who had just entered the kitchen in his old red and brown check dressing gown.

“I am not keeping the house tidy in a metaphysical sense,” said Mary.

“Where’s Pierce?” said Theodore to the twins. Pierce was Mary Clothier’s son who was fifteen.

“He’s up in Barbie’s room. He’s decorating it with shells. He must have brought in a ton.”

“Oh God!” said Mary. The sea shore invaded the house. The children’s rooms were gritty with sand and stones and crushed sea shells and dried up marine entities of animal and vegetable origin.

“If Pierce can bring in shells we can bring in stones,” reasoned Henrietta.

“No one said Pierce could bring in shells,” said Mary.

“But you aren’t going to stop him, are you?” said Edward.

“If I’d answered back like that at your age I’d have been well slapped,” said Casie the housekeeper. She was Mary Casie, but since she had the same first name as Mary Clothier she was called “Casie”, a dark pregnant title like the name of an animal.

“True, but irrelevant, Edward might reply,” said Theodore. “If it’s not too much to ask, may I have my tea? I’m not feeling at all well.”

“Poor old Casie, that was hard luck!” said Edward.

“I’m not going to stop him,” said Mary, “firstly because it’s too late, and secondly because it’s a special occasion with Barbara coming home.” It paid to argue rationally with the twins.

Barbara Gray had been away since Christmas at a finishing school in Switzerland. She had spent the Easter holidays skiing with her parents who were enthusiastic travellers.

“It’s well for some people,” said Casie, a social comment of vague but weighty import which she often uttered.

“Casie, may we have these chicken’s legs?” said Henrietta.

“How I’m to keep the kitchen clean with those children messing in the rubbish bins like starving cats—”

“Don’t pull it all out, Henrietta, please,” said Mary. A mess of screwed up paper, coffee beans, old lettuce leaves and human hair emerged with the chicken’s legs.

“Nobody minds me,” said Casie. “I’m wasting my life here.”

“Every life is wasted,” said Theodore.

“You people don’t regard me as your equal—”

“You aren’t our equal,” said Theodore. “May I have my tea please?”

“Oh do shut up, Theo,” said Mary. “Don’t set Casie off. Your tea’s there on the tray.”

“Lemon sponge. Mmm. Good.”

“I thought you weren’t feeling well,” said Casie.

“A mere bilious craving. Where’s Mingo?”

Mingo, a large grey unclipped somewhat poodle-like dog, was always in attendance upon Theodore’s breakfast and tea, which were taken in bed. Kate and Octavian were ribald in speculation concerning the relations between Theodore and Mingo.

“We’ll bring him, Uncle Theo!” cried Edward.

A brief scuffle produced Mingo from behind the florid cast-iron stove which, although it was expensive to run and useless for cooking, still filled the huge recess of the kitchen fireplace. Theodore had begun to mount the stairs bearing his tray, followed by the twins who, according to one of their many self-imposed rituals, carried the animal between them, his foolish smiling face emerging from under Edward’s arm, his woolly legs trailing, and his sausage of a wagging tail rhythmically lifting the hem of Henrietta’s gingham dress.

Theodore, Octavian’s valetudinarian elder brother, formerly an engineer in Delhi and now long unemployed, was well known to have left India under a cloud, although no one had ever been able to discover what sort of cloud it was that Theodore had left India under. Nor was it known whether Theodore in reality liked or disliked his brother, his contemptuous references to whom were ignored by common consent. He was a tall thin grey-haired partly bald man with a bulging brow finely engraved with hieroglyphic lines, and screwed-up clever thoughtful eyes.

“Paula, must you read at the table?” said Mary.

Paula Biranne, the twins’ mother, was still absorbed in her book. She left the disciplining of her children, with whom she seemed at such moments to be coeval, entirely to Mary. Paula had been divorced from Richard Biranne for over two years. Mary herself was a widow of many years’ standing.

“Sorry,” said Paula. She closed her copy of Lucretius. Paula taught Greek and Latin at a local school.

Meal times were important to Mary. They were times of communication, ritualistic forgatherings almost spiritual in their significance. Human speech and casual co-presence then knit up wounds and fissures which were perhaps plain only to Mary’s own irritated and restless sensibility, constantly recreating an approximation to harmony of which perhaps again only she was fully aware. At these points of contact Mary held an authority which nobody challenged. If the household possessed a communal unconscious mind, Mary constituted its communal consciousness. The regularity of breakfast lunch tea and dinner was moreover one of the few elements of formal pattern in a situation which, as Mary felt it, hovered always upon the brink of a not unpleasant but quite irrevocable anarchy.

The hot sun shone through the big windows with their quaint Victorian Gothic peaks and their white cast-iron tracery, greenly shaded on one side by honeysuckle and on the other side by wistaria, and revealed the stains upon the red and white check table-cloth, the cake crumbs upon the stains, and the coffee beans and human hair upon the paved floor. The position was that the twins had had their tea, Theo had removed his, Pierce had not come down for his, Kate was late for hen as usual, Mary and Paula and Casie were having theirs.

“She’s got a new car again,” said Casie.

“I wish you’d say who you mean and not call everybody ‘she’,” said Mary.

“My sister.” Casie, having spent most of her life tending her late ailing mother whom she referred to as “the old bitch”, could not forgive her younger sister for having escaped this fate and married an affluent husband. Casie, with a red chunky face and a coil of iron grey hair, was much given to crying fits, often set off by sad things she saw on television, which claimed Mary’s preoccupied and exasperated sympathy.

“What kind?” said Paula absently. She was still thinking about Lucretius and wondering if a certain passage would be too hard to set in the examination.

“A Triumph something or other. It’s well for some people. The Costa Brava and all.”

“We saw that flying saucer again today,” announced Henrietta, who had come back carrying Barbara’s cat, Montrose. The twins often made this claim.

“Really?” said Mary. “Henrietta, please don’t put Montrose on the table.”

Montrose was a large cocoa-coloured tabby animal with golden eyes, a square body, rectangular legs and an obstinate self-absorbed disposition, concerning whose intelligence fierce arguments raged among the children. Tests of Montrose’s sagacity were constantly being devised, but there was some uncertainty about the interpretation of the resultant data since the twins were always ready to return to first principles and discuss whether cooperation with the human race was a sign of intelligence at all. Montrose had one undoubted talent, which was that he could at will make his sleek hair stand up on end, and transform himself from a smooth stripey cube into a fluffy sphere. This was called “Montrose’s bird look”.

“Don’t ask me where they get the money from,” said Casie. “It’s enough to make a Socialist of you.”

“But you are a Socialist, Casie,” said Mary. So were they all, of course, but this seemed notable only in the instance of Casie.

“I didn’t say I wasn’t, did I? I just said it was enough to make you one.”

“Do you know which is the largest of all birds?” said Edward, pushing his way in between Mary and his sister.

“No. Which is?”

“The cassowary. He eats Papuans. He kills them by hitting them with his feet.”

“I think the condor is bigger,” said Henrietta.

“It depends whether you mean wing-span or weight,” said Edward.

“What about the albatross?” said Paula. She was always ready to enter into an argument with her children, whom she treated invariably as rational adults.

“He has the biggest wing-span,” said Edward, “but he has a much smaller body. Do you know how big a breast bone we should need to have if we were going to fly? Mary, do you know how big a breast bone we should need to have if we were going to fly?”

“I don’t know,” said Mary. “How big?”

“Fourteen feet wide.”

“Really? Fancy that.”

“In the case of the condor—” said Paula.

“Do be careful, Henrietta,” said Mary to Henrietta, who was engaged in hitting her brother’s face with one of Montrose’s paws.

“It’s all right, his claws are in,” said Henrietta.

“Mine wouldn’t be if I were him,” said Casie. “When I was your age I was taught not to maul my pets about.”

“I do wish you’d do something about those stones,” said Mary. “We shall all be falling over them. Couldn’t you put them in order of merit, and then we could find a home outside for the less important ones?”

The idea of putting the stones in order of merit appealed at once to the twins. They dropped the cat and settled down on the floor with the pile of stones between them and were soon deep in argument.

“Has Theo been up to see Willy?” asked Paula.

“No. I suggested it, but he just laughed and said he wasn’t Willy’s keeper.”

Willy Kost, a refugee scholar, lived in a bungalow on Octavian’s estate which was known as Trescombe Cottage, a little further up the hill from Trescombe House. Willy suffered from a melancholia which was a cause of anxiety to the household.

“I suppose they’ve quarrelled again. They’re like a couple of children. Have you been up?”

“No,” said Mary. “I haven’t had a moment. I sent Pierce up and Willy seemed OK. Have you been?”

“No,” said Paula. “I’ve had a pretty full day too.”

Mary was rather relieved. She felt that Willy Kost was her own special responsibility, practically her property, and it mattered that she was always the one who knew how Willy was. She would go up and see him tomorrow.

“It’s just as well Ducane is coming,” said Paula. “He always does Willy good.”

“Is Ducane coming?” said Mary. “I wish somebody would tell me something sometimes!”

“I suppose you realise the room isn’t ready,” said Casie.

“I think Kate assumes it’s a regular thing now and that’s why she didn’t tell you.”

John Ducane, a friend and colleague of Octavian’s, was a frequent weekend visitor.

“Casie, would you mind doing the room after tea?”

“Of course I mind,” said Casie, “in my one bit of free time; what you mean is will I, yes I will.”

At that moment Kate Gray came into the kitchen, followed by Mingo, and at once as if struck by some piercing stellar ray the scene dissolved into its atoms and reassembled itself round Kate as centre. Mary saw, pinioned in some line of force, Paula’s keen smiling dog face, felt her own face lift and smile, her hair tossed, blown back. Mingo was barking, Montrose had jumped on to the table, Casie was pouring more hot water into the pot, the twins, disarranging their careful line of stones, were both chattering at once, fastening brown sandy hands on to the belt of Kate’s striped dress.

Kate’s bright round face beamed at them all out of the golden fuzz of her hair. Her warm untidy being emphasised the sleekness, the thinness, the compactness of the other two, Mary with her straight dark hair tucked behind her ears and her air of a Victorian governess, Paula with her narrow head and pointed face and the well adjusted surfaces of her cropped brown hair. Kate, herself undefined, was a definer of others, the noise, the heat, the light which flattered them into the clearer contours of themselves. Kate spoke with a slight stammer and a slight Irish accent.

“Octavian isn’t coming tonight after all.”

“Oh dear,” said Mary, “he won’t be here for Barb.”

“I know, it’s too bad. Something’s happened at the office.”

“What’s happened?”

“Some chap killed himself.”

“Good heavens,” said Paula. “You mean killed himself, there in the office?”

“Yes. Isn’t it awful?”

“Who was he?” said Paula.

“I don’t know.”

“What was his name?”

“I didn’t think to ask. He’s not anyone we know.”

“Poor fellow,” said Paula. “I’d like to have known his name.”

“Why?” said Edward, who was experimenting with the tendons of one of the chicken’s legs.

“Because it’s somehow easier to think about somebody if you know their name.”

“Why?” said Henrietta, who was dissecting the other leg with a kitchen knife.

“You may well ask,” said Paula. “Plato says how odd it is that we can think of anything, and however far away it is our thought can hit it. I suppose I can think of him even if I don’t know his name—”

“You are right to think of him,” said Kate. “You are so right. You reproach me. I feel reproached. I just thought of Octavian and Barbara.”

“Why did he kill himself?” said Edward.

“I’ll do Ducane’s room now,” said Mary to Casie.

“No, you won’t,” said Casie.

They got up together and left the kitchen.

The lazy sun, slanting along the front of the house, cast elongated rectangles of watery gold on to the faded floral wallpaper of the big paved hall, which served as the dining-room at weekends. The front door was wide open, framing distant cuckoo calls, while beyond the weedy gravel drive, beyond the clipped descending lawn and the erect hedge of raspberry-and-creamy spiraea, rose up the sea, a silvery blue, too thin and transparent to be called metallic, a texture as of skin-deep silver paper, rising up and merging at some indeterminate point with the pallid glittering blue of the midsummer sky. There was something of evening already in the powdery goldenness of the sun and the ethereal thinness of the sea.

The two women swept round the white curve of the stairs, Casie clumping, Mary darting, and disputed briefly at the top. Mary let Casie go on to the spare room and turned herself in the direction of Barbara’s room.

Mary Clothier and her son Pierce had lived for nearly four years now at Trescombe House. Mary’s father, a sickly defeated man, had been a junior clerk in an insurance office, and he and Mary’s vague gentle mother had perished together of double pneumonia, leaving their only child, then aged nine, to the care of an elderly and rather needy aunt. Mary had managed, however, by means of scholarships, to win herself a good education, in the course of which she encountered Kate. Kate admired Mary and also quite instinctively protected her. They became firm friends. Much later, at some point in Mary’s wanderings of an impecunious and socially uncertain widow Kate had suggested that she should come and live with them, and Mary had come, with many misgivings, for a trial period. She had stayed. Kate and Octavian were well off and enjoyed the deep superiority of the socially secure. Mary, a deprived person who had sometimes come near, rather romantically, to thinking of herself as an outcast, appreciated both these advantages in her friends, and was prepared to be herself propped up by them. But of course she could not have accepted this act of rescue had it not been for an indubitable virtue of generosity in both her hosts, a virtue somehow expressed in their roundness, in Octavian’s big spherical bald head with its silky golden tonsure, in Kate’s plump face and fuzzy ball of touchable yellow hair. There was a careless magnanimity about them both, something too of the bounty of those who might have been magnificent sinners magnificently deciding for righteousness. They were happily married and spontaneous in their efforts to cause happiness in others. Mary was untroubled by the thought that she was in fact extremely useful to them. Mary ran the house, she controlled the children, she was the one who was always there. But she knew that the benefits to herself were infinitely greater.

The presence, more recently, of foxy-faced Paula was something about which Mary had been, at first, not too certain. Paula was a college friend of Mary’s, and not known to Kate until the time, after her divorce, when Paula came to stay. “Everyone invites a divorced woman,” Paula had said. Mary had invited her and Kate had adored her. Kate had suggested that Paula should stay with them indefinitely, Octavian had started to make the joke about his harem, and the matter had been fixed up. Paula had been Mary’s older and revered college friend. Mary thought it possible that Paula at close quarters might prove exacting; also she was afraid of becoming jealous. Paula was an uncompromising person and at times Mary had experienced her as a sort of unconscious prig. The strength and clarity of her being, her meticulous accuracy and truthfulness, operated as a reproach to the mediocrity and muddle which Mary felt to be her own natural medium. Paula had a hard cool dignity which had been quite unimpaired by her divorce, the details of which Mary never learnt, though it was generally known that Richard Biranne was an irresponsible chaser of women. That both Kate and Paula ‘adored’ Mary was of course taken, a little too much, for granted. Mary was prepared to watch, in her nervous hyperconscious way, their interest in each other, and in the first few months of Paula’s sojourn Mary suffered acute pains of anticipation. However, in the end it was Paula’s coolness, her detachment, her peculiar virtue which soothed Mary’s nerves, and even provided Mary with the energy which she needed to see the situation exactly as it was. She soon concluded that there was nothing to fear. The mutual affection of Kate and Paula held no threat to her. There was nothing hidden and no possibility of a plot. With this acceptance came a special pleasure in their existence as a free trio which she knew that the others shared.

The quartet of children had also got on reasonably well. They all went away to school now, Pierce to Bryanston, the twins to Bedales and Barbara to La Résidence in Switzerland. Their presence, their absence, together with the alternation of week and weekend made of Mary’s existence a chequer-board of contrasting atmospheres. When the children were away Kate often spent part of the week at the Grays’ house in London, if she was not absent on a trip with Octavian, who treated airline timetables as most people treat train timetables. The arrival of the weekend changed the house with the introduction into it of the mystery of a married pair. Kate and Octavian, charmingly, ebulliently wedded, took, as it were, the thrones which awaited them. Paula and Mary then wore their status of women without men. They laughed at Octavian’s harem jokes and heard late at night behind walls the ceaseless rivery murmur of the conversing couple. When the children were at home the weekend was a less intensive matter just because the house was fuller and more anarchic and less private. But the children too were altered by it, Barbara becoming suddenly “the child of the house”, a somewhat purdah-like condition, half privilege, half penalty, the nature of which was never questioned by the other three. The presence of men, Octavian and of late John Ducane (it occurred to no one to count Uncle Theo as a man), also made the conduct of the children not exactly more disciplined, but more coherent and self-conscious.

On the whole Mary Clothier was satisfied, at least she enjoyed a harassed nervous rather dark content which she told herself was the best she was capable of. Alistair Clothier had died when Pierce was a very small child, leaving his wife with no money. Mary, who had abandoned the university to marry, found it hard to earn. She became a typist. Pierce gained a scholarship at his father’s old school. They managed; but Mary had never forgiven the fates for so cheating her over Alistair. A spirit took possession of her which was sardonic, sarcastic, narrow. She had come to expect little and to rail on what she had. Kate, who was not even conscious of Mary as a disappointed person, half cured her. Kate, eternally and unreflectively happy herself, made Mary want happiness and startled her, by a sort of electrical contact, into the hope of it. Kate’s more demonstrative affections gave Mary the courage of her own. The golden life-giving egoism and rich self-satisfaction of Kate and her husband inspired in Mary a certain hedonism which, puny as it was by comparison, was for her a saving grace. For the rest, she understood very well indeed the things that hurt her, and on the whole she now accepted them.

Mary passed along the top corridor, observing the twins who had emerged on to the lawn in front of the house. They were resuming one of their special games. The twins had a number of private games which they had invented for themselves, the rules of which, though she had many times observed them, Mary was unable to deduce. She sometimes suspected that these games were mathematical in nature, based upon some sort of built-in computer system in those rather remarkable children which they had not yet discovered that other people did not possess. Most of the games had brief and uninformative names such as “Sticks” or “Feathers”. The one which was at present being played upon the sloping lawn, in an area of rectangles and triangles marked out with string, was called, no one had ever discovered why, “Noble Mice”.

The door of Barbara’s room was open and Mary saw through the doorway the intent preoccupied profile of her son as he bent down and peered through horn-rimmed spectacles at the surface of the large table in the window. Pierce, brown-complexioned, brown-haired, brown-eyed, possessed a large nose which descended in a straight line from his brow, giving to his plump waxen face a somewhat animal quality. An impulse to stroke him down over brow and nose like a pony had already troubled, in half conscious form, a number of people, including some of his masters at school. He had a serious staring gaze which, together with a slow pedantic habit of speech, gave him the air of an intellectual. In fact, though clever, he was idle at school and far from bookish. Mary, still unseen, moved closer and saw that Pierce had covered the table with a complicated pattern composed of hundreds of shells arranged in spirals, tiny ones in the centre, larger ones on the outside. Adjusting the outer edge of the pattern he stooped to select a shell from a heap at his feet.

Pierce became aware of his mother and turned slowly to face her. He rarely moved fast. He looked at her without smiling, almost grimly. He looked at her like an animal, cornered but not frightened, a dangerous confident animal. And Mary apprehended herself as a thin dark woman, a mother, a representative somehow of the past, of Pierce’s past, confronting him as if she were already a ghost. This came to her in an instant with an agony of possessive love for her son and a blinding pity of which she did not know whether it was for him or for herself. Next moment, as she searched for something to say, she took in the scene, Barbara’s pretty room, so tidy and empty now, but already expectant. And with an immediate instinct of her son’s vulnerability she saw the huge shell design as utterly untimely. It was something that belonged to the quietness of Pierce’s thought about Barbara and not to the hurly-burly of Barbara’s actual arrival, which Mary now anticipated with a kind of dread. The careful work with the shells seemed to her suddenly so typical of Pierce, so slow and inward and entirely without judgment.

There was a shout from the lawn outside and then the sound of a car upon the gravel and the ecstatic barking of Mingo. Pierce did not move instantly. He held his mother’s anguished look for a moment longer and then as she moved back he went unhurriedly past her and along the landing.

“Mama, it was so marvellous, I had a fab lunch in the aeroplane and they offered me champagne, oh Mary, you mustn’t carry my case, must she, mama, just look at Mingo’s tail, it’s going round and round like like a propeller, down, Mingo, you’ll hurt Montrose with your big paws, Montrose knew me, didn’t he, mama, where’s Uncle Theo gone to, I hardly saw him, Edward don’t pull my skirt so, it’s new, Henrietta I’ve got such a sweet dress for you, I got it in Geneva, is Willy all right, I’ve got him a marvellous pair of binoculars, I smuggled them, wasn’t I brave, I’ve got presents for everybody, laisse moi donc, Pierce, que tu m’embêtes, mama, I went riding every day and my French is so good now and I practised my flute such a lot, I played in a concert, and aren’t I brown, just look how brown I am, I’ve got some lace for you, mama, and a brooch for Mary, and a clock for papa, Henrietta could you take Montrose, do be careful with that suitcase it’s got Italian glass in it, just put it on the bed, could you, Mary, oh it’s so heavenly to be home, I do wish papa was here, everything looks so wonderful, I shall walk up and see Willy, what on earth are all those shells doing on my table, just push them up in a pile will you, oh damn they’re falling all over the floor, Casie I do wish you’d keep the twins out of my room, now you can put the other suitcase on the table, that’s right, thank you so much, and mama it was marvellous I went to such a fab dance, we all had to dress in black and white, and I went up in a helicopter, I was so frightened, it’s not a bit like an aeroplane.…”
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