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INTRODUCTION

When Iris Murdoch began to write in the 1950’s, Jean Paul Sartre was the dominant sensibility of the age. Europe, and what had happened there in the recent past, was of monstrous significance to any educated reader. Murdoch’s own distinguished commentary on Sartre was published before her first novel Under the Net (1954) and she might well have spent her life’s energy in academic philosophy. Instead, an amazing flow of novels thereafter confront the great issues of morality and human freedom with a passion for truth almost unequalled in the last half of the twentieth century.

By the seventies, one of Murdoch’s greatest creative decades, the possibility of living without God and without guilt was no longer seen in European terms. The world shift towards a hegemony of Anglo-Saxon values had already made itself felt. Yet Murdoch remained a writer with the morality of a European intelligence. Her novels often make use of an exotic, frequently foreign, character who is allowed to enter and disrupt a comfortable English coterie. There is no such figure in The Sacred and Profane Love Machine (1974). Indeed, there is an almost total absence of the glamour that Murdoch likes to throw over such characters. These are very ordinary lives. There are no enchanters, little overt philosophical speculation, no mystic resolution. The Sacred and Profane Love Machine has often been considered a lesser work than The Black Prince (1973) or Henry and Cato (1976) because these great issues and their relation to the responsibility of the artist are so much less in evidence.

Yet it is a novel with Murdoch’s unmistakable stamp upon it. A book haunted by her understanding of human brutality, even though the preoccupations of her characters seem far removed from any apprehension of European experience. It is entirely fitting that the conclusion of this seemingly English tale should be an arbitrary act of terrorist violence in a Hamburg airport. A rereading of the novel shows both how carefully we have been prepared, if not for such an event, at least for an explosion that reveals how a cosy Buckinghamshire village is as unprotected as any other. Moreover, the story has unexpected and uneasy symmetries built into its structure.

A boy appears in a darkened garden. His presence is an early signal, though neither the reader nor the two witnesses are yet aware of it, of the breakdown of the pleasantly ordered world of Hood House, where Blaise Gavender lives with his wife Harriet. The boy is a stowaway from Blaise Gavender’s London world across Putney Bridge. What has been kept conveniently separate is about to be brought into anguishing collision. It is a novel about the pain which quite insignificant people can inflict on one another and themselves, and the consequent vulnerability of all we think of as normality.

The man at the centre of the action is a commonplace, second-rate adulterous husband. Blaise Gavender practises psychotherapy without distinction and with little belief in its central tenets, flirts half-heartedly with the thought of abandoning his lucrative practise in order to study medicine, and covets an orchard owned by his neighbour, Montague Small. Unknown to his wife, he has kept a mistress for the last nine years; the sharp-witted, pretty Emily MacHugh, much younger than himself who indulges him in perverse sexual pleasures. Montague Small, a popular detective story writer, is privy to this secret and helps to facilitate Blaise’s visits to Emily by inventing a particularly disturbed patient, Magnus Bowles, who can only bear to be visited in the hours of darkness.

Monty, as he is usually called, finds the lives of the Gavenders a diversion from his own unhappiness in the aftermath of his wife Sophie’s recent death from cancer. Murdoch observes his grief brilliantly, particularly the way he wakes up to the pain of it a split second before remembering that Sophie is dead. It is a sick and bitter bereavement, however, since theirs had been a tormentingly miserable marriage; Monty has kept a tape recording of one of their last arguments; and remains bitterly jealous of the adulteries with which she taunts him. Since Monty has come to loathe the character of the cold and clever Milo Fane on whom his detective stories centre, and has found he is incapable of writing serious fiction, he has a constant sense of failure, and for a time wonders whether the job of school teacher might offer a decent means of escape.

Unlike Arnold Baffin in The Black Prince whose facility is a matter of savage envy to the blocked Bradley Pearson, there are no other aspirant writers in the novel. Monty paces himself against the artist he had hoped to become, and is largely the victim of his mother’s heroic vision of him as a child. Indeed, the struggle against the power of maternal love is an important theme in almost every family group this book brings into focus.

The only character whose intelligence is likely to be considerable is the classical scholar, Edgar Demarnay, now the Master of an Oxford College. His intellect is not much in evidence for most of the novel, however, since he is often drunk and a buffoon socially, it is far from surprising that his life has been a history of unrequited love. He had once felt an adolescent admiration for Montague as an undergraduate and even now has a desperate wish for his friendship. He had also once been in love with Monty’s wife, Sophie, and we first meet him making an undignified entry into Monty’s house to find the stream of letters he had written to Sophie over the years. Both men suffer from self-loathing, but Monty has no fellow feeling for Edgar, and offers him even less tolerance than he usually affords his visitors.

Blaise Gavender, on the other hand, has always found it perfectly easy to like himself, and accommodates to the double life he is leading without much difficulty. When he first met Emily she was twenty-two, small, thin with a harsh London accent and a brain good enough to undertake a thesis on Merlau Ponty, though she abandons any such ambition once she has committed herself to Blaise. In the first ecstasy of their lovemaking Blaise feels that he and Emily are living ‘like gods together’, and sees his marriage as a pitiful and unworthy mistake.

Blaise has no intention of throwing in his lot with Emily on a permanent basis, however, still less of telling Harriet about his new feelings. He attributes his dissatisfaction with his life to his wish to study medicine, and in this Harriet encourages him. Over the nine years he and his mistress have been seeing one another regularly, Emily has gradually begun to realise how unlikely it is that Blaise will take any action to change the situation, and so they have begun to quarrel bitterly. In her disappointment, Emily has gradually ceased to care for her own appearance or that of her flat, which now smells of cats and the bedwetting of her near autistic small son, Luca. When Luca was a small child Emily had loved him with an obsessive violence: ‘they had lived like animals nestling together in a hole’. But now she cannot get close enough to touch him.

Emily endures financial, emotional and physical insecurity. Her teeth hurt. She has lost her job. Blaise continues to enjoy their sexual games, but has little temptation to destroy the rest of his life for her sake. His excuse, which has some validity, is the likely response of his legitimate adolescent son, David. His evasions and indecision are the familiar concomitants of a man who wants to continue his secret pleasures without disturbing his comfortable domestic life. Truth is a condition to which Blaise may sometimes tell himself he aspires, but he has neither the courage nor the appetite to confront his own weakness. Even as he laments his ‘lost goodness’, he excuses his infidelity by remembering that he had never had a true erotic passion for Harriet.

Harriet commands far more respect than any other figure in the novel, though her trusting placidity is not the sign of a sharp intelligence. She is the daughter of a military family, her father a Major, her mother disappointed in some way, which is never fully examined. Her own ambitions ran for a time to painting but she abandoned any such aspiration without much regret soon after her marriage to Blaise – in this rather resembling Emily – and has been contented enough in her role of country matron, caring for her husband and son and keeping her kitchen pleasantly old-fashioned. Her strongest passion is maternal and centres on her fastidious son, David, bound for Oxford the following year. She longs to show him physical affection but he draws back from her in an adolescent awkwardness she has no choice but to accept. It is one of the many parallels between her situation and that of Emily, who also longs to clutch her son to her and is rebuffed. Emily has filled her house with cats. Harriet directs her affections towards a number of homeless dogs to whom she gives names drawn from Greek mythology and who, throughout the novel, seem likely to threaten some unpredictable classical vengeance. She also takes great interest in the problems and symptoms of her husband’s patients, particularly the fictional Magnus Bowles, for whom Montague Small invents persuasive dreams and obsessions.

Blaise’s disclosure of his affair to Harriet only comes when he fears that the presence of Luca in his garden will inevitably lead to his own exposure. He is terrified of Harriet’s reaction to the discovery and constructs, with the help of Montague Small, a letter of confession which cleverly fudges the history, suggesting that his sexual involvement is in the far past and that only duty binds him to the mother of his illegitimate son. In a masterstroke, he throws himself on Harriet’s saintly goodness for forgiveness.

Harriet rises to the bait, and behaves at first with exemplary courage and briskness as befits a soldier’s daughter. It is in the spirit of military stoicism that she holds herself together, and takes some strength from her new role of forgiving wife. Her pain, however, is overwhelming. Murdoch observes with cool accuracy how it is not so much the abstract knowledge of betrayal that hurts her, so much as the trivial evidence of a domestic intimacy shared with someone other than herself. Blaise’s relief at her evident command and togetherness empowers her further. The first sign that she may be overreaching her own strength is her insistence on meeting Emily, and then inviting her home to Hood House for tea.

On this magnificent set piece the whole novel turns. Blaise, who has naturally continued to lie to both women, is correctly alarmed at bringing his two lives together in one room. At first the women are perfectly polite to one another. It is the sudden drunken incursion of Edgar Demarnay, who has formed an attachment of his own to Harriet, which unbalances the proprieties. He accuses Blaise of breaking his marriage vows, and lunges at him elbowing him in the eye. As the ensuing scuffle dies down Emily rushes away and almost involuntarily Blaise follows her. The balance of the seesaw has tipped, and it suddenly seems clear to him that it is Emily who is indispensable.

Indeed, he is soon involved in altering the whole shape of his life so that Emily buys and furnishes the new home she and Blaise will occupy together. Harriet is expected to content herself with occasional visits, as Emily had. He does not immediately explain this plan to Harriet, telephoning her instead to reassure her that he is spending the night with his invented patient, Magnus Bowles.

Harriet is an unpretentious woman; her greatest weakness her need to be needed. Hence the outpouring of love she offers the neglected child, Luca, the ease with which she can relate to him, and her delight in taking him to choose a dog from the pound. Blaise’s second defection affects Harriet more seriously than his first. ‘For a situation where she was not needed she had no heroism.’ When the role she is supposed to play becomes clear to her, she at first reacts with vigour, and moves out of Hood House altogether.

Unfortunately, she has fewer friends to turn to than she had imagined in the days when she felt herself to be a fount of benevolence. Montague Small offers her a grudging hospitality, though he has always found her intrusive, and is far more interested in her son David’s beauty and intelligence. Edgar Demarnay, who has a great country house and had suggested she might like to take refuge there, withdraws his offer when it looks as if Montague Small might consider moving in to keep Edgar company. Harriet’s need to love is so intense that she even considers turning to Magnus Bowles, whose own desperation she feels she could relieve. In a spirit of compassion, and to cover up Blaise’s years of falsehood, Montague abruptly explains that Bowles has committed suicide.

Everything that had once given Harriet’s life meaning is stripped away from her in the second part of the book. It is not clear that she deserves this, but there is a sense that her discovery pulls her down into the common condition of humanity. Her powers to help have never been as great as she had imagined. Significantly it is to Edgar, rather than Harriet, that Monty confesses the most intense source of his misery, which is the part he played in his wife’s death.

That Blaise should wish to see Harriet again is extremely plausible, as is his expectation that she would receive him back with gratitude. Blaise has caricatured Harriet throughout the book, even as he calls her his ‘sacred love’, once observing unkindly: ‘it comes to asking her to sacrifice, but she is the sacrificing type, and in the end she’ll see it as her duty.’ To his astonishment, he finds Hood House dark, and the dogs both unfed and loose. As Blaise blunders into them, and the teeth of the largest and fiercest dog, Ajax, come for his throat we seem to be witnessing an alarming retribution. Indeed, reading the novel for the first time, it seems likely Blaise is dead. He is not, however. It is Harriet, in flight with Luca to her brother in Germany who meets an arbitrary violent death under a hail of terrorist bullets fired randomly at a Hamburg airport.

Harriet, alone among the characters in this book, has already been forced to take a harsh look at herself, and concludes: ‘I am not the good person I used to think I was’. The brutality of her end, followed by the unseemly survival and happiness of those who have betrayed her, gives the close of this novel a peculiar cruelty. Blaise no longer remembers that he had once seen Harriet as his ‘sacred love’; Emily is triumphantly, self indulgently happy. All Harriet’s possessions are burned and her old-fashioned kitchen modernised. She is expunged from their lives. Most heartrendingly of all, Luca who had blossomed under Harriet’s attentions into an inquiring, hopeful and intelligent person is so traumatised by the events at the airport that he has to be taken away to an institution. There is a tragic horror, recalling that at the end of Dostoevsky’s Idiot in the character’s mental collapse

This is not a novel without flaws. Neither Pinn, first Emily’s redoubtable char, then her lodger, nor again the nubile Kiki St Loy have much depth or resonance, though Pinn’s account of the destruction of her brother’s intelligence by her father’s persistent blows to his head has a poignant authenticity. David worries about his sexual desire and longs for its fulfilment, but is far less vivid that Luca; perhaps it is fitting that when he finally loses his virginity he should do so to Pinn rather than Kiki about whom he fantasises. It is in these areas where we have cared least that the book offers a certain optimism. Monty is cheered up a little by Kiki’s – rather unlikely – gift of her virginity, and Edgar is given the prospect of a new life, and the interest of several beautiful women.

We do not altogether believe in Edgar’s privileged life as the owner of a great house, but his classical training makes him a credible voice for the only moral comfort in the book. It comes after Edgar has heard in full the tape of a conversation made by Monty three days before Sophie’s death. As Edgar tells Monty, ‘Sophie is dead and you are alive and your duty is the same as any man’s to make yourself better’.

This is an ambiguous novel, even to its title, which is taken from a Titian painting of ‘Sacred and Profane Love’, where the same model is used to show both the desired women. Parallels and similarities between Emily and Harriet have already been noted, and Peter Conradi suggests that most of the differences between the two women can be attributed to the fluctuations of their situation. ‘Instead of being based on a medieval moralism that would wholly separate the good from the wicked mistress, it presents them as a single principle, Eros…Emily, formerly shrill and bitter…actually improves; and Harriet comes to offend in various ways the aesthetic sense of those who cared for her’.

This is ingenious, and may partly account for the coldness with which Harriet is first despatched and then forgotten. But it is special pleading, for the end in no way suggests any poetic justice at work in judgement. Both the bleakness and the beauty of this memorable novel lie in our realisation that the world around us works neither by justice nor a sense of the aesthetic, that only children attempt to believe otherwise, and that even their innocence offers them no protection.

Elaine Feinstein

2002


THE BOY was there again this evening, and the dogs were not barking.

David stopped in the act of pulling his curtain against the dark twilight and gazed intently down into the garden. The boy was standing under the acacia tree, just on the near-side of the fence that divided the Hood House garden from the orchard. The figure was so still and so merged into the blotchy spotty half-darkness of the scene that David would have been at a loss to explain how it was that he was so sure that it was a boy and that the boy was staring at the house. In fact, he had seen the shadowy boy before, two days ago, scarcely more clearly, at about this time. A small figure, a small boy, eight or nine years old perhaps. Why did none of the dogs bark?

David jerked the curtain across and turned on the light. He felt no urge to go down and investigate. The pulling of the curtain had already made the incident seem unreal and unimportant. A sensation which he felt almost all the time now, a sort of mild aching disgust and lassitude, made him unable to concentrate his mind. He sat down heavily upon a chair and turned unfocused eyes upon the blur of his school books lying about him upon the floor. Then with an involuntary evasive movement he turned back towards the window curtain and blinked hard three times.

He had just been engaged in removing the paper covers from all his books. A large cardboard box contained the mass of glossy sturdy polychrome smashed-up jackets which in a sudden fit of irritable energy he had ripped off, revealing the glowing sides and discreet gilded lettering of the volumes beneath. There was no doubt about it, the books looked more beautiful and more real without their covers. Montague Small had once told him that he had celebrated his fortieth birthday by thus undressing all his library. ‘A wrapped up book is waiting for something,’ said Montague. David had decided not to let his wait for his seventeenth birthday. He picked up a sleek slim dark blue book and stroked it. Catullus, Oxford Classical Text. Excrucior.

The pain in question was not the agony of love, however, and women were not yet David’s problem, apart from his mother of course. He was visited by highly localized burning erotic anguishes which he relieved (with distaste but without guilt) in the privacy of his room. He dreamed of a Miranda, but none had so far appeared, and the exclusively masculine life of his day school was devoid of love objects. His distress was obscurer, a sort of fear of never being able to be a real person at all. He felt obscenely amorphous, globular, a creature in metamorphosis trailing a half discarded form. Even his terrors were blunted and unvivid, not enlivening. Lassitude and disgust staled all.

David was a fastidious boy. The wet red mouths of the dogs offended him, and the sight of his mother smiling upon that row of slobbering noisy feeders. He noticed how things dropped from his father’s fork at meal-times, even from his father’s lips: his father who now turned crimson in the face after a second glass of wine. The involuntary spasms of the body, its slimy moist interior, inspired horror. Shameless kissing in the cinema made him turn away. He would have given up eating altogether if that had been possible, would at any rate have eaten only in private, picking up dry small fragments with his fingers. Any slovenly messiness in the kitchen made him squeamish. His mother licking a spoon, then using it to stir the food. Greasy stuff trodden underfoot. The dogs made the garden foul, however much his mother ran about, and sometimes inside the house itself a vile smell would destroy both appetite and peace. They were not even very nice dogs. An early reading of the The Hound of the Baskervilles had made David afraid of dogs. Only of course he told nobody about this.

Last night he had dreamt about a huge blue fish struggling in the breaking waves upon the very edge of the sea. As it opened its dripping mouth towards him he had seen that its tail was half a girl with long flailing legs. He woke in horror to the sound of a howling dog. He had so often told his dreams to his father when he was a small child, it was as if his father still roamed inquisitively in his dream world, a co-spectator rather than a denizen. A blessed silence upon almost every subject had fallen between them in the last year. After the dream, he had lain awake tormented by images, faces that imposed themselves upon his closed eyes. Often it was the face of Christ, hanging just before him as upon a veil, amazingly beautiful, then turning gradually into a sneering mask. Christ was a problem to David. Prayer had been an addiction once, but the perpetual presence of this ubiquitous intrusive Friend amounted now almost to hallucination. Why had such a weird belief been induced in him when he was too young to defend himself against it? And how had his mother’s vague gentle faith and the mild Anglicanism of his public school spawned in him the secret superstitions of a mopping mowing slave? Compulsive stupid rituals had replaced those frenzied conversations with God. There was a smelly intimacy about it all, connected with his mother, his mother’s knee, sentimental gushings of a ridiculous familiarity offered to a deity devoid of dignity, devoid of austerity, devoid even of mystery, but now just proving horribly hard to get rid of.

Moving towards the door he saw himself in the long mirror which his mother had insisted on installing. He looked at himself, at his slim figure and blue-eyed long-tressed head. His hair, flaxen at birth, was still a lightish gold. Long uncut it fell in unruly Pre-Raphaelite splendour to his shoulders. He looked at his thinness and his straightness and his cleanness. He was a solitary being, he thought, a loner, always would be. Sometime soon he would be a man: he pronounced the word to himself as if one were to say a gryphon, a chimera.

Then he smiled at his image, suddenly finding it ridiculous. He had always seen himself as the Beloved Disciple.

Harriet Gavender (née Derwent) had also seen the boy; only in her case it was the first sighting. And she too had noticed the silence of the dogs. Coming out quietly into the midsummer twilight of the still garden to breathe the rich polleny fragrance of the silent air, she had seen the small perfectly motionless figure standing just beside the fence of Monty’s orchard, merged almost into the dark trunk of the acacia tree. Harriet stopped abruptly upon the paved terrace and great fear invaded her heart. Why? Surely there was nothing to be afraid of in an inquisitive trespassing child. Then she recalled a dream which she had had on the previous night. She had dreamt that she was in her bedroom, in her bed (only Blaise was not with her), and that she had awakened in the darkness to see a strange light shining at the window. This is no dream, she said to herself as she rose in fright and went to look out. Just outside in the branches of a tree was the source of light, a radiant child’s face, the face only, suspended there and looking at her. She ran back at once and burrowed under the bedclothes, thinking in great terror: suppose that face were to come and look at me through the window?

The dream, only now remembered, seemed to dazzle her for a moment, and turning her head away towards the sombre façade of the house she suddenly saw the dim face of her son at the window of his darkened room. David too was gazing down the garden, looking at what she had seen. He did not notice his mother. After another moment he pulled his curtain across and the light came on brightly behind it. Harriet looked down the garden again. It all seemed to have become much darker. The boy was gone. A bat had noiselessly appropriated the space between, a flittering weaving almost substanceless fragment of the invading dark. Had the child, she wondered for a moment, been really an apparition, a visitor strayed over the border from another world? Or had she imagined that small silent watcher? How stupid I am, she thought. It’s just a boy, it’s nothing at all.

She walked out a little way onto the lawn, breathing deeply and sighing. A collared dove groaned once in the final light. A pink rose reclining upon the big box hedge glimmered with contained electric luminosity. A blackbird, trying to metamorphose itself into a nightingale, began a long passionate complicated song. The birds sing so much more carefully in the late evening. The great cloud fields had faded behind the bumpy tops of the orchard trees, whose silhouette was so familiar to Harriet that she seemed to be thinking it rather than seeing it, and the sky had dulled to a sort of dark lightless white netted over with grey, a colour which it would retain all night. It was midsummer. Midsummer night in fact, Harriet thought. The thought came to her with a bitter-sweet sense of time passing. How much she loved the slow parade of the English year, and how sad it was too, with its increasing store of memories. And her mind flew back to the summer balls of her girlhood when, in a totally vanished world, she had danced all night in the arms of agile lieutenants.

A light had come on in Monty’s house, obscured by the trees but gleaming through them. Harriet walked as far as the fence and looked at the light. What was Monty doing now? Moping? Weeping? Did he really not want to be visited? Harriet’s woman’s heart yearned towards the mystery of the sad solitary man. Montague Small occupied the adjacent house which was called Locketts, a smaller place which the then owner of Hood House had made to be built about 1900, and had subsequently occupied, at the bottom of his own very extensive garden. Most of the garden, including the orchard so much coveted by Blaise, now belonged to Locketts, and Hood House, which had later been sold separately, had only a square of lawn to bless itself with, and the long fat box hedge and the acacia tree and Harriet’s herbaceous border and her few roses. As Blaise had often observed, the logical way to divide the garden would have been to cut it beyond the orchard, which was continuous with the Hood House garden, whereas the garden ‘proper’ of Monty’s house was at a right-angle, round a corner, and in fact the house was in another road. But as Harriet said to her complaining husband, perhaps Mr Lockett (for he had called his new house after himself) had not been a very logical kind of man.

Because of the form of the garden, and also because Locketts was such a charming and somehow significant little house (quite a gem of art nouveau) it had always been a matter of great importance to the Hood Houseites who their neighbour was. Of course they had another next door neighbour, but that was an elderly lady, a Mrs Raines-Bloxham, who politely declined to know them. (This was not snobbery: she politely declined to know anybody.) And when the Gavenders had first come to Hood House, not so very many years ago, Locketts had been empty. The arrival of Montague Small (the Montague Small, as David, who was a thriller reader, had gleefully informed them) and his intense pretty little Swiss ex-actress wife had aroused an interest and a curiosity which were not long unsatisfied. The Smalls were gratifyingly friendly though the tiniest bit aloof. It seemed so right that it should be a writer’s house, Harriet had thought. They all liked Monty. Harriet pretended to like Sophie, and tried to, but never quite did. For Harriet, Sophie was hopelessly foreign. As for Blaise, he prayed openly ‘Oh Lord, let that woman never want to be a patient of mine!’ Then a bit later Monty had come round one day with an utterly changed face to tell them that Sophie had cancer. There had been an interval of withdrawal, Monty cold, Sophie invisible. Then Sophie died. That was now nearly two months ago. Monty was very very bereaved. ‘I have never seen a man mourn so, ’said Blaise.

Harriet turned back across the dim garden. The lightless light looked down from the white night sky. The blackbird’s long song was over. A distant owl was hooting. One star was visible. Jupiter, David had told her. Venus did not rise until after two. How thick the silence was, though it was not really country here of course, not like in Wales in her childhood. Wilder Buckinghamshire was a little away, and the houses went on continuously among the trees in the direction of London, whose pink glare illuminated the night sky in winter. A light had just come on in Blaise’s study. How pretty, how foursquare, how quite ridiculously housey Hood House looked with its shallow slate roof and its pretty flint and stone patterning and its tall early Victorian windows, quite the oldest as well as the handsomest house in its area. A sort of seaside house she thought of it as being, without quite knowing why. Perhaps the little white wrought-iron balconies on the first floor gave it that slight air of marine quaintness. It was not a very big house but it was the grandest house that Harriet had ever lived in. She and Blaise had been far from well off when they got married.

There was a soft almost soundless flurry and something wet and warm brushed Harriet’s hand. It was the nose of Ajax, the black Alsatian. Then all the dogs were suddenly round about her, not ecstatic but gently pleased with her, undulating in a circular ballet of quiet orderly prancing. The dogs had been a lovely accident really. They were her pets, not David’s, not Blaise’s. They were outdoor dogs of course. They lived, in as much comfort as Harriet could contrive, in the old garage. She had wanted to bring little Ganimede into the house once, but it had proved impossible to house-train him. Dogs, like humans, can be disturbed forever by an unhappy childhood. Anyway it had seemed so unfair to the other dogs of whom at that time there were four. Now there were seven in all: Ajax, the Alsatian, Ganimede, a black miniature poodle, Babu, a black spaniel, Panda, a black labrador mongrel with white markings, Buffy, an airedale, Lawrence, a Welsh collie, and Seagull, a small black and white terrier. The idea that they should all be black and have classical names had been early abandoned. Harriet had originally acquired Ajax because she felt nervous at Hood House when Blaise was away from home at night, as he sometimes had to be to see patients. (Magnus Bowles, for instance.) When she was a child she had had a morbid fear of cats, and used to search her bedroom carefully every night in case a cat had secreted itself there. In later life she feared burglars, tramps, gipsies, violent intruders. Of course Blaise had told her that burglars symbolized sexual intercourse, but this interesting revelation did not cure her fright or prevent her from holding her breath to listen for strange noises in the dark. Harriet had acquired Ajax as an adult dog from the Battersea Dogs Home, and then the thing had become rather an addiction. ‘When you feel depressed you go and pick a dog !’ said Blaise with exasperation. But it was so touching to go there and rescue some pathetic affectionate beautiful animal, it was a kind of creative act.

‘No, outside, boys, outside, boys,’ she murmured. ‘You’ve had your dinners. Now be good dogs.’ She shut the kitchen door upon the concourse of dark muzzles and turned on the light. Harriet had never let Blaise modernize the kitchen and, also in spite of him, they usually took their meals there, at the rectangular deal table covered by its red and white check cloth. The big chaotic rather obscure room suited Harriet. It was friendly and undemanding and smelt humbly of the past, full of dark lined old wood that needed scrubbing. She passed through it now, gazing unmoved upon a pile of greasy plates, and mounted the stairs, resisting as usual the usual temptation to go and call on her son, and went into her ‘boudoir’. This was a tiny cluttered room, originally a dressing-room. Blaise’s more austerely pretentious taste reigned in the rest of the house. Harriet, who could not bear to discommode a spider and who would spend ten minutes washing a lettuce rather than let any miniscule creature inadvertently elude rescue, extended her charity in a quite instinctive way to things. Now that both her parents were dead most of the serious family stuff was at Adrian’s flat in London, but Harriet had carried away, together with her various childhood treasures, a lot of awkward homeless oddments, brass ornaments and such, which no one else seemed to want or love, and which now mingled with an exotic miscellany of gaudy little gifts which Adrian and her father had brought her from various parts of the world, from Benares, from Bangkok, from Aden, from Hong Kong, the casual spoils of innumerable bazaars, jars and trays and boxes, little animals, little men, little gods of whom she did not know the names, all that ‘junk shop rubbish’ for which Blaise scolded her so, although he secretly found her absurd animism rather touching. And now, stuffed into the middle or hanging onto the edges, were the things that Monty had given her lately, since Sophie died, handing them out at random whenever she called, plates, ornaments, cushions, bits of embroidery, as if he wanted to strip Locketts and deprive it of all memory.

The walls of the boudoir were covered with paintings and photographs. The paintings were Harriet’s own (she had thought herself a painter once), pale splodgy water-colours, laboriously high-lighted oils whose paint seemed to have thinned with the years. The photographs were all of family; of her parents’ wedding, of Harriet’s wedding, of David as various children, of a younger slimmer hawkier Blaise, of her soldier father in uniform, of her soldier brother in uniform, of her disappointed pretty mother. Ubique quo fas et gloria ducunt had been a tattered pilgrimage for Harriet’s mother. Harriet had been born in India when her father was Gunnery Instructor at the School of Artillery at Deolali. Harriet’s mother, doing an Indian season with a diplomatic cousin, had met and married the romantic Captain Derwent. A caparisoned elephant attended their wedding. (There was a photograph of the elephant too.) Soon after came a home posting and the war. Captain (now Major) Derwent became an instructor at Catterick, then commanded an anti-aircraft battery in Wales. Later on he was at Woolwich, later still in Germany. He never rose above the rank of Major. Harriet’s mother followed the camp, living in furnished lodgings (only she drew the line at Germany). There had been a Welsh mountain cottage which the children had liked. There had been too little money and no romance. The days of the elephant were far off now. As a widow Harriet’s mother had lived in Ireland. Harriet rarely saw her in the later years. The thought of her came tenderly back in connection with country things: blackberrying, sloes for sloe gin, quinces for jelly, ponies and heather, the smell of honeysuckle or damp hay, the vanilla taste of russet apples. Harriet cherished these intense yet shadowy almost pointless visitations. It was so important to think quiet loving thoughts about people in idle moments, especially perhaps about the dead, who being substanceless so desperately need our thoughts.

Harriet looked into her Dutch marquetry mirror (a Christmas gift from Blaise) and patted her very long intertwined coiled up golden tinged dark brown hair. Instinctively her broad calm face became even calmer. She was wearing the long spotted voile dress which Blaise said made her look so Victorian. She was always careful not to dress too young. Some of her friends simply never noticed when they put on weight. Harriet sat down at her desk and relaxed into a melancholy idleness. She felt at these times empty, floppy, disjointed, as if she covered a huge area quietly like a large limp suspended sea animal, like an immense uninhabited continent: arid this was for her really a form of being happy. Each person doubtless has a sort of form or structure or schema (only that would not have been Harriet’s word) into which his consciousness lazily stretches itself out when uncoerced, and which is, however unglittering and inglorious, his happiness. Harriet was happy. The house around her felt happy too with the stored-up warmth of her anxious yet composed and unassertive temperament.

Of course she had her worries, especially David and sometimes the aching sense of a tiny lost talent, but she was loved and loving and had an untroubled conscience and that was quite enough, for one of her temper, for happiness, that deep confiding slow relationship to time. Hers was a sometimes sad but always smiling happiness. She loved her husband and her son and her brother and carried every discontent into the light of that love to be consumed. Sometimes she had a feeling of what she thought of as ‘littleness’ (‘small fryness’) when she thought: how I wish I were a great painter or a great something. She had been to art school and had had ambition. But early marriage, combined with the fact that Blaise never took her vocation seriously, had led her to lay aside her brush. She knew that she led a selfish life because all her otherness was so much a part of herself. There was no strain or distance really, even her charities were easy and pleasant and rich in the rewards of gratitude. I am a deeply selfish person, she told herself sometimes, and so I shall never be great, not like men are great, or touched by greatness.

Now however she was thinking about her son. Every mother has to endure it, I suppose, she thought. The marvellous intimacy could not last. He had withdrawn first from Blaise, now from her. Blaise said it was natural and proper. He had become untouchable; and Harriet, with her long habit of touching, was suddenly in a dilemma, in an anguish. She was visited by alarmingly precise ghostly yearnings. Feelings very like the torments of an unrequited love made her blush and tremble. It was indeed dreadfully like being in love. She wanted to hold him in her arms again, to cover him with kisses, to untangle with caressing fingers that untidy and now absurdly long golden hair. But nothing was less possible. He had become, as if further to confuse her, dauntingly good-looking in this last year. What Blaise called David’s ‘archaic smile’ haunted her like a sort of erotic enigma. He was so tall now and often so stern, and yet inside this dignified angel there was surely the same awkward adorable small boy. He had odd mannerisms, new ones, secret ones. There were so many things one could not talk about. Did he still lay out his penknife and his compass and all his other little treasures before he turned out the light? How happy it had made her once to think that David prayed nightly for herself and Blaise. The thought had soothed her own growing disbelief. Did he do so still? It was inconceivable to ask. She knew of mothers who flirted with their adolescent sons. It was impossible for her to do so. David, in his new grown-upness, had already a sort of authority, an absolute ability of veto. Harriet knew very well what she could and could not dare. I must pull out, she thought: it was like the ending of an affair, giving somebody up. Would one be thus condemned to break the links one by one? Of course it was simply natural change and not an ending, and of course her love could not end, could not in the faintest detail of its being diminish ever. The trouble was that she could not see at present how her love for David could change sufficiently for her not now and henceforth forever to be in the position of concealing something which he would uneasily suspect. She leaned forward over her hands in sudden anguish. What was that quotation about love being ‘woman’s whole existence’? It was certainly true in her case, and how terrifying it was.

Blaise Gavender had enjoyed his supper. He enjoyed his food. There had been asparagus, which so deliciously scented the urine. Harriet was an untidy slovenly housewife but a decent cook. Earlier he had been upset because he had been rude to a man who came to read the electric meter. The man had been a little casual. Blaise had suddenly acted the country squire. Why? These little outbursts would have interested him once. Now he let the incident fade, efficiently digested like the asparagus. Perhaps he thought of all ‘callers at the house’ as patients, and so as properly obsequious. At this moment, while desultorily mending with glue and sellotape a broken Japanese bowl of Harriet’s, he was trying with fair success to keep his mind strictly on his patients. Sometimes he hated his patients. That was bad. His sort of healer could only operate through a love relationship. Of course that could be bad too. Monty had once said to him that all curiosity divorced from love or science was necessarily malign. Monty had been talking about a writer and his characters. But the phrase had struck Blaise in relation to his own work. He enjoyed his work, but why? That he had long ago seen through his motives did not tell him what to do next. It did not even mean that he could not help people. He could and did.

The thought of Monty always caused irritation, though Blaise was fond of his interesting talented neighbour. He had talked too much to Monty. In other parts of the animal kingdom males instinctively threatened each other in a mechanical and meaningless manner. The blackbirds on the lawn were doing it every day. Of course he had been a fool ever to accept Monty as a patient, though that interlude had been mercifully brief. Had he ever understood Monty’s motives? Blaise quickly terminated the relation when he realized that the healer was in danger of being taken over by the sufferer.

Fiddling with the jigsaw puzzle of the Japanese bowl (was a piece missing?) he recalled a dream which he had had last night. He was standing in the garden beside the acacia tree when he saw that part of the trunk appeared to be moving. A huge snake was gradually descending the tree towards him. He watched with horror and a kind of joy the approach of the snake. Only it was not exactly a snake, since it had a pair of large wings folded upon its back, in the way in which a beetle’s wings are folded. As it came near to him it reared its head and the wings spread out and began to buffet him on either side, half suffocating him in their strong soft violence. Meanwhile the creature’s large tail, tapering to a point finer than a pencil, had wound itself round one of his legs. He was a woman in the dream. He had no difficulty in interpretation. He knew the muck heap of other people’s minds. He knew the muck heap of his own.

How dull and unmagical his own dreams seemed to have become, he thought, as if he were stolidly interpreting them even as he dreamed. And how rarely did a patient’s dream astonish or move him now. Well, it was not his business to be astonished or moved. The patients had become, for him, a grubby grey contingent of predictable people. Whereas for Harriet they remained objects of reverence and mystery. Since they mostly came to the house, she knew them a little bit at a saying ‘Good morning’ level. But Harriet, who would have been an excellent wife for a headmaster, had always yearned for a closer relation, a more positive kind of service. Not that she wished in any way to encroach upon Blaise’s priestly function. She would have liked to mend their clothes. Of course there should have been six children, not just David. They had hoped for more. Blaise had been sad about that. But Harriet positively and half-consciously suffered from a sheer excess of undistributed love, like having too much milk in the breasts. She suffered from having these huge resources by which she could directly benefit only her husband and her son.

Some of the patients indeed had been with him for years and could almost have played the role of children. In a way they did people the house. They were not easy to get rid of. He had lately begun to take them in groups as a way of preparing them for the end, the parting, the severing of the umbilical cord, their cure. Also this meant that he could, and not only for financial reasons, take on new patients. There was, alas, no substitute for the unravished chastity of the new patient. The existing ones were in fact wonderfully various. Each had his idée fixe, something which he took to be his ‘reason’ for consulting Blaise, although this ‘reason’ often concealed a complex of other lesions. Stanley Tumbelholme had an obsessional fear of his sister. Angelica Mendelssohn suffered paralysing jealousy through being in love with members of the Royal Family. Maurice Guimarron thought he had committed the sin against the Holy Ghost. Septimus Leech was a blocked writer. Penelope Biggers was insomniac because she feared to ‘die’ in her sleep and be buried alive. Horace Ainsley (who had once been Blaise’s doctor and was still Monty’s) exhibited chronic indecision caused by irrational guilt. Miriam Lister had a daughter with homicidal tendencies whom Blaise was treating by treating the mother. Jeannie Batwood simply wanted to save her marriage. Not that Blaise necessarily discounted or even radically reinterpreted what his patients said they thought. He received an early lesson from a patient who always wore gloves because she said she had the stigmata. It was a little while before it occurred to Blaise to ask her to remove the gloves. She had the stigmata, and was later successfully treated for hysteria.

Blaise knew perfectly well that he was not really qualified to do what he professed to do. He was by now very experienced and no longer feared making radical mistakes. However, though he never said this except jokingly to Harriet (who hotly denied it) he knew that he was some sort of charlatan. He had never taken a medical degree. He had studied philosophy and psychology at Cambridge, he had done a thesis on psychoanalysis, and later taught psychology, at Reading University. (It was during his first year at Reading that he had met Harriet at a dance.) He had started to practice his own sort of therapy first of all as a temporary and risky experiment, and also because what he saw of others in the field led him to think that he could do better. He had probably not been wrong. Of course he enjoyed power, all meddlers with the mind enjoy that. And of course he was aware that this absorption in other people’s misery had more to do with sex than with either altruism or science. He had passed far beyond worrying about that either. The fact was that he could indeed like a priest make to cease the biting mental pain which, in the interstices of ‘real’ tragedy, so needlessly erodes the lives of men. He had the gift. He had the nerve. He was a strong and thoroughly able person. Why now this absolute crisis of confidence? Surely he was not such a fool as to grow sick of the thing simply because it had become so easy and so lucrative.

When the idea that he ought to throw up his practice and take a medical degree had first occurred to Blaise, he had rejected it out of hand as an irrational fantasm, a project of self-punishment generated by some quite differently located sense of guilt. To surrender his steady income, to run, at his age, the gauntlet of tedious and possibly difficult exams, to accept alien judgment and hard work: no. This was just the (so familiar among his patients) disingenuous craving of a middle-aged man for a cleansing spiritual test. Also, as his father had been a successful doctor, his motives were even more miserably transparent. However the idea inconveniently persisted so that he began positively to fear it. Of course there were plenty of facts about the brain and nervous system which, wielding the power he did, he ought to know and did not. He was surrounded by mysteries. But as time passed his painful idea presented itself less as a desire for specialized professional improvement and more as a desire for absolute change. For many reasons, he had ceased reading, ceased thinking, of late. He needed radical intellectual change.

His fascination with the enchanted enchanting curiously self-determining world of psychoanalytical theory had now begun to seem, in his own case at any rate, to be a form of self-indulgence. The different ‘schools’ were like so many magical gardens, each with its own flora and its own design, and each surrounded by its own high wall. As a practitioner Blaise was pragmatic, ‘empirical’ in the simplest sense of the word. He simply tried to see what would ‘work’, and was prepared to take a fairly ad hoc common-sense view of what constituted ‘working’. He had long ago stopped worrying about which school he belonged to, nor did he feel this resignation as a failure of science. He had intended to write a big book about it all once, but had given that up. The discriminations no longer seemed to be worth making. He occasionally recorded an idea for an article, and let Harriet continue to believe in the existence of the book, since she seemed to care about it. His present malaise was more profound. As a result of experience, of his patients and of himself, he had begun to lose faith in all ‘deep’ theories of the mind. He could quiet his patients by telling them that it was a ‘long haul’, by telling them to ‘accept themselves’. He could prevent them from being crippled by guilt. But what he had once, theoretically at least, regarded as ‘surface phenomena’ of morality and freedom retained, for him, their unassimilable awkwardness in a way which made him sometimes feel that he lived with his patients in a world, for all its horrors, of comfortable illusion. The torment which he tried to spare his patients he could not escape from himself: the pain of irrevocable decisions taken in the old-fashioned blindfolded responsible way. Perhaps he was just sick to death of the human mind, sick of himself and his habits and his doings, and as some men tire of the world and turn to God, he was turning to science.

He had talked to Harriet about it of course. She only partly understood, but she was all sympathy, all support. He knew that Harriet would feel sad if they had to sell Hood House and live for a time more modestly. She would feel lonely during the long hours when he would be a hospital slave. (Yes, it did seem like a punishment.) But she wanted his happiness and his fulfilment more than anything, she willed his will, she willed him. Already she saw herself as ‘the doctor’s wife’. God, he was lucky. He had never when young imagined that he would marry a woman so totally non-intellectual. But her intuitive attention to him was so shrewd, he could do without intellectual chat. She was never tedious, always fresh, intent, intense, but with a sort of immediate graceful animal intensity, quite unlike the cunning reflective shifts and transports of his patients. Harriet’s intensity did not exclude, what Napoleon valued most in a woman, repose. Even her vague Christianity, which he had taken care not to uproot but had hoped to see quietly wither, now seemed something he could not do without, any more than he could forego the special way she stretched out her hands to him when he entered a room where she was. There was no doubt that she had influenced him, and not only by making him kinder to spiders.

As Blaise sat thinking these, and now other, thoughts the twilight had come, and he had set aside the completed Japanese bowl. He got up and went to the window, standing there in the dark and looking down at the paved terrace. He saw the pale form of his wife who was just outside the kitchen door, gazing away down the garden. Her motionless figure seemed brimful of the stillness of the evening, her quietness made the garden more quiet. She still had much of that ‘story book’ beauty which had once seemed to him like a vision of another moral world. He loved those silly flowing girdled robes which a more critical eye would have wished to see upon a slimmer woman. He looked away down the garden at the tall poised silhouette of the acacia tree and the denser darkness of the orchard beyond. Monty Small was talking of leaving Locketts. Would he consent to sell the orchard? Yet, really, was this a moment for buying orchards! Harriet had moved away down the garden and now there were her neurotic dogs swirling about her like little black ghosts. Blaise pulled the curtains and turned on the light.

It was nearly reading time. Would David come? Harriet stared so, he must speak to her. He must speak to David about giving up Greek. And he must talk to Monty about Magnus Bowles. Oh God, he had so many troubles. He had so much wanted a daughter.

‘“Where is Nastasia Philipovna?” asked the Prince breathlessly.

“She’s here,” replied Rogozhin slowly, after a slight pause.

“Where?”

Rogozhin raised his eyes and gazed intently at the Prince.

“Come,” he said.’

Blaise closed the book. Of course both Harriet and David knew the story, though Harriet usually claimed to have forgotten. But Blaise liked to finish at an exciting moment. He read aloud well, with spirit but without too much emphasis. The reading aloud custom dated from David’s childhood. They had read most of Scott, Jane Austen, Trollope, Dickens. Blaise loved it. There was an actor manqué somewhere inside him.

The reading took place in summer in what Blaise called the breakfast-room (though they never breakfasted there) and in winter in the kitchen. The breakfast room was really the sitting-room. The drawing-room was rarely sat in or withdrawn to. Harriet, ensconced in an armchair opposite to her husband with a box of chocolates at her side, was sewing. She always sewed at reading time because David as a small child had once said that he loved to see her sew. Did he still, or did it merely annoy him now, she wondered. This was the pattern of so many of her dilemmas about her son. Because of him, so many of the silly little rituals of a happy marriage were put in question. Harriet was (not very skilfully) blanket-stitching the frayed cuff of one of Blaise’s old jackets. The jacket smelt of Blaise, not a tobacco smell, as he was a non-smoker, but a sweaty doggy thoughtful male odour. How much that smell expressed the difference between men and women. Harriet would have liked to embrace the jacket, now at this very moment, and bury her face in it, only she had learnt long ago to modify her transports in the company of either of her two men, let alone in the company of both.

David was sitting on the floor, not near Harriet (he used to lean against her knees once) one foot tucked under him, his head drooped, quietly grimacing and blinking as if the story were producing extraordinary trains of thought. His fair, now rather greasy, tangly hair, which was beginning to turn slightly upward at the ends, flopped around his face in a random and unintelligible chaos of criss-crossing locks. Does he never comb it, she wondered. Oh, if only he would let me. She felt his consciousness of her ardent look, and shifted her attention to his faded jeans, one slim boney ankle, one dirty sandalled foot, the carpet. She sighed deeply and laid aside her needle.

Blaise meanwhile was quietly reading through the next section of the book, half smiling with appreciation and pleasure, then suddenly frowning with thought. Harriet was a little older than her husband and she felt the age gap in these moments of contemplation. How young he still was. He was less handsome than her son, but he looked so strong and decisive and manly. He had straight faintly reddish hair, which he kept cut very short, a pink large square-jawed face, a long thin mouth, and long blue-grey winter sea eyes. David’s eyes were his father’s, only much bluer. Harriet’s eyes were a clear plain brown. The presence of both the men in this sort of quietness filled her with a kind of happiness which was also anguish, was terror. Life had been so terrifyingly generous to her. She sighed again and helped herself to another chocolate. At that moment she suddenly remembered the apparition of the intruding boy. She was about to tell Blaise about it, but then decided not to. Blaise would think it was one of her ‘night fears’, and he always thought that her fears meant something when in fact they meant nothing. Perhaps she had imagined the boy anyway.

David was feeling tense and miserable. The reading sessions had embarrassed him horribly ever since the days of The Wind in the Willows which were now some time ago. The silent will of both parents beseeching him, compelling him, to come made now a nightly drama. Once or twice lately he had just not turned up, and had sat alone in his room grinding his teeth. He gazed at a greasy food stain upon his father’s lapel and inhaled the smell of milk chocolate with which his mother’s audible munching was polluting the atmosphere. If only his mother would not stare at him and sigh like a love-sick girl. Of course he loved his parents dearly, only now everything about them grated on his nerves until he could scream. Their self-conscious air of a happy home life made him want to go and starve in a garret. If only he had gone to a boarding school, then home might have been a treat. He rose and mumbled good night and went out quickly and silently. Later in his own room he listened to the murmurous sound, so rarely heard by an outsider, of spouses communing privately with each other. How much it had soothed him when, as a small child, he had fallen asleep night after night, lulled to security by that noise as by the murmur of a friendly brook.

‘You did my Japanese bowl so beautifully.’

‘I’m glad David came.’

‘I wish he wouldn’t keep blinking like that.’

‘I wish he’d either cut his hair or wash it.’

‘He says he’s going to grow a beard as soon as he can.’

‘Oh God.’

‘What does the blinking mean?’

‘Adolescents are full of ticks.’

‘He ate no supper. Do you think he’s got anorexia nervosa?’

‘Dear girl, I do wish you wouldn’t read those Sunday supplement articles!’

‘Don’t worry him about Italian, leave it a while.’

‘I’m not going to let him give up Greek. He can do Italian in his spare time.’

‘By the way, the Andersons have
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