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THE NICE AND THE GOOD

Iris Murdoch was born in Dublin in 1919 and grew up in London. She trained as a philosopher at both Oxford and Cambridge, and was for many years a fellow of St. Anne’s College, Oxford, where she taught philosophy. She wrote several works of philosophy, among which are Sartre: Romantic Rationalist, The Sovereignty of Good, and Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals. She was also the author of twenty-six novels, including TheSea, The Sea, which won the Booker Prize in 1978; The Book and the Brotherhood; The Message to the Planet; and The Green Knight. She died on February 8, 1999.
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One

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

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

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

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

‘Sir, Sir, something terrible has occurred!’

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

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

‘What on earth is it?’ said Octavian.

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

‘Radeechy? Good God. Is he dead?’

‘Yes.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He said to Biranne, ‘Who found him?’

‘I did. I was nearly outside his door when I heard the shot.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Has he left a note?’

‘Not that I can see,’ said Biranne.

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

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

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

‘I don’t know.’

‘He was a pretty odd man. All that conjuring with spirits.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Biranne.

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

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

 

‘Kate, darling.’ Octavian was on the telephone to his wife in Dorset.

‘Darling, hello. Are you all right?’

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

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

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

‘The police? What’s happened? Nothing awful?’

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

‘God! Anyone we know?’

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

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

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

‘Your harem is dying to see you!’

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

‘Octavian, you are bringing Ducane with you, aren’t you?’  ‘Yes. He couldn’t come till tomorrow anyway, so now I can drive him down.’

‘Splendid. Willy was wanting him.’

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

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

‘You shall have him, my dear, you shall have him. You shall have whatever you want.’

‘Good-ee!’




Two

‘You must put all those stones out in the garden,’ said Mary. Clothier.

‘Why?’ said Edward.

‘Because they’re garden stones.’

‘Why?’ said Henrietta.

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

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

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

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

‘I am not keeping the house tidy in a metaphysical sense,’ said Mary.

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

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

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

‘If Pierce can bring in shells we can bring in stones,’ reasoned Henrietta.

‘No one said Pierce could bring in shells,’ said Mary.

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

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

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

‘Poor old Casie, that was hard luck!’ said Edward.

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

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

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

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

‘How I’m to keep the kitchen clean with those children messing in the rubbish bins like starving cats – ’

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

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

‘Every life is wasted,’ said Theodore.

‘You people don’t regard me as your equal – ’

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

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

‘Lemon sponge. Mmm. Good.’

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

‘A mere bilious craving. Where’s Mingo?’

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

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

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

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

‘Paula, must you read at the table?’ said Mary.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘No. Which is?’

‘The cassowary. He eats Papuans. He kills them by hitting them with his feet.’

‘I think the condor is bigger,’ said Henrietta.

‘It depends whether you mean wing-span or weight,’ said Edward.

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

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

‘I don’t know,’ said Mary. ‘How big?’

‘Fourteen feet wide.’

‘Really? Fancy that.’

‘In the case of the condor – ’said Paula.

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

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

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

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

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

‘Has Theo been up to see Willy?’ asked Paula.

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

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

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

‘No,’ said Mary. ‘I haven’t had a moment. I sent Pierce up and Willy seemed O K. Have you been?’

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

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

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

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

‘I suppose you realize the room isn’t ready,’ said Casie.

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

John Ducane, a friend and colleague of Octavian’s, was a frequent week-end visitor.

‘Casie, would you mind doing the room after tea?’

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

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

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

‘Octavian isn’t coming tonight after all.’

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

‘I know, it’s tco bad. Something’s happened at the office.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘Some chap killed himself.’

‘Good heavens,’ said Paula. ‘You mean killed himself, there in the office?’

‘Yes. Isn’t it awful?’

‘Who was he?’ said Paula.

‘I don’t know.’

‘What was his name?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Why did he kill himself?’ said Edward.

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

‘No, you won’t,’ said Casie.

They got up together and left the kitchen.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Three

John Ducane looked into the eyes of Jessica Bird. Jessica’s eyes slowly filled with tears. Ducane looked away, sideways, downward. He had not left her then, when he ought to have done, when the parting would have been an agony to him. He was leaving her now when it was less than agony, when it was almost relief. He ought to have left her then. The fact remained that he ought to leave her now. He needed this thought to strengthen him against her tears.

He looked up again, past her blurred suffering head. His imagination, already alienated from her room, perceived its weirdness, Jessica’s room was naval in its austerity. No homely litter of books or papers proclaimed its inhabitant and the pattern of clean hard colours and shapes was not merged into any human mess or fuzz. If furniture is handy man-adjusted objects for sitting, lying, writing, putting, the room contained no furniture, only surfaces. Even the chair on which Ducane was sitting, the only chair, was just a sloping surface bearing no friendly curved relation to the human form. Even the bed wherein he had once been used to wrangle with Jessica looked like a board, its rumpled shame ironed smooth. Formica shelves, impersonal as coffee bar table tops, supported the entities, neither ornaments nor works of art, which Jessica made or found. She wandered the rubbish tips at night, bringing back bricks, tiles, pieces of wood, tangles of wire. Sometimes she made these things into other things. Sometimes they were allowed to remain themselves. Most of the entities however were made of newspaper by a method perfected in Jessica’s bathroom at a cost of regularly blocked drains. A half-digested mush wherein newsprint was still partly visible was solidified to form neat feather-weight mathematical objects with pierced coloured interiors. These objects, standing inscrutably  in rows, often seemed to Ducane to belong to a series the principle of which he had not grasped. They were not intended for contemplation and were soon destroyed.

Jessica taught painting and English at a primary school. She was twenty-eight and looked eighteen. Ducane, round-blue-eyed, hook nosed, patchily grey, was forty-three and looked forty-three. They had met at a party. Falling in love surprised them both. Jessica, pale, thin, mini-skirted, with long brownish gold hair tangling over her shoulders or pony-tailed with in-twisted ribbons, presented to Ducane an almost unintelligible thing and certainly not his kind of thing. She seemed to him vastly talented and almost totally non-intellectual, an amalgam he had never encountered before. She belonged to a race of the young whose foreignness he felt and had never dreamt of penetrating. They had made each other puzzled and happy for a while. Ducane made her presents of books she did not read, jewellery she could not wear, and small expensive objets d’art which, placed among her tribal trinkets, took on a truly surrealist air of estrangement. He tried vainly to persuade her to work in permanent materials. She saw him as corrupted, fascinating, infinitely old.

Though Ducane did not fully realize it, his nervous uncertain sensuality needed some sophisticated intellectual encouragement, a certain kind of play, which Jessica was unable to provide. His profound puritanism could not in any case brook a long affair. He had not the temperament to be anybody’s lover. He knew this. His adventures had been infrequent and fairly short. He felt a rational guilt too at keeping this young attractive girl for himself when he did not intend to marry her. Ducane, who liked his life to be simple, did not care for concealments and feelings of guilt. In time, the excitements of discovery diminished, he began to find her curious aesthetic more exasperating than charming, and was able to see her less as a rare and exotic animal and more as an eccentric English girl, not after all so young, and well on the way to becoming nothing more mysterious than an eccentric English middle-aged woman. He had then, ashamed of himself for not having had it earlier, the strength to end an affair which he  knew should never have been started. It was then, over eighteen months ago, that he ought to have left her. He allowed her tears to move him then and agreed that though no longer lovers they should remain friends, meeting almost as often as before. He was the readier to agree since he was still half in love with her.

There was perhaps in his passion more cunning than he knew, since when he had released himself from his primary guilt he found her freshly charming, contemplated and touched her with an unmarred delight, and half persuaded himself that he had acquired a child, a friend. He became gradually and sadly aware that she did not share his newfound liberty. He had not set her free. She was still in love with him and indeed still behaved as if she were his mistress. Her time consisted of seeing him, waiting, and seeing him again, of presence, absence, presence. She watched him anxiously, muting her love, instinctively afraid of making him feel trapped or guilty. She touched him very carefully with superficial lingering touches as if to extract some essence, some strong salve, to keep her through those empty absence times. The world still came to her only through him. He became aware of a wrought-up intensity of suffering which she could not forbear occasionally to let him glimpse. He began to dread his visits to her for fear of these death’s head glimpses. They both became frightened, irritable, quarrelsome. Ducane at last decided that there was only one remedy, the brutal one of a complete parting. He had thought this into clarity. But since he had been talking to her, trying to explain, they were back again in the familiar muddled atmosphere of pity and passion.

‘What have I done?’

‘You haven’t done anything.’

‘Then why can’t things go on, why do you suddenly say this now?’

‘I’ve been thinking. It’s a totally wrong situation.’

‘There’s nothing wrong. I just love you.’

‘That’s the trouble.’

‘There’s little enough love in the world. Why do you want to kill mine?’

‘It’s not so simple, Jessica. I can’t just accept your love.’

‘I don’t see why not.’

‘It isn’t fair to you. I can’t keep you cornered?’

‘Suppose I want to be cornered.’

‘What you want isn’t the point. Be tough enough to see that.’

‘You think you’re acting in my best interests?’

‘I know I am.’

‘You’ve got tired of me, why not say so?’

‘Jessica, you know that I love you. I just can’t go on making you suffer like this.’

‘I’ll suffer less in time. Why should one live without suffering anyway?’

‘It’s bad for us both. I must take some responsibility – ’

‘Damn your responsibility. There’s someone else. You’ve taken a new mistress.’

‘I haven’t taken a new mistress.’

‘You promised faithfully that you’d tell me if you ever did.’

‘I keep my promises. I haven’t.’

‘Then why can’t things go on as before? I don’t ask much of you.’

‘That’s just it!’

‘Anyway, John, I’m just not going to let you go away. I honestly ... don’t ... think ... I could stand it.’

‘Oh God,’ said Ducane.

‘You’re killing me,’ she said, ‘for something that’s just – abstract.’

‘Oh God,’ he said, and got up, turning his back on her. He was afraid that the girl, who was kneeling on the floor in front of him, would throw herself forward and clasp his knees. The violence of his words, of her surprise, had kept them till now facing each other rigidly.

Ducane said to himself, human frailty, wickedness in me, has made this situation where I automatically have to behave like a brute. She is right to say why kill love, there is never enough. Yet I have to kill this love. Oh God, why is it so like a murder. If I could only take all the suffering on to myself. But that is one of the punishments of wickedness, perhaps the  last and worst one, that even if one wills it one cannot do it.

She said behind him, her voice breaking, ‘Well, I think there must be some special reason. Something’s happened to you — ’

The trouble was that this was true, and Ducane was weakened by a sense of the impurity of his motives. He knew the act was right, and perhaps he could have done it as a naked simple act, but the shadows of his own interests confused him. He wanted to set Jessica free, but he wanted even more to be free himself. For what had happened to John Ducane was Kate Gray.

Ducane had known Kate for a long time; only lately with that easy shifting of consciousness in relation to the utterly familiar which is one of the privileges of growing older, he had found himself somewhat in love with her and had apprehended her as somewhat in love with him. The discovery brought him no dismay. Kate was very married. He was certain that there was no thought in her lovely head which she did not impart in their long nightly conversations, to her husband. He had no doubt that the married pair had discussed him. He would not have been mocked, but he might have been laughed at. He could hear Kate saying, ‘John’s a bit sweet on me, you know!’ Whatever had so beautifully happened was something to which Octavian was privy. There was, in the situation, no danger. There was no question of a love affair. Ducane could tell Jessica truthfully that he had no mistress and no prospect of one. In fact, following some cautious instinct, Ducane had never mentioned Kate to Jessica, nor Jessica to Kate. He knew that Kate, in her new awareness of him, took him to be fancy free, and that this was an important belief. The irony of it was that he was fancy free. Only now that his feelings for Kate had become more urgent he felt the imperative need to rid himself of this last vestige of an entanglement.

What John envisaged with Kate, and envisaged fairly clearly, was something which was new in his life, and in his vision of it there was a kind of resignation, an acceptance of himself as no longer young and no longer likely to marry. He needed a resting point, he needed a home, he needed, even, a family. He  knew, without her having said it, that Kate understood this perfectly. She had told him, he had told her, in half passionate, often wholly passionate kisses which they now exchanged quite easily and spontaneously, smiling into each other’s eyes, whenever they happened to be alone together. He knew that for Kate there was nothing but joy in the prospect of so caging him. For himself, the relationship would at times be painful, and had already been so. But he could embrace these exact, these detailed pains; and even the pain could be an element in something that was wholly good. Kate’s generosity, her happiness, even her love for her husband, perhaps specially her love for her husband, could make a house for John. He liked and respected Octavian, he was fond of all the children and especially of Barbara. He needed to be committed and attached at last and to be able to love in innocence, and he felt certain now that he could commit himself to Kate, and through her to her family and to her whole household. But to do this with a free and truthful heart he would have to end, and end completely, this muddled compromise with Jessica which should never have come into being at all. Kate had never questioned him. When she did he would have to be able to tell the truth. This was the personal urgency which made him feel, as he heard Jessica sobbing behind him, so like a murderer.

 

Ducane got into his car. He sat in the front of the car next to his chauffeur. He felt exhausted and frantic and unclean. He had given way, he had taken her in his arms, he had promised to see her next week. All was to do again.

To gain some immediate relief of his feelings he said to the chauffeur, ‘It’s awful – I mean an awful day – everything has gone wrong.’

Ducane’s chauffeur, a Scotsman called Gavin Fivey, slewed his brown eyes round for a moment in the direction of his employer. He said nothing. But something to do with the way in which he now gripped the wheel conveyed sympathy, like a firm pressure of the hand.

Ducane’s father had been a Glasgow solicitor, but his grand-father had been a successful distiller, and Ducane had money.  His one extravagance, apart from his Bentley, was his manservant. He was aware of the jokes and rumours at his expense which this peculiarity occasioned. But Ducane, who suffered from a physical maladroitness which he connected with his being left-handed, had never learnt to drive, and saw no reason why he should not treat himself to a chauffeur. He had in fact been indifferently served by a number of men who had not lived in his house. Fivey, fairly new on the job, was his first experiment with a servant who lived in.

Ducane had been influenced in Fivey’s favour by two things, the man’s appearance and the fact, discreetly revealed with no further details by the employment agency, that he was a jail-bird. Their common Scottishness was a bond too. Fivey had even been to the same primary school in Glasgow that had nurtured Ducane. This revelation, together with the dissimilarity of their subsequent careers, rather charmed Ducane. He had hoped to hear something of Fivey’s adventures as a criminal, but so far he had learnt little about his servant’s past except for the fact that Fivey’s mother, as he announced unexpectedly one day, ‘was a mermaid’. ‘A mermaid in a circus, you understand,’ Fivey had added in his slow Scottish voice. Ducane did not ask whether she was a real mermaid or a fake one. He preferred not to know.

Fivey was very unusual to look at. He had an extremely large shaggy head which made him look like a figure in a carnival, or as Ducane sometimes thought, like Bottom under the enchantment. It was never clear to Ducane whether this feature made Fivey look monstrous or beautiful. His copious hair and long drooping moustaches were reddish brown. His complexion was of a brownish apricot hue and covered with abnormally large freckles so that his broad spotted face suggested that of an animal, a spaniel perhaps. His wide-apart eyes, of a rich clear brown, were slightly slanted and if Ducane had not known him to be Scottish he would have taken him for some kind of Slav. Fivey was still new enough to be, for Ducane who would not have dreamt of discussing his servant with anyone else, an object of private speculation and something of a hobby. Fivey was meticulously neat in the house and could cook two  or three dishes. He was taciturn and apparently friendless and seemed to spend his time off in his room reading women’s magazines. He irritated Ducane by eating peppermint creams in the car and by singing Jacobite songs, rather drearily, as he went about his household tasks. Ducane thought it possible that Fivey did not realize that he was singing aloud. So far he had not had the heart to reprimand him. He hoped, at least, that the fellow was reasonably contented.

Ducane’s parents were dead and his only close relation was a married sister who lived in Oban and whom he scarcely saw. Ducane had read history and subsequently law at Balliol, had proceeded to All Souls and had been called to the bar. He had practised briefly as a barrister but he was not enough of an actor to enjoy life in the Courts. He disliked legal wit in serious situations and shunned an exercise of power which he conceived to be bad for his character. In the war he was early posted to Intelligence and, to his regret, spent the war years in Whitehall. He became a civil servant and was at present the legal adviser to the Government department of which Octavian was head. He had maintained his academic interests and was a noted expert on Roman law, a subject on which he lectured intermittently at a London college. He was a busy successful man and aware of himself as a respected figure. People tended to admire him and find him mysterious. Ducane saw his career with a cool eye. He had retained, and now deliberately fostered, the consciousness, as well as the conscience, of a Scottish puritan. He had no religious beliefs. He simple wanted to lead a clean simple life and to be a good man, and this remained to him as a real, and also feasible, ambition.

As the Bentley now turned into Whitehall Ducane, thinking miserably about Jessica, felt, not for the first time, a distinct impulse to lay his hand upon Fivey’s shoulder. He noticed that he had already stretched his arm along the seat behind his chauffeur’s back. The contact, suddenly so vivid to his imagination, would have brought with it some profound and healing comfort. Ducane smiled to himself sadly. Here was yet another of the paradoxes of life. He withdrew his arm from its dangerous position.




Four

‛Hello, Octavian. You left a note that you wanted to see me.’

Ducane put his head round Octavian’s door. It was Saturday morning, the day after Radeechy’s suicide.

‘Come in, John, come in. You find us in the soup.’

Already seated in Octavian’s room were Richard Biranne and George Droysen, formerly a journalist and now a young Principal in the department.

Ducane came in and sat down and looked inquiringly at Octavian.

‘Look,’ said Octavian, ‘you aren’t going to be pleased. Well – shall I start to tell him, Droysen, or will you?’

‘You tell him,’ said Droysen.

‘It’s this matter of bloody Radeechy,’ said Octavian.

Ducane had heard yesterday about Radeechy’s death. He had met Radeechy occasionally in the office, but had little acquaintance with him.

‘Yes?’

‘Well, it’s the press as usual. First the press and then the PM. It would happen on a Saturday. Anyway, to tell the tale as briefly as posible, Droysen was around last night in his old haunts in Fleet Street, and it seems that the press have got hold of some sort of story about Radeechy.’

‘What sort of story?’

‘This is what we haven’t found out yet, but it sounds like the usual sort of story, at least it’s got the two familiar elements, women and money.’

‘You mean blackmail?’

‘Well, it sounds like it. It features a girl who’s known as Helen of Troy. I think we can guess her profession. And there’s something about “a large sum of money changed hands”.  That’s the phrase, isn’t it, Droysen? “A large sum of money changed hands”.’

‘Whose hands?’ said Ducane.

‘Don’t know.’

‘But they haven’t published this stuff?’

‘No, no, it’s far too hot. As far as Droysen could gather one of the larger nastier dailies has bought it. A pretty large sum of money probably changed hands there! And now they’re sitting on it to see what happens next, and meanwhile every sort of rumour is going about.’

‘You don’t know who provided the story?’

‘No, but it’s said to have been someone inside the office. Not nice!’

‘Radeechy didn’t have access to any secret material, did he?’

‘Well, not officially. But that isn’t going to impress anybody.’

‘Have Security been on to you?’

‘Not yet. I telephoned to tell them of course, since they’re so mad keen to know every little thing, and they just grunted, but the P M’s been on to me.’

‘He’d heard about the story and the rumours?’

‘Well, he’d heard something, and I told him the rest and he was not pleased.’

‘It’s a bit early to get upset,’ said Ducane. ‘We don’t even know what this story is.’

‘No, but you know as well as I do that politicians aren’t concerned with justice being done, they’re concerned with justice seeming to be done as a result of their keen-eyed vigilance. Apparently he’s already being pressed to have an official inquiry.’

‘Which kind?’

‘That hasn’t emerged yet, but the point is, this is where you come in.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes. You’d be surprised how well thought of you are amongst our leaders. The PM wants you to conduct an inquiry.’

‘What status would I have?’ said Ducane.

‘Well, thank God you’re taking it so coolly, I thought you’d explode! Strictly speaking you wouldn’t have any status, that  is the inquiry would be a purely departmental one. I would instruct you to inquire and you would inquire. The rest would have to be played by ear.’

‘I see. I suppose quick action is the point.’

‘Precisely. The PM doesn’t want this thing to snowball. If we can clear it all up quickly, establish what went on if anything, and demonstrate that there’s no Security interest, we can avoid an official inquiry which the PM doesn’t want any more than we do.’

‘It’s one of those things which it’s not easy to demonstrate,’ said Ducane. ‘If Radeechy had a fishy private life, and if the press keep dropping hints, people will believe anything. It’s become a sort of cliché. However, I’ll certainly have a go. It doesn’t look as if I’ve got much choice anyway! I suppose there isn’t the faintest chance that poor Radeechy was being blackmailed into handing over secret stuff?’

‘Not the faintest,’ said Octavian. ‘You’d agree, wouldn’t you, you two?’

‘One never knows about anyone,’ said Biranne, ‘but I shouldn’t have thought it of Radeechy.’

‘I agree,’ said George Droysen. ‘And I knew him reasonably well as far as meeting in the office goes.’

‘That doesn’t go very far,’ said Ducane. ‘However it appears he was being blackmailed?’

‘So the tale runs.’

‘And he did shoot himself. Why did he shoot himself?’

‘And in the office too,’ said Octavian. ‘That does strike me as somehow odd and significant. Why couldn’t he shoot himself decently at home?’

‘He was terribly depressed about his wife’s death,’ said George Droysen. ‘You remember she got killed last year, fell out of a window or something. He was quite shattered.’

‘Well, that’s a possible motive,’ said Ducane. ‘He didn’t leave a note, did he?’

‘No,’ said Octavian. ‘That’s a bit odd too. He was such a one for writing minutes about every damn thing. You’d think he’d have left us a minute about his own death!’

‘If we could discover exactly why he did it, that should settle  the Security point. It looks as if we shall have to find out a lot about Radeechy. Did you know him well Biranne?’

‘Scarcely knew him at all,’ said Biranne. ‘We just met in the office, and not much even there. No, I didn’t know him.’

‘I never saw much of him myself,’ said Ducane, ‘but I confess I’m surprised about this Helen of Troy story. I shouldn’t have thought Radeechy was that sort of chap.’

‘Any man is that sort of chap,’ said Biranne, and giggled.

Ducane ignored him. ‘He seemed to me much more the cranky scientist type. The last conversation I had with him was about poltergeists. He had some theory about their being connected with the water table.’

‘He communed with spirits,’ said George Droysen.

‘After all,’ said Octavian, ‘spiritualism and magic and all that are connected with sex, always have been. Sex comes to most of us with a twist. Maybe that was just his twist.’

Ducane was not sure whether sex came to most of us with a twist. He could not help wondering whether it came to Octavian with one. ‘Has he any close family?’ he asked.

‘Apparently there’s no one except a sister who’s been living in Canada for years.’

‘I’d better see the police,’ said Ducane, ‘and look over whatever they’ve got, though I imagine that won’t amount to much. Would you see that I’m OK’d with Scotland Yard, Octavian? And perhaps you’d get back to Fleet Street, Droysen, and track down that story for us, and also find out who gave it to the press.’

‘Back to the old pubs!’ said Droysen. ‘It’s a pleasure.’

‘You’d better write me an official letter, Octavian.’

‘I’ve already drafted one.’

‘Well, put into it, would you, that I can use my own discretion about not revealing anything which I think is not germane to the purpose of the inquiry.’

‘I suppose that’s all right?’ said Octavian dubiously.

‘Of course it is. After all, we aren’t investigating poor Radeechy’s morals. What was his first name, by the way?’

‘Joseph,’ said Biranne.

‘Are you going to Dorset, Octavian?’

‘Certainly! What’s more, you are too. There’s no point in starting in until young Droysen has done his detective work.’

‘All right. Ring me as soon as you get anything.’ He gave Droysen the Trescombe telephone number. ‘Well, that’s all, friends.’

Ducane stood up. Droysen stood up too. Biranne remained seated, looking at Octavian with a deferential air.

Ducane cursed his own bad manners. He had become so used to being, in his friendship with Octavian, the acknowledged superior that he had for a moment forgotten that this was Octavian’s room, Octavian’s meeting, and not his. But his chief feeling at that instant was hostility to Biranne.Once,many years ago, across a partition in a restaurant, Ducane had overheard Biranne talking about him, Biranne was speculating about whether Ducane was homosexual. Cursing himself too for the persistence of this memory, Ducane recalled the particular quality of Biranne’s mocking laughter.



Five

How did they cook eggs in ancient Greece?’ Edward Biranne asked his mother.

‘Do you know, I’m not sure,’ said Paula.

‘What’s Greek for a poached egg?’ said Henrietta.

‘I don’t know. There are references to eating eggs but I can’t recall any references to cooking them.’

‘Perhaps they ate them raw,’ said Henrietta.

‘Not very likely,’ said Paula. ‘Can you remember anything in Homer?’

The twins, taught Greek and Latin from an early age by their mother, were already fairly proficient classicists. However, they could not remember anything in Homer.

‘We could try Liddell and Scott,’ said Henrietta.

‛Willy will know,’ said Edward.

‘May we have that seaweed in our bath tonight?’ said Henrietta.

‘You’d better ask Mary,’ said Paula.

‘There’s a letter for you downstairs,’ said Edward. ‘May I have the stamp?’

‘You pig!’ cried his sister. The twins, cooperative in most matters, were competitive about stamps.

Paula laughed. She was just preparing to leave the house. ‘What kind of stamp is it?’

‘Australian.’

A cold dark shadow fell across Paula. She went on mechanically smiling and answering her children’s chatter as she left her room and moved down the stairs. Of course it might always be from someone else. But she didn’t know anyone else in Australia.

The letters were always laid out on the big round rosewood  table which stood in the centre of the hall, and which was also usually covered with newspapers and whatever books members of the household were reading and with the paraphernalia of the twins’ games. Edward ran ahead and retrieved his copy of More Hunting Wasps which he had laid down on top of the letter so that Henrietta should not observe the stamp. Paula saw from a distance Eric’s unmistakable writing upon the envelope.

‘May I have it, Mummy, please?’

‘May I have the next one,’ cried Henrietta, ‘and the next one, and the next one?’

Paula’s hand trembled. She tore the envelope open quickly, clawed the letter out and put it in her pocket, and gave the envelope to her son. She went out into the sunshine.

The big sphere, cracked and incomplete at the near end, composed of the sky and the sea, enclosed Paula like a cold vault and she shivered in the sunlight as if it were the ray of a malignant star. She bowed her head, making a movement as if she were casting a veil about it, and bolted across the lawn and into the meadow and along the path beside the hawthorn hedge which led down towards the sea. Now she saw in the same sunny darkness her sandalled feet slithering upon the purplish stones of the beach as she fled forward, as if she were failing, to get to the edge of the water. Here the beach shelved steeply and she sat down, with a rattling flurry of pebbles, upon a crest of stones with the sea just below her. It was so calm today that it seemed motionless, touching the shore with an inaudible lapping kiss and the occasional curl of a Lilliputian wavelet. The sun shone into the green water revealing the stone-scattered sand which was briefly uncovered at low tide, and farther out a mottled line of mauve seaweed. The water surface shadowed and dappled the sand with faint bubbly forms like imperfections in glass.

That she had once been in love with Eric Sears Paula knew from the evidence of letters which she had found. She did not know it from memory. At least, she could remember events and pieces of her own conduct, which were only explicable on the assumption that she had been in love with Eric. But the love  itself she could not really remember. It seemed to have been not only killed but removed even from the lighted caravan of her accepted and remembered life by the shock of that awful scene.

Eric Sears had been the occasion of Paula’s divorce. With the precipitate cruelty of a very jealous man, Richard, whose many infidelities she had tolerated, divorced her for a single lapse. The occasion of it all, her insane passion for Eric, had been erased from her mind, but otherwise she had got over nothing. That terrible time, its misery and its shame, lived within her un-assimilated and unresolved. She had acted crazily, she had acted badly, and she had got away with nothing. Paula’s pride, her dignity, her
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A Fairly Honourable Defeat

Rupert and Hilda are perfectly matched. Their only worries are &
dropout son and Morgan, Hilda’s unstable sister, just back from
‘America. Enter Julius, Morgan's ex-lover, determined to give Rupert
and Hilda's seemingly impregnable marriage a mild jol . .

The ltalian Girl

Edmund has escaped from his family into a lonely life. Returning for
his mother's funeral he finds himsell involved in the old, awful
problems together with some new ones. He also rediscovers the
eternal family servant, the ever-changing lialian girl, who was always
“a second mother’

‘The Black Prince

A remarkable intelectual thrlle with a superbly involuted plot, and
 meditation on the nature of at,of love and of the power of human
relationships.

Bruno's Dream

Bruno is nearly ninety. Obsessed with his past and a passion for
spiders, he is the still centre of a complex web of relationships.
Caught up in the web are Danby, Bruno’s hapless son-in-law;
Danby's mistress, Adelaide, and her win cousins: Will, bent on
avenging Adelaide’s seduction, and mischievous, sinister Nigel. The
web's strands are further entangled when Bruno insists on sceing his
long-estranged son. Miles, who lives with his wife and sister-in-law.
Soon the uneasiness long smouldering below the surfuce of two tense
households i erupting into passion and violence . .

‘The Sea, The Sea

‘When Charles Arrowby. over sixty, a demi-god of the theatre, rtires
from his glittering London world in order to “abjure magic and
become a hermit' it is 1o the sea that he turas, but he finds his
“solitude’ peopled by the drama of his own fantasics and obsessions.
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‘The Green Knight

Professor Lucas Graffe, defending himself with his umbrella against
 nocturmal assailant, unintentionally kill him

*A work of intellectual, emotional and moral maturity ... both vivid
and profound, the work of an incisive mind and a compelling
imagination' - Alan Judd in the Daily Telegraph

A big, fat, entertaining novel, as rich and full and strange as one of
Shakespeare’s late comedics. Like these it explores darkness as well
as light, the route from sadness through self-knowledge into joy, and
how loss and emptiness, if truthfully traversed, can be transformed
into fullness and fertility ... A Romance in the fullest and most
positive sense’ - Michéle Roberts in the Independent

Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals

“The decline of religion and ever-increasing influence of science pose.
acute ethical issues for us all. Can we reject the literal truth of the
Gospels yet stil retain a Christian morality? Can we defened any
‘moral values’ against the constant encroachments of technology?
Indeed, are we in danger of losing most of the qualities which make
us truly human?

“Iris Murdoch has written  book which concerns all of us as human
beings ... There are pages here that one wants to embrace her for,
pages that say things of fundamental human imporiance in a way
that they have never quite been said before’ ~ Noel Malcolm in the.
Sunday Telegraph

also published:

Under the Net ‘The Red and the Green
‘The Flight from the Enchanter  The Time of the Angels

“The Sandcastle Bruno's Dream

The Bell An Accidental Man

ASevered Head A Word Child

‘An Unofficial Rose Henry and Cato

The Unicorn ‘The Book and the Brotherhood

Acastos: Two Platonic Dislogues
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The Message to the Planet
I suspect that when the intellectual map of our own times comes to
be sketched out, Iris Murdoch will occupy a position analogous to
Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky ... Her vision of the world i heart.rending,
but ultimately celebratory’ -~ A. N. Wilson in the Guardian

“The Message 10 he Planet is as highly wrought a work of art as
Dame Iris has yet given us' - Roger Lewis in the Spectator

‘The Sacred and Profane Love Machine

‘Swinging between his wife and mistress and between the charms of
morality and the excitements of sin, the psychotherapist, Blaise
‘Gavender, sometimes wishes he could divide himselfin two

Nuns and Soldiers

Religion, politis, bereavement, treachery and honour — all in this
stylsh and moving novel. Who wil judge whom in this rich and
iveting story? Who will act nobly, and who will act basely? Who will
be lucky?

‘The Philosopher's Pupil

To the English spa town of Ennistone steeped in ancient lore and
subterranean inspiration the Philospher returns. He exerts an almost
magical influence over a host of Ennistonians, and especially over
George McCafftey, the Philosopher’s old pupil,  demonic man
desperate for redemption.

‘The Good Apprentice

At Seegard there is something rich and strange, with the power 1o
change people’ lives — for bette o worse. “Irs Murdoch at her most
aniful, juggling philosophy and farce with knowledge and ease while
telling a story that keeps the reader hoodwinked, and hooked. to the
end - Economist






