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INTRODUCTION

REGARDED BY MANY readers as the most entertaining of her novels, A Severed Head (1961) is also perhaps the most flawless in execution. The sexual antics of the characters are so nonchalantly farcical that it is easy to miss noticing the precision with which every move has been charted for them. They march along the zigzag lines Iris Murdoch has laid out in advance; their actions are felt by the reader to be under her control at all times. Students of the craft of fiction will find no better laboratory than this in which to practise their forensic skills. No emotional responses are required, or anticipated; this is a book which invites a purely intellectual reaction. Pity is never sought or engaged. A Severed Head is a heartless comic masterpiece, constructed with an elegance which reveals more of its delightfully serpentine form with every reading.

The fifth of her novels to be published, A Severed Head lies chronologically between The Bell (1958) and An Unofficial Rose (1962). In treatment and style, however, it has less in common with these, the most emotionally appealing of the early novels, than with their predecessors. Like Under the Net (1954) – and incidentally, like many of the nineteenth-century classic works of fiction – A Severed Head follows the journey of a central figure from illusion to disillusion and, eventually, mature understanding. Like the early novel again, A Severed Head uses a first-person narrator to track this journey. Employing a technique in which she excelled, Murdoch keeps both reader and narrator firmly in the dark about the route’s course, its landmarks and its likely end. Half the fun of A Severed Head, as in Under the Net, derives from the author’s confident use of the elements of suspense and surprise. It is a technique which she brought to perfection in producing the final twist of one of the finest novels of her middle years, The Sacred and Profane Love Machine (1974).

When A Severed Head opens, we find Martin Lynch-Gibbon, an anglo-Irish wine buff and amateur historian, lolling complacently in an incense-laden room with his young mistress, Georgie Hands. It is Christmas-time; beyond the closed windows, the London streets slumber in an afternoon haze. The haze is there for a purpose; throughout the novel, Murdoch makes use of weather conditions to signal Martin’s voyage from the blinding mist and dense fog of obfuscation into the clarity of truth forced on him by the anthropologist Honor Klein, around whom the air is bracingly clear. (‘There was no mist here... It was the sort of night when one knows of other galaxies,’ Martin muses during his arrival at Cambridge in search of Honor in chapter 19.) We might think of ‘the terrible bright Greek air’ associated with the gods of Murdoch’s poem, ‘Agamemnon class 39’. Honor Klein has godlike qualities and this is the air, the atmosphere, in which she thrives.

Introducing us to the small circle of characters who are about to embark on their jarringly choreographed minuet of lust and loss, Murdoch uses the simple device of letting Martin and Georgie discuss them. Martin, we learn, is married to Antonia, a beautiful woman five years older than himself whose intelligence is intuitive and whose connections link her to Bloomsbury’s ‘metaphysic of the drawing-room’. Martin feels her to be wholly dependent on his love, but the alert reader will take in the fact that Antonia has had sculpting lessons from Martin’s brother, Alexander, and that Alexander has always been perceived as a sexual rival by his younger, less creative sibling. But Murdoch is guiding us into another path at this early stage. Antonia is apparently being treated by an American analyst, Palmer Anderson. It is not clear that she needs treatment but she ‘enjoys it disgracefully’; Martin, too, feels himself released by Anderson’s teaching from what he used to see as ‘the rules’. He is not inclined to listen when Georgie, a touchstone of commonsense in the novel, warns him against people she calls ‘professional liberators’.

Their gossipy discussion spreads out to encompass Honor Klein, Anderson’s mysterious half-sister who has, for a short period in the past, acted as Georgie’s moral superviser. Klein is represented as a force to be reckoned with, and feared. Martin, whose judgement already seems superficial and unreliable, dismisses her as a frump; Georgie, briskly reminding him that not all female dons are dreary (‘I’m one of them now, darling.’), comments on Dr Klein’s quality as a totem. (‘There’s something primitive about her. Perhaps it’s all those tribes.’)

And so, three pages into the novel, the setting is already prepared. We can guess, correctly, that Antonia either has established or is about to enter a sexual relationship with Anderson. We intuit from Martin’s complacency, his defensiveness and his acknowledgement – to us, not her – that Georgie has suffered considerable emotional pain for his sake, that trouble is on the way for him. This intuition is correct. Martin’s moral education will be administered by the sinister, powerful and oracular Honor Klein. His journey towards equality with this remarkable woman provides the main, if not always gleamingly visible, thread of narrative.

As with Mischa Fox, the strange enchanter of Murdoch’s second novel, Honor Klein is possessed of uncanny talents and qualities. She is described as a samurai warrior who can use her sword to slice a paper napkin as easily as she can cut through persiflage. Her head is often described as dark or even black, strengthening the sense of her alien nature. She can gather and spread information with supernatural ease; she enters buildings at will; she sees, as none of the others do, that Martin’s bluff exterior hides a violent nature, a willingness to damage others in defending his own needs.

Martin sees himself locked in battle with Honor; the reader is shown that Honor remains untouched but watchful. Her role, about which she is perfectly aware, is to compel truthfulness; this gives her a power over Martin which he resents. Trained as an anthropologist, Honor is able to compare herself to one of the severed heads to which a primitive tribe addresses its secret fears. (Textual references also connect her to the terrible gorgon head of Medusa.) Unspoken but evident is the fact that the role twins her to her half-brother, a psycho-analyst. Unlike Palmer Anderson, however, Honor also has the authority of the executioner. Each of the mendacious characters must recognise the sharpness of her sword; each must suffer loss before they can be allowed to experience hope.

The confession which Martin is finally able to make is of his own weakness and need. Traumatised by the loss of his mother, he has consciously married a mother substitute; his solace for the pain of Antonia’s sexual betrayal is to know that the adulterous couple are ready to parent him. As their child, he can be controlled and even experience loss as an enhancement of his life. The unwieldy emotional triangle is damaged when Honor Klein learns of Martin’s relationship with Georgie; it is destroyed by the subsequent revelation that Antonia has been casually betraying her husband for years with his own brother. At this point, understandably, Martin ceases to accept Antonia and Anderson as parental figures. Alexander Lynch-Gibbon has always been and remains his enemy, the severed head of the family who keeps an unfinished, temptingly youthful head of Antonia, his brother’s wife, in his studio. Severed heads are deliberately scattered about in the text of the novel; identifying them and pondering their degree of significance is part of the game. This sculpted head is, however, one of the more important. Studying it together, the Lynch-Gibbon brothers agree that a torsoless head represents ‘an illicit and incomplete relationship... Freud on Medusa. The head can represent the female genitals feared not desired.’ (ch. 6). This observation, made by Alexander, offers a gloss on the relationships presented in the novel.

Martin, when in a state of contentment – it is short-lived – is conventional and obtuse. He has dimly understood that it was not pleasant for Georgie, his mistress, to undergo an abortion. He sees only his own generosity in his wish to clutter her bohemian rooms with objects in his wife’s taste. Abruptly deprived of domestic reassurance by Antonia’s affair and of sexual pleasure by the fact that his own affair no longer amounts to a betrayal (Martin thrives best in the thick atmosphere of treachery in which we first meet him), Martin sulks. He reverts to the aggressiveness of a spoiled, needy child, determined to get what he wants. His violence is most strikingly shown to Honor, but there is a scene in which terror of Antonia’s disapproval causes him to hurt Georgie, the most innocent and courageous of the novel’s characters. (Georgie, we are told at one moment, confronts Antonia’s attempt to establish a semblance of friendship with ‘the cold young stare of a more exacting sincerity.’)

Georgie, who has goodhumouredly accepted Martin’s inglorious panic after the discovery that his wife intends leaving him for Palmer Anderson, is persuaded to visit her lover’s marital home. Here, aroused by the sense of what is still taboo, Martin orders her to touch the objects which have the most powerful associations with Antonia. Georgie reluctantly obeys; Martin has just decided that he is almost ready to make her the second Mrs Lynch-Gibbon when a key is heard to turn in an outer lock. Terrified that Antonia will come in and realise how little she has to apologise to him for, Martin panics. Grasping Georgie’s wrist, he pushes her towards the french window. Hurt, in both senses, she resists. He gives her a pound for a taxi, and thrusts her, not out of Eden but into a town-house garden. And, because this is a novel which operates by the rules of farce, the unlocked door now discloses not his wife Antonia, but Honor Klein.

The circling dance of a restoration comedy continues as Honor, having exposed the truth about Martin and Georgie, is herself discovered in a relationship with her half-brother while Georgie agrees to marry (‘I adore siblings’) Alexander Lynch-Gibbon, who has only recently ended his affair with Antonia. The atmosphere owes less, however, to Congreve and Wycherley than to Henry James.

Murdoch had, since her earliest work, expressed an admiration for James’s ability to create patterns, and the elegance of movement and arrangement in A Severed Head suggest his influence. More striking evidence of James’s presence behind the scenes can be found in the rich patterning of semi-incestuous relationships and in the use of a narrator who only dimly comprehends the atmosphere of confusion by which he is enclosed. The novel to which Murdoch’s work seems to pay striking homage in this respect is What Maisie Knew (1897); here little Maisie Farange is ready to dance to every piper’s tune in order to keep the affection of the fickle, adulterous adults who become, by rapid shifts of sexual interest, her parental figures. But if Martin’s neediness and his readiness to compromise others and deceive himself recalls this, one of the most disturbing of James’s late fictions, A Severed Head owes a larger debt still to The Golden Bowl (1904).

James’s late novel concentrates on a group of four characters who are, by their marriages, rendered increasingly incestuous in their sexual preferences. Adam Verver is obsessed by his daughter Maggie but marries her close friend, Charlotte Stant. Maggie marries Amerigo, the Prince, who has had and continues to have an affair with Charlotte. Charlotte’s closeness to the Prince forces Maggie into an increasingly close relationship with her father.

The sexual patterning here is close to that operating in A Severed Head; so is the sense of incomprehension as a tangible state. James repeatedly alerts us to the trouble his characters have in seeing, by which he means understanding; Martin, struggling to find his way through the fog of London, is also evidently working towards a clearer perception of events. ‘I cannot see, I cannot see, I said to myself...’ (ch. 18) It is only when he has renounced everything and chosen to be truthful that he finds lucidity. And so it is with the characters of James’s great work.

In a near-flawless novel, the only awkwardness comes in the closing pages, when the final union of Honor and Martin is likened to the mythical story of Gyges and Candaules. It was, we learn, inevitable that Martin would replace Palmer Anderson from the extraordinary moment when he burst into Honor’s house and found her half-brother sharing her bed. The discovery, magnificently staged by Murdoch, was predestined; so was Martin’s role as avenger. The subtlety which is one of the greatest delights of this magnificently assured novel is sacrificed here and without need; the story of Gyges and Candaules is an unnecessary cherry, dropped on top of a souffle which had already reached its perfect height.


1

‘YOU’RE SURE SHE doesn’t know,’ said Georgie.

‘Antonia? About us? Certain.’

Georgie was silent for a moment and then said, ‘Good.’ That curt ‘Good’ was characteristic of her, typical of a toughness which had, to my mind, more to do with honesty than with ruthlessness. I liked the dry way in which she accepted our relationship. Only with a person so eminently sensible could I have deceived my wife.

We lay half embraced in front of Georgie’s gas fire. She reclined against my shoulder while I examined a tress of her dark hair, surprised again to find in it so many threads of a pure reddish gold. Her hair was as straight as a horse’s tail, almost as coarse, and very long. Georgie’s room was obscure now except for the light of the fire and a trio of red candles burning upon the mantelpiece. The candles, together with a few scraggy bits of holly dotted about at random, were as near as Georgie, whose ‘effects’ were always a little ramshackle, could get to Christmas decorations, yet the room had a glitter all the same as of some half descried treasure cavern. In front of the candles, as at an altar, stood one of my presents to her, a pair of Chinese incense holders in the form of little bronze warriors, who held aloft as spears the glowing sticks of incense. Their grey fumes drifted hazily to and fro until sent by the warmth of the candle flames to circle suddenly dervish-like upward to the darkness above. The room was heavy with a stifling smell of Kashmir poppy and sandalwood. Bright wrapping-paper from our exchange of presents lay all about, and pushed into a corner was the table which still bore the remains of our meal and the empty bottle of Château Sancy de Parabère 1955. I had been with Georgie since lunchtime. Outside the window and curtained away was the end of the cold raw misty London afternoon now turned to an evening which still contained in a kind of faintly luminous haze what had never, even at midday, really been daylight.

Georgie sighed and rolled over with her head in my lap. She was dressed now except for her shoes and stockings. ‘When must you go?’

‘About five.’

‘Don’t let me catch you being mean with time.’

Such remarks were as near as I ever got to feeling the sharper edge of her love. I could not have wished for a more tactful mistress.

‘Antonia’s session ends at five,’ I said. ‘I should be back at Hereford Square soon after that. She always wants to discuss it. And we have a dinner engagement.’ I lifted Georgie’s head a little and drew her hair forward, spreading it over her breasts. Rodin would have liked that.

‘How is Antonia’s analysis going?’

‘Fizzingly. She enjoys it disgracefully. Of course, it’s all for fun anyhow. She’s got a tremendous transference.’

‘Palmer Anderson,’ said Georgie, naming Antonia’s psycho-analyst, who was also a close friend of Antonia and myself. ‘Yes, I can imagine becoming addicted to him. He has a clever face. I imagine he’s good at his trade.’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I dislike what you call his trade. But he’s certainly good at something. Perhaps he’s just good. He’s not simply sweet and polite and gentle as only Americans can be sweet and polite and gentle, though he is that. He has real power in him.’

‘You sound rather carried away by him yourself!’ said Georgie. She edged into a more comfortable position, her head in the crook of my knee.

‘Perhaps I am,’ I said. ‘Knowing him has made a lot of difference to me.’

‘In what way?’

‘I can’t say exactly. Perhaps he has made me worry less about the rules!’

‘The rules!’ Georgie laughed. ‘Darling, surely you became indifferent to the rules long ago.’

‘Good heavens, no!’ I said. ‘I’m not indifferent to them now. I’m not a Child of Nature like you. No, it’s not exactly that. But Palmer is good at setting people free.’

‘If you think I don’t worry – but never mind. As for setting people free, I don’t trust these professional liberators. Anyone who is good at setting people free is also good at enslaving them, if we are to believe Plato. The trouble with you, Martin, is that you are always looking for a master.’

I laughed. ‘Now that I have a mistress I don’t want a master! But how did you come across Palmer? Oh, of course, through the sister.’

‘The sister,’ said Georgie. ‘Yes, the curious Honor Klein. I saw him at a party she gave for her pupils once. But she didn’t introduce him.’

‘Is she any good?’

‘Honor? You mean as an anthropologist? She’s quite well thought of in Cambridge. She never actually taught me, of course. Anyway, she was usually away visiting one of her savage tribes. She was supposed to organize my work and help me with my moral problems. God!’

‘She’s Palmer’s half-sister, isn’t she? How does it work? They seem to be several nationalities between them.’

‘I think this is it,’ said Georgie. ‘They share a Scottish mother who married Anderson first and then Klein when Anderson died.’

‘I know about Anderson. He was Danish-American, an architect or something. But what about the other father?’

‘Emmanuel Klein. You ought to know about him. He was not a bad classical scholar. A German Jew, of course.’

‘I knew he was a learned something-or-other,’ I said. ‘Palmer spoke of him once or twice. Interesting. He said he still had nightmares about his step-father. I suspect he’s a bit frightened of his sister too, though he never actually says so.’

‘She could inspire awe,’ said Georgie. ‘There’s something primitive about her. Perhaps it’s all those tribes. But you’ve met her, haven’t you?’

‘I have just met her,’ I said, ‘though I can’t recall much about her. She just seemed the Female Don in person. Why do those women have to look like that?’

‘Those women!’ Georgie laughed. ‘I’m one of them now, darling! Anyway, she certainly has power in her.’

‘You have power without looking like a haystack!’

‘Me?’ said Georgie. ‘I’m not in that class. I don’t carry half so many guns.’

‘You said I was carried away by the brother. You seem to be carried away by the sister.’

‘Oh, I don’t like her,’ said Georgie. ‘That’s another matter.’

She sat up abruptly and retrieved her hair and began very rapidly to plait it. She tossed the heavy plait back over her shoulder. Then she hitched up her skirt and some layers of stiff white petticoat and began to draw on a pair of peacock-blue stockings which I had given her. I loved to give Georgie outrageous things, absurd garments and gewgaws which I could not possibly have given Antonia, barbarous necklaces and velvet pants and purple underwear and black openwork tights which drove me mad. I rose now and wandered about the room, watching her possessively as with a tense demure consciousness of my gaze she adjusted the lurid stockings.

Georgie’s room, a large untidy bed-sitting-room which looked out on to what was virtually an alleyway in the proximity of Covent Garden, was full of things which I had given her. I had for long, and vainly, waged a battle with Georgie’s relentless lack of taste. The numerous Italian prints, French paperweights, pieces of Derby, Worcester, Coleport, Spode, Copeland, and other bric-à-brac – for I hardly ever arrived without bringing something – lay about, for all my efforts, in a dusty hurly-burly more reminiscent of a junk shop than a civilized room. Georgie was, somehow, not designed by nature to possess things. Whereas when Antonia or I bought anything, which we constantly did, it found its place at once in the rich and highly integrated mosaic of our surroundings, Georgie seemed to have no such carapace. There was no one of her possessions which she would not, at the drop of a hat, have given away and not missed; and meanwhile her things lay about in a sort of impermanent jumble on which my continually renewed sortings and orderings seemed to have little effect. This characteristic of my beloved exasperated me, but since it was also a part, after all, of Georgie’s remarkable detachment and lack of worldly pretention, I admired it and loved it as well. It was, moreover, as I sometimes reflected, the very image and symbol of my relation to Georgie, my mode of possessing her, or more precisely the way in which I, as it were, failed to possess her. I possessed Antonia in a way not totally unlike the way in which I possessed the magnificent set of original prints by Audubon which adorned our staircase at home. I did not possess Georgie. Georgie was simply there.

When Georgie had finished with her stockings, she leaned back against the armchair and looked up at me. She had, with her dark heavy hair, rather light clear greyish-blue eyes. Her face was broad, strong rather than delicate, but her remarkably pale complexion had a finish of ivory. Her large somewhat up-turned nose, her despair and my joy, which she was always contracting and stroking in a vain attempt to make it aquiline, now forgotten in repose, gave to her expression a certain attentive animal quality which softened the edge of her cleverness. Now in the incense-laden half-light, her face was full of curves and shadows. For some time we held each other’s gaze. This sort of quiet gazing, which was like a feeding of the heart, was something which I had not experienced with any other woman. Antonia and I never looked at each other like that. Antonia would not have sustained such a steady gaze for so long: warm, possessive, and coquettish, she would not so have exposed herself.

‘River goddess,’ I said at last.

‘Merchant prince.’

‘Do you love me?’

‘Yes, to distraction. Do you love me?’

‘Yes, infinitely.’

‘Not infinitely,’ said Georgie. ‘Let us be exact. Your love is a great but finite quantity.’

We both knew what she referred to, but there were some topics which it was profitless to discuss, and this we both knew also. There was no question of my leaving my wife.

‘Do you want me to put my hand in the fire?’ I said.

Georgie still kept my gaze. At such moments her intelligence and her lucidity made her beauty ring like a silver coin. Then with a quick movement she turned about and laid her head upon my feet, prostrating herself before me. As I briefly contemplated her homage I reflected that there was no one in the world at whose feet I would myself have lain in such an attitude of abandonment. Then I knelt down and gathered her into my arms.

A little later when we had finished for the moment with kissing each other and had lit cigarettes, Georgie said, ‘She knows your brother.’

‘Who knows my brother?’

‘Honor Klein.’

‘Are you still on about her? Yes, I believe so. They met on some committee at the time of the Mexican Art Exhibition.’

‘When am I going to meet your brother?’ said Georgie.

‘Never, as far as I’m concerned!’

‘You said you always used to pass your girls on to him, because he couldn’t get any of his own!’

‘Maybe,’ I said, ‘but I’m certainly not going to pass you on!’ Ever since I had made that injudicious remark my brother Alexander had become an object of romantic fantasy to my mistress.

‘I want to meet him,’ said Georgie, ‘just because he’s your brother. I adore siblings, having none of my own. Does he resemble you?’

‘Yes, a bit,’ I said. ‘All Lynch-Gibbons resemble each other. Only he’s round-shouldered and not so handsome. I’ll introduce you to my sister Rosemary if you like.’

‘I don’t want to meet your sister Rosemary,’ said Georgie, ‘I want to meet Alexander, and I shall go on and on at you about it, just as I shall go on and on at you about that trip to New York.’

Georgie had an obsession about seeing New York, and I had in fact very rashly promised to take her with me on a business trip which I had made to that city last autumn. At the last moment, however, some qualm of conscience, or more likely some failure of nerve, at the prospect of having to lie on quite such a scale to Antonia made me change my mind. I have never seen anyone so bitterly and so childishly disappointed; and I had since then renewed my promise to take her with me on the next occasion.

‘There’s no need to nag me about that,’ I said. ‘One of these days we’ll go to New York together, on condition I hear no more nonsense about your paying your own fare. Think how much you disapprove of unearned income! You might at least let me spend mine on a sensible project!’

‘Of course it’s ludicrous your being a businessman,’ said Georgie. ‘You’re far too clever. You ought to have been a don.’

‘You imagine that being a don is the only proper way of being clever. Perhaps you are turning into a blue stocking after all.’ I caressed one of her legs.

‘You got the best History first of your year, didn’t you?’ said Georgie. ‘What did Alexander get, by the way?’

‘He got a second. So you see how unworthy of your attention he is.’

‘At least he had the sense not to go into business,’ said Georgie. My brother is a talented and quite well-known sculptor.

I was in fact half of Georgie’s opinion that I should have been a don, and the subject was a painful one. My father had been a prosperous wine merchant, founder of the firm of Lynch-Gibbon and McCabe. On his death the firm had split into two parts, a larger part which remained with the McCabe family, and a smaller part which comprised the original claret connexion in which my grandfather had been interested, which I now managed myself. I knew too, although she never said so, that Georgie believed that my having stayed in business had something to do with Antonia. Her belief was not totally erroneous.

As I had no taste for this particular discussion and also wanted to get off the subject of my dear brother, I said, ‘What will you be doing on Christmas Day? I shall want to think about you.’

Georgie frowned. ‘Oh, I shall be out with some of the chaps from the School. There’ll be a big party.’ She added, ‘I won’t want to think about you. It’s odd how it hurts at these times not to be part of your proper family.’

I had no answer to that. I said, ‘I shall be having a quiet day with Antonia. We’re staying in London this time. Rosemary will be at Rembers with Alexander.’

‘I don’t want to know,’ said Georgie. ‘I don’t want to know what you do when you’re not with me. It’s better not to feed the imagination. I prefer to think that when you aren’t here you don’t exist.’

In fact, I thought along these lines myself. I was lying beside her now and holding her feet, her beautiful Acropolis feet as I called them, which were partly visible through the fine blue stockings. I kissed them, and returned to gazing at her. The heavy rope of hair descended between her breasts and she had swept a few escaping tresses severely back behind her ears. She had a beautifully shaped head: yes, positively Alexander must never meet her. I said, ‘I’m bloody lucky.’

‘You mean you’re bloody safe,’ said Georgie. ‘Oh yes, you’re safe, damn you!’

‘Liaison dangereuse,’ I said. ‘And yet we lie, somehow, out of danger.’

‘You do,’ said Georgie. ‘If Antonia ever found out about this, you’d drop me like a hot potato.’

‘Nonsense!’ I said. Yet I wondered if she wasn’t right. ‘She won’t find out,’ I said, ‘and if she did, I’d manage. You are essential to me.’

‘No one is essential to anyone,’ said Georgie. ‘There you go looking at your watch again. All right, go if you must. What about one for the road? Shall I open that bottle of Nuits de Young?’

‘How many times must I tell you never to drink claret unless it has been open at least three hours?’

‘Don’t be so holy about it,’ said Georgie. ‘As far as I’m concerned the stuff is just booze.’

‘Little barbarian!’ I said affectionately. ‘You can give me some gin and French. Then I really must go.’

Georgie brought me the glass and we sat enlaced like a beautiful netsuke in front of the warm murmuring fire. Her room seemed a subterranean place, remote, enclosed, hidden. It was for me a moment of great peace. I did not know then that it was the last, the very last moment of peace, the end of the old innocent world, the final moment before I was plunged into the nightmare of which these ensuing pages tell the story.

I pushed up the sleeve of her jersey and stroked her arm. ‘Wonderful stuff, flesh.’

‘When’ll I see you?’ said Georgie.

‘Not till after Christmas,’ I said. ‘I’ll come if I can about the twenty-eighth or twenty-ninth. But I’ll ring up anyway before that.’

‘I wonder if we’ll ever be able to be more open about this?’ said Georgie. ‘I do rather hate the lies. Well, I suppose not.’

‘Not,’ I said. I didn’t like the hard words she used, but I had to give it her back as sharply. ‘We’re stuck with the lies, I’m afraid. Yet, you know, this may sound perverse, but part of the nature, almost of the charm, of this relation is its being so utterly private.’

‘You mean its being clandestine is of its essence,’ said Georgie, ‘and if it were exposed to the daylight it would crumble to pieces? I don’t think I like that idea.’

‘I didn’t quite say that,’ I said. ‘But knowledge, other people’s knowledge, does inevitably modify what it touches. Remember the legend of Psyche, whose child, if she told about her pregnancy, would be mortal, whereas if she kept silent it would be a god.’

It was an unfortunate speech on which to part from Georgie, for it brought our minds back to something which I at least preferred never now to think about. Last spring my beloved had become pregnant. There was nothing to be done but to get rid of the child. Georgie had gone through with the hideous business in the manner that I would have expected of her, calm, laconic, matter-of-fact, even cheering me along with her surly wit. We had found it exceedingly difficult to discuss the matter even at the time, and we had not spoken of it since. What vast wound that catastrophe had perhaps made in Georgie’s proud and upright spirit I did not know. For myself, I got off with an extraordinary ease. Because of Georgie’s character, her toughness and the stoical nature of her devotion to me, I had not had to pay. It had all been quite uncannily painless. I was left with a sense of not having suffered enough. Only sometimes in dreams did I experience certain horrors, glimpses of a punishment which would perhaps yet find its hour.
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IN ALMOST EVERY marriage there is a selfish and an unselfish partner. A pattern is set up and soon becomes inflexible, of one person always making the demands and one person always giving way. In my own marriage I early established myself as the one who took rather than gave. Like Dr Johnson, I started promptly upon the way in which I intended to go on. I was the more zealous in doing so in that I was counted by the world, and counted myself, very lucky to have got Antonia.

I had, of course, misled Georgie about the success of my marriage. What married man who keeps a mistress does not so mislead her? My marriage with Antonia, apart from the fact, which was a continuing grief to me, that it was childless, was perfectly happy and successful. It was just that I wanted Georgie as well and did not see why I should not have her. Although, as I had remarked, I was not indifferent to the ‘rules’, I was certainly capable of being cool and rational about adultery. I had married Antonia in a church, but that was largely for social reasons; and I did not think that the marriage bond, though solemn, was uniquely sacred. It may be relevant here to add that I hold no religious beliefs whatever. Roughly, I cannot imagine any omnipotent sentient being sufficiently cruel to create the world we inhabit.

I seem to have started here upon some general explanation of myself, and it may be as well to continue this before I plunge into a narrative of events which may, once under way, offer few opportunities for meditation. My name, as you will have gathered, is Martin Lynch-Gibbon, and I come on my father’s side of an Anglo-Irish family. My clever artistic mother was Welsh. I have never lived in Ireland, though I retain a sentimental sense of connexion with that poor bitch of a country. My brother Alexander is forty-five, and my sister Rosemary is thirty-seven: my age is forty-one, and I feel myself at times, after a manner which is not without its curious melancholy charms, to be an old man.

To describe one’s character is difficult and not necessarily illuminating. The story which follows will reveal, whether I will or no, what sort of person I am. Let me offer here only a few elementary facts. I grew up into the war, during which I spent on the whole a safe and inactive time. I suffer intermittently from a complex of disorders of which asthma and hay fever are the best known, though not the most disagreeable, and I never succeeded in passing as completely fit. I went on to Oxford when the war was over, and so began my life as an ordinary citizen at a comparatively advanced age. I am a very tall, reasonably good-looking man. I used to be a good boxer, and passed when I was younger as a raffish quarrelsome violent fellow. This reputation was precious to me: equally precious is the reputation which I have more lately gained of having become morose, something of a recluse, something indeed of a philosopher and cynic, one who expects little and watches the world go by. Antonia accuses me of being flippant; but Georgie once pleased me more by saying that I had the face of someone laughing at something tragic. My face, I might add, is the long pale rather heavy old-fashioned face that all the Lynch-Gibbons have, which is a cross between the philosopher Hume and the actor Garrick, and my hair is the brown floppy hair which fades with age to the colour of white pepper. Our family, thank God, never becomes bald.

I took a decisive step when I married Antonia. I was then thirty, and she was thirty-five. She looks now, for all her beauty, a little older than her years, and has more than once been taken for my mother. My real mother, who among other things was a painter, died when I was sixteen, but at the time of my marriage my father was still alive and I had hitherto been but casually involved in the wine trade. I was more concerned, though that also in a dilettante fashion, with being a military historian, a type of study in which, if I could have brought myself to abandon my amateur status, I might have excelled. When I married Antonia, however, everything came, for some time, to a standstill. As I say, I was fortunate to get her. Antonia had been, and indeed still was, a somewhat eccentric society beauty. Her father was a distinguished regular soldier, and her mother, who came out of the Bloomsbury world, was something of a minor poet and a remote relation of Virginia Woolf. For some reason Antonia never got a sensible education, though she lived abroad a great deal and speaks three languages fluently; and also, for some reason, and although much courted, she did not marry young. She moved in a fashionable society, more fashionable than that which I frequented, and became, through her protracted refusal to marry, one of its scandals. Her marriage to me, when it came, was a sensation.

I was not sure at the time, and am still not sure, whether I was precisely what Antonia wanted, or whether she didn’t take me simply because she felt it was time to take somebody. However that may be, we were formidably happy; and for quite a long time, handsome clever couple that we were, we were everyone’s darlings. So for a while everything was for me at a standstill and I was absorbed completely into the delightful task of being Antonia’s husband. When I as it were came round, emerged, that is, from the warm golden haze of those honeymoon years, I found that certain roads were closed to me. My father had died meanwhile, and I settled down to being a
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