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      Behind the rich veneer of Temple Alice the aristocratic St Charles family keeps the realities of life at bay. Aroon, the unlovely
         daughter of the house, silently longs for love and approval, which are withheld from her by her icy mother. And though her
         handsome father is fond of her in his way, his passion is for the thrill of the chase – high-bred ladies and servants are
         equally fair game. Sinking into a decaying grace, the family’s adherence to unyielding codes of ‘good behaviour’ is both their
         salvation and their downfall, for their reserved facade conceals dark secrets and hushed cruelties.
      

      
      ‘A remarkable novel, beautifully written, brilliant … every page a pleasure to read’

      
      P. D. James
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      Malcolm Bradbury, Vogue
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      THE WRITER


      
      Molly Keane (1904–1996) was born in County Kildare, Ireland, and was sketchily educated by governesses. Interested in ‘horses
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         Between 1928 and 1961 Molly Keane published ten novels under her pen name, novels in which she brought acuteness and good-tempered
         satire as well as affection to her portrayals of the ramshackle Anglo-Irish way of life. She also wrote several successful
         plays. The untimely death of her husband brought a break in her career which ended only in 1981, when Good Behaviour appeared under her own name and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize.
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      INTRODUCTION


      

      Molly Keane hadn’t published a word for twenty years when, so the story goes, a visitor to her house chanced upon a manuscript

         languishing in a drawer. The visitor was actress Peggy Ashcroft, the novel Good Behaviour; she read the manuscript and urged Keane to submit it for publication.

      


      

      It’s easy to see why Ashcroft might have been immediately struck by the book. Good Behaviour has a quiet, measured confidence to it. You can feel, from the first line, that this is an author at the top of her game.

         The characters are glass-clear, the dialogue piercingly accurate, the pacing leisurely yet muscular, the prose deceptively

         delicate, carrying the resilience and sting of a scorpion. Quite simply, there isn’t a word out of place.

      


      

      Critics have long speculated about the hiatus in Keane’s career, suggesting she was unable to work after her husband’s death

         or that the unfavourable reception of her 1961 play gave her writer’s block. I’ve always found it refreshing that Keane refused

         to be drawn on what lay behind her prolonged wordlessness. Why should she explain herself, especially when the work that broke the silence was of such searing quality?

      


      

      On its appearance in print, Good Behaviour was seized upon as an astonishing late flowering for its septuagenarian author. Malcolm Bradbury called it ‘an extraordinary

         tour de force’; elsewhere it was ‘a distinguised comeback’ and ‘a masterpiece’. Shortlisted for the 1981 Booker Prize, it

         narrowly missed out on winning to Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children.

      


      

      Molly Keane had a variety of names. She was born Mary Nesta Skrine in 1904 in County Kildare to a ‘rather serious hunting

         and fishing, church-going family’. She was educated, as was the custom in Anglo-Irish households, by a series of governesses

         and then at boarding school, where she said her ‘unpopularity, that went to the edge of dislike, drove me into myself.’ Life

         at home wasn’t much better: ‘my mother didn’t really like me and … my father had absolutely nothing to do with me.’ Distant

         and awkward relationships between children and their parents would prove to be a recurring theme for Keane. She began writing

         as a teenager in order, so she claimed, to supplement her dress allowance, producing numerous novels and plays under the name

         M. J. Farrell. She said in an interview with Polly Devlin in 1983 that the pseudonym was essential because, ‘for a woman to

         read a book, let alone write one, was viewed with alarm; I would have been banned from every respectable house.’ She married

         Robert Keane in 1938 and had two daughters. Then came the famous two-decade silence and then Good Behaviour, the first novel she published under her own name.

      


      

      It begins with a murder. Aroon St Charles is struggling for supremacy over her mother’s lunch tray with the servant, Rose.

         Aroon has prepared a rabbit mousse for Mummie but Rose objects, saying that ‘rabbit sickens her’. Aroon pulls rank – ‘I can use the tone of voice which keeps people in their

         places’ – serves her mother the mousse, at which point Mummie protests, vomits and dies.

      


      

      Rabbit mousse. Is there a more unappealing dish to be found in fiction? But worse is to come. Just when you think Keane is

         about to round off her perfect opening scene, mesmeric in its impact, she sends a parting shot over the bows. As Aroon leaves

         the deathbed, she instructs Rose to put the mousse over some hot water, to keep it warm for her own ‘luncheon’. It’s one of

         the most appalling moments in the book. Surely, surely, you think, she can’t eat it now?

      


      

      This is matricide most foul, but with a veneer of gentility. Oh, to be so well-bred, so refined as to be killed by a dish

         of food. As with most things in Good Behaviour, Mummie’s death is an issue of deeply ingrained social mores. Rabbit in Keane’s world is a food more suitable for the lower

         echelons of society (and children: ‘the cook sent up [to the nursery] whatever came easiest, mostly rabbit stews,’ Aroon notes).

         It is available to all from the fields; it is not procured from butchers, sanitised and billed-for. Mummie’s shrinking refusal

         of the mousse – she would, quite literally, rather die than eat it – is an act of propriety, of protest, of self-elevation.

         It is her final act of ‘good behaviour’.

      


      

      Good Behaviour is Keane coming back, as if from the dead, with a novel much concerned with the infinitesimal calibrations of society and

         kin. The Anglo-Irish occupied a strange position in 1920s Ireland, the time in which the book is set. A breed apart, poverty-stricken

         yet proud, they were struggling to keep their niche in a changing country.

      


      

      Aroon’s flowing recall of her past offers glimpses of this peculiar, hermetic world. Boys are beaten for reading poetry, grocers are called ‘robbers’ for sending in their bills, dogs

         are fed chicken while the servants are forced to eat laundry starch to stave off hunger, terrified children are put on horses

         at a remarkably young age, a nanny is dismissed for drunkenness but still given a good reference because to do otherwise ‘would

         have been unkind and unnecessary’. The proper way to conduct oneself in all matters is to employ selective silence: Papa has

         affairs with the staff right under Mummie’s nose but nothing is said; a beloved governess commits suicide but nothing is said;

         the son of the house is killed but nothing is said. ‘We exchanged cool, warning looks,’ Aroon says, after her brother’s funeral:

         ‘which of us could behave best: which of us could be least embarrassing to the others?’

      


      

      The unspoken hangs like smoke in the rooms and corridors of Temple Alice. What is uttered are small asides, loaded with venom:

         ‘They say whales can live for months on their own fat – do they call it blubber?’ Mummie observes to Aroon, while outlining

         her economy drive, which boils down to neither of them having anything to eat. Food is a constant flashpoint between mother

         and daughter. Aroon feels herself to be ugly, enormous, ungainly, taller than is acceptable, ‘bosoms, swinging like jelly

         bags,’ forever cursed as the plain daughter of a beautiful mother. Much of the emotional heart of the book is Aroon’s overwhelming

         urge to love – and be loved. All around her people are forming partnerships and allegiances, but none of them include her.

         Her mother with her father, her father with Rose, her brother Hubert with his friend Richard, and then her mother with Rose.

         Aroon is always on the outside looking in, always the unwanted hanger-on, the gooseberry.

      


      

      The most painful thread running through the book is Aroon’s misplaced love for Richard. This is where Keane’s skill with an

         unreliable narrator comes into play: the reader realises pretty quickly that Hubert and Richard are in love with each other.

         But Aroon is convinced that something exists between her and Richard, remaining ever alert for signs, joyous at her inclusion

         in their outings, heart-rendingly unaware that her brother is using her to put their father off the scent. She is baffled

         by an evening when she arrives unannounced at their room to find Richard belting up his dressing-gown ‘with exacting discretion’

         and Hubert ‘wrapped in one of those great rough bath towels’, both distinctly unenthusiastic at seeing her. When she leaves

         them, she hears them ‘begin to laugh, relieved giggling laughter’. The experience leaves her ‘puzzled and anxious … [with]

         a mistrust in happiness.’

      


      

      Keane pulls up short of making Aroon the faultless martyr. The book is too subtle, too dark, for that. Aroon is offered an

         escape from icy, comfortless Temple Alice in the form of Kiely, the solicitor. ‘“When you need someone,” he said, “will you

         think of me?”’ Aroon, in extremis, proves herself to be her mother’s daughter, dismissing him with ‘one of Mummie’s phrases’:

         ‘“You must be out of your mind,” I said … I was, after all, Aroon St Charles.’

      


      

      Molly Keane is often categorised as a comedic writer, a satirist of drawing-room chatter, of interminable balls and horrendous

         social gatherings. But to view her as a kind of Hibernian Noel Coward is to do her a disservice. Yes, her books are shot through

         with painful parties and awkwardly inane dining-table conversation, but her themes are vast, universal, Shakespearean in their

         reach: inheritance, survival, familial love, intergenerational strife, bereavement, betrayal, marriage, adultery, murder. She writes better than anyone else about

         the mother–daughter relationship, in all its thorny, fraught, inescapable complexity.

      


      

      The title of the novel is ironic, because the way these people conduct themselves is nothing short of execrable – and also

         mutable. ‘Good behaviour’ at the start means keeping oneself upright and benign in the face of adversity. By the end it has

         become a byword for enacting cruelty and revenge on your nearest relatives, all, of course, with the utmost subtlety and discretion.

      


      

      In the closing scene of Good Behaviour, Aroon learns that her father has bequeathed Temple Alice to her, not Mummie. It is at once a relief and a terror to see

         Aroon finally come into her own, to step out of the shadow, the threat of lovelessness. She surveys the cowering, shocked

         partnership of Mummie and Rose: ‘Empowered by Papa’s love I would be kind to them. Now I had the mild, wonderful power to

         be kind, or to reserve kindness.’ We, of course, have already been witness to where that power and kindness ends. Keane gives

         her masterpiece a beautifully looping structure that turns back on itself, like a Möbius strip, linking the beginning with

         the end. When Aroon says, ‘remember that I’ll always look after you,’ we know what she means, and so does Mummie. You can

         almost smell the rabbit mousse coming.

      


      

      Maggie O’Farrell, 2011


   

      

      CHAPTER ONE


      

      Rose smelt the air, considering what she smelt; a miasma of unspoken criticism and disparagement fogged the distance between

         us. I knew she ached to censure my cooking, but through the years I have subdued her. Those wide shoulders and swinging hips

         were once parts of a winged quality she had – a quality reduced and corrected now, I am glad to say.

      


      

      ‘I wonder are you wise, Miss Aroon, to give her the rabbit?’


      

      ‘And why not?’ I can use the tone of voice which keeps people in their places and usually silences any interference from Rose.

         Not this time.

      


      

      ‘Rabbit sickens her. Even Master Hubert’s first with his first gun. She couldn’t get it down.’


      

      ‘That’s a very long time ago. And I’ve often known her to enjoy rabbit since then.’


      

      ‘She never liked rabbit.’


      

      ‘Especially when she thought it was chicken.’


      

      ‘You couldn’t deceive her, Miss Aroon.’ She picked up the tray. I snatched it back. I knew precisely what she would say when

         she put it down on Mummie’s bed. I had set the tray myself. I don’t trust Rose. I don’t trust anybody. Because I like things to be right. The tray did look charming: bright,

         with a crisp clean cloth and a shine on everything. I lifted the silver lid off the hot plate to smell those quenelles in

         a cream sauce. There was just a hint of bay leaf and black pepper, not a breath of the rabbit foundation. Anyhow, what could

         be more delicious and delicate than a baby rabbit? Especially after it has been forced through a fine sieve and whizzed for

         ten minutes in a Moulinex blender.

      


      

      ‘I’ll take up the tray,’ I said. ‘When the kettle boils, please fill the pink hotwater-bottle. It makes a little change from

         the electric blanket. Did you hear me? Rose?’ She has this maddening pretence of deafness. It is simply one of her ways of

         ignoring me. I know that. I have known it for most of my life.

      


      

      ‘I see in today’s paper where a woman in Kilmacthomas burned to death in an electric blanket. It turned into a flaming cage,

         imagine.’

      


      

      I paid no attention to the woman in the blanket and I repeated: ‘When the kettle boils and not before.’ That would give me

         time to settle Mummie comfortably with her luncheon before Rose brought the hotwater-bottle and the tale of the woman in Kilmacthomas

         (who I bet did something particularly silly and the blanket was quite blameless) into her bedroom.

      


      

      Gulls’ Cry, where Mummie and I live now, is built on the edge of a cliff. Its windows lean out over the deep anchorage of

         the boat cove like bosoms on an old ship’s figurehead. Sometimes I think (though I would never say it) how nice that bosoms

         are all right to have now; in the twenties when I grew up I used to tie them down with a sort of binder. Bosoms didn’t do

         then. They didn’t do at all. Now, it’s too late for mine.

      


      

      I like to sing when nobody can hear me and put me off the note. I sang that day as I went upstairs. Our kitchen and diningroom

         are on the lowest level of this small Gothic folly of a house. The stairs, with their skimpy iron bannister, bring you up

         to the hall and the drawingroom, where I put all our mementoes of Papa when we moved here from Temple Alice. The walls are

         papered in pictures and photographs of him riding winners. Silver cups stand in rows on the chimney-piece, not to mention

         the model of a seven-pound sea trout and several rather misty snapshots of bags of grouse laid out on the steps of Temple

         Alice.

      


      

      Mummie never took any proper interest in this gallery, and when her heart got so dicky, and I converted the room into a charming

         bed-sit for her, she seemed to turn her eyes away from everything she might have remembered with love and pleasure. One knows

         sick people and old people can be difficult and unrewarding, however much one does for them: not exactly ungrateful, just

         absolutely maddening. But I enjoy the room whenever I go in. It’s all my own doing and Mummie, lying back in her nest of pretty

         pillows, is my doing too – I insist on her being scrupulously clean and washed and scented.

      


      

      ‘Luncheon,’ I said cheerfully, the tray I carried making a lively rattle. ‘Shall I sit you up a bit?’ She was lying down among

         her pillows as if she were sinking through the bed. She never makes an effort for herself. That comes of having me.

      


      

      ‘I don’t feel very hungry,’ she said. A silly remark. I know she always pretends she can’t eat and when I go out makes Rose

         do her fried eggs and buttered toast and all the things the doctor says she mustn’t touch.

      


      

      ‘Smell that,’ I said, and lifted the cover off my perfect quenelles.

      


      

      ‘I wonder if you’d pull down the blind –’ not a word about the quenelles – ‘the sun’s rather in my eyes.’


      

      ‘You really want the blind down?’


      

      She nodded.


      

      ‘All the way?’


      

      ‘Please.’


      

      I went across then and settled her for her tray, pulling her up and putting a pillow in the exact spot behind her back, and

         another tiny one behind her head. She simply refused to look as if she felt comfortable. I’m used to that. I arranged the

         basket tray (straight from Harrods) across her, and put her luncheon tray on it.

      


      

      ‘Now then,’ I said – one must be firm – ‘a delicious chicken mousse.’


      

      ‘Rabbit, I bet,’ she said.


      

      I was still patient: ‘Just try a forkful.’


      

      ‘Myxomatosis,’ she said. ‘Remember that? – I can’t.’


      

      I held on to my patience. ‘It was far too young to have myxomatosis. Come on now, Mummie –’ I tried to keep the firm note

         out of my voice – ‘just one.’

      


      

      She lifted the small silver fork (our crest, a fox rampant, almost handled and washed away by use) as though she were heaving

         up a load of stinking fish: ‘The smell – I’m—’ She gave a trembling, tearing cry, vomited dreadfully, and fell back into the

         nest of pretty pillows.

      


      

      I felt more than annoyed for a moment. Then I looked at her and I was frightened. I leaned across the bed and rang her bell.

         Then I shouted and called down to Rose in the kitchen. She came up fast, although her feet and her shoes never seem to work together now; even then I noticed it. But of course I notice everything.

      


      

      ‘She was sick,’ I said.


      

      ‘She couldn’t take the rabbit?’


      

      Rabbit again. ‘It was a mousse,’ I screamed at the old fool, ‘a cream mousse. It was perfect. I made it so I ought to know.

         It was RIGHT. She was enjoying it.’

      


      

      Rose was stooping over Mummie. ‘Miss Aroon, she’s gone.’ She crossed herself and started to pray in that loose, easy way Roman

         Catholics do: ‘Holy Mary, pray for us now and in the hour of our death … Merciful Jesus … ’

      


      

      She seemed too close to Mummie with that peasant gabbling prayer. We should have had the Dean.


      

      ‘Take the tray away,’ I said. I picked Mummie’s hand up out of the sick and put it down in a clean place. It was as limp as

         a dead duck’s neck. I wanted to cry out. ‘Oh, no—’ I wanted to say. I controlled myself. I took three clean tissues out of

         the cardboard box I had covered in shell-pink brocade and wiped my fingers. When they were clean the truth came to me, an

         awful new-born monstrosity. I suppose I swayed on my feet. I felt as if I could go on falling for ever. Rose helped me to

         a chair and I could hear its joints screech as I sat down, although I am not at all heavy, considering my height. I longed

         to ask somebody to do me a favour, to direct me; to fill out this abyss with some importance – something needful to be done.

      


      

      ‘What must I do now?’ I was asking myself. Rose had turned her back on me and on the bed. She was opening the window as high

         as the sash would go – that’s one of their superstitions, something to do with letting the spirit go freely. They do it. They

         don’t speak of it. She did the same thing when Papa died.

      


      

      ‘You must get the doctor at once, Miss Aroon, and Kathie Cleary to lay her out. There’s no time to lose.’

      


      

      She said it in a gluttonous way. They revel in death … Keep the Last Rites going … She can’t wait to get her hands on Mummie,

         to get me out of the way while she helps Mrs Cleary in necessary and nasty rituals. What could I do against them? I had to

         give over. I couldn’t forbid. Or could I?

      


      

      ‘I shall get the doctor,’ I said, ‘and Nurse Quinn. Not Mrs Cleary.’

      


      

      She faced me across the bed, her great blue eyes blazing. ‘Miss Aroon, madam hated Nurse Quinn. The one time she gave her

         a needle she took a weakness. She wouldn’t let her in the place again. She wouldn’t let her touch her. Kathie Cleary’s a dab

         hand with a corpse – there’s nothing missing in Kathie Cleary’s methods and madam loved her, she loved a chat with Kathie

         Cleary.’

      


      

      I really felt beside myself. Why this scene? Why can’t people do what I say? That’s all I ask. ‘That will do, Rose,’ I said.

         I felt quite strong again. ‘I’ll telephone to the doctor and ask him to let Nurse know. Just take that tray down and keep

         the mousse hot for my luncheon.’

      


      

      Rose lunged towards me, over the bed, across Mummie’s still feet. I think if she could have caught me in both her hands she

         would have done so.

      


      

      ‘Your lunch,’ she said. ‘You can eat your bloody lunch and she lying there stiffening every minute. Rabbit – rabbit chokes

         her, rabbit sickens her, and rabbit killed her – call it rabbit if you like. Rabbit’s a harmless word for it – if it was a

         smothering you couldn’t have done it better. And – another thing – who tricked her out of Temple Alice? Tell me that—’

      


      

      ‘Rose, how dare you.’ I tried to interrupt her but she stormed on.

      


      

      ‘ … and brought my lady into this mean little ruin with hungry gulls screeching over it and two old ghosts (God rest their

         souls) knocking on the floors by night—’

      


      

      I stayed calm above all the wild nonsense. ‘Who else hears the knocking?’ I asked her quietly. ‘Only you.’


      

      ‘And I heard the roaring and crying when you parted Mister Hamish from Miss Enid and put the two of them in hospital wards,

         male and female, to die on their own alone.’

      


      

      ‘At the time it was totally necessary.’


      

      ‘Necessary? That way you could get this house in your own two hands and boss and bully us through the years. Madam’s better

         off the way she is this red raw minute. She’s tired from you – tired to death. Death is right. We’re all killed from you and

         it’s a pity it’s not yourself lying there and your toes cocked for the grave and not a word more about you, God damn you!’

      


      

      Yes, she stood there across the bed saying these obscene, unbelievable things. Of course she loved Mummie, all servants did.

         Of course she was overwrought. I know all that – and she is ignorant to a degree, I allow for that too. Although there was

         a shocking force in what she said to me, it was beyond all sense or reason. It was so entirely and dreadfully false that it

         could not touch me. I felt as tall as a tree standing above all that passionate flood of words. I was determined to be kind

         to Rose. And understanding. And generous. I am her employer, I thought. I shall raise her wages quite substantially. She will

         never be able to resist me then, because she is greedy. I can afford to be kind to Rose. She will learn to lean on me. There is nobody in the world who needs me now and I must be kind to somebody.

      


      

      ‘You’re upset,’ I said gently. ‘Naturally you’re upset. You loved Mrs St Charles and I know you didn’t mean one word you’ve

         just said to me.’

      


      

      ‘I did too, Miss Aroon.’ She was like a drowning person, coming up for a last choking breath. ‘God help you, it’s the flaming

         truth.’

      


      

      ‘Don’t worry,’ I answered. ‘I’ve forgotten … I didn’t hear … I understand. Now we’ve both got to be practical. We must both

         be brave. I’ll ring up the doctor and you’ll take that tray to the kitchen, and put the mousse over a pot of boiling water

         – it may be hours till lunchtime.’

      


      

      She took up the tray, tears pouring down her face. Of course I had expected her to obey me, but I won’t deny that before she

         turned away from the bed, the tray, as it should have been, between her hands, I had been aware of a moment of danger. Now,

         apart from my shock and sorrow about Mummie, a feeling of satisfaction went through me – a kind of ripple that I needed. I

         needed it and I had it.

      


      

      I went into the hall and picked up the telephone. While I waited for the exchange (always criminally slow) to answer, I had

         time to consider how the punctual observance of the usual importances is the only way to behave at such times as these. And

         I do know how to behave – believe me, because I know. I have always known. All my life so far I have done everything for the

         best reasons and the most unselfish motives. I have lived for the people dearest to me, and I am at a loss to know why their

         lives have been at times so perplexingly unhappy. I have given them so much, I have given them everything, all I know how

         to give – Papa, Hubert, Richard, Mummie. At fifty-seven my brain is fairly bright, brighter than ever I sometimes think, and I have a cast-iron memory.

         If I look back beyond any shadow into the uncertainties and glories of our youth, perhaps I shall understand more about what

         became of us.

      


   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      When Hubert and I were children and after we grew up we lived at Temple Alice. Temple Alice had been built by Mummie’s ancestor,
         before he inherited his title and estates. He built the house for his bride, and he gave it her name. Now, the title extinct
         and the estates entirely dissipated, Temple Alice, after several generations as a dower house, came to Mummie when her mother
         died. Papa farmed the miserably few hundred acres that remained of the property. Mummie loved gardening. On fine days she
         would work in the woodland garden, taking the gardener away from his proper duties among the vegetables. On wet days she spent
         hours of time in the endless, heatless, tumbling-down greenhouses, which had once sheltered peaches and nectarines and stephanotis.
         One vine survived – she knew how to prune it and thin its grapes, muscatels. Papa loved them.
      

      
      Her painting was another interest to take the place of the social life she loathed. A pity for herself that she was so withdrawn
         a character. Recluse would be a truer word to describe her. She could have had such a lovely time gadding round with Papa – hunting and race meetings and all those shoots. But she was really frightened of horses, and if she did go to
         a race-meeting, in Papa’s riding days, she would shut her eyes during his race, and once when he was to ride a bad jumper
         she got drunk in the bar and fell down in the Owners and Trainers. She simply could not endure the anxiety about him.
      

      
      I don’t understand what it was that held them together – they never had much to say to each other. He had no more understanding
         of her painting or gardening than she had of horses or fishing or shooting – so what can they have had to talk about?
      

      
      Once she had a show of her pictures in a London gallery. During a whole year she painted for it. No art critic noticed it.
         Hardly anybody came in to look – one picture was sold. Even that disastrous experience did not stop her painting. She went
         on with it, making almost anything she painted look preposterous and curiously hideous too. Give her a bunch of roses to paint
         – lovely June roses with tear-drops of morning rain on their petals – and she reproduced them as angular, airified shapes
         in a graveyard atmosphere, unimaginably ugly; but in a crude way you could not forget roses as you looked at this picture
         in speechless dislike. She would laugh and rub her little hands and shiver – it was deathly cold in her studio.
      

      
      Nowhere was it possible to sit down in her studio, once a stone-flagged storeroom in the depths of the house. Pyramids of
         cardboard boxes full of old letters, stacks of newspapers and photographs, old hunting boots, leather boxes that might hold
         hats or again might be full of letters, all hovered to a fall. A stuffed hedgehog, the dust of years solid between its spines,
         sat on top of a bird’s egg cabinet, empty of eggs, its little drawers full only of dented cottonwool and the smell of camphor.
         Polo sticks hanging in a bunch and obsolete fishing rods in dusty canvas cases, tied with neat, rotten tapes, showed this house
         to have been lived in by gentlemen of leisure – my mother’s family.
      

      
      Leisure they may have enjoyed but they knew little about comfort. Our water supply was meagre and my grandfather had deflected
         a considerable quantity of it to a pond on which, in the shelter of a grove of rhododendrons, he loved to row himself about.
         It was his escape from the land agent and other buzzing tormentors of a leisured life.
      

      
      I think, now, that Mummie looked at her studio as her escape from responsibility. She had an enormous distaste for housekeeping.
         The sort of food we ate then owed nothing to the splendid Elizabeth Davids of the present day. I think Papa would have fainted
         at the very breath of garlic. It was for his sake only that Mummie expended some extreme essence of herself in bullying and
         inspiring her treasured cook, Mrs Lennon. I have seen her tremble and go green as she faced the slate on the kitchen table
         and the deadly quietness of the cook who stood so cheerlessly beside her. While longing only to put on her gauntlets, pick
         up her trug and trowel and get into the garden or into the blessed isolation of her studio, Mummie would penetrate her cook’s
         mind – praising just a little, demanding always more effort, a higher standard of perfection for the Captain.
      

      
      When we were children the food in the nursery was quite poisonously disgusting. None of the fruit juice and vitamins of today
         for us – oranges only at Christmastime and porridge every morning, variable porridge slung together by the kitchen maid, followed
         by white bread and butter and Golden Syrup. Boiled eggs were for Sundays and sausages for birthdays. I don’t think Mummie gave us a thought – she left the ordering of nursery meals to the cook, who sent up whatever came easiest,
         mostly rabbit stews and custard puddings riddled with holes. No wonder the nannies left in quick succession.
      

      
      Why do I hate the word ‘crusted’? Because I feel with my lips the boiled milk, crusted since the night before, round the rim
         of the mug out of which I must finish my breakfast milk … I am again in the darkness of the nursery, the curtains drawn against
         the winter morning outside. Nannie is dragging on her corsets under her great nightdress. Baby Hubert is walking up and down
         his cot in a dirty nightdress. The nursery maid is pouring paraffin on a sulky nursery fire. I fix my eyes on the strip of
         morning light where wooden rings join curtains to curtain pole and think about my bantams … Even then I knew how to ignore
         things. I knew how to behave.
      

      
      I don’t blame Mummie for all this. She simply did not want to know what was going on in the nursery. She had had us and she
         longed to forget the horror of it once and for all. She engaged nannie after nannie with excellent references, and if they
         could not be trusted to look after us, she was even less able to compete. She didn’t really like children; she didn’t like
         dogs either, and she had no enjoyment of food, for she ate almost nothing.
      

      
      She was sincerely shocked and appalled on the day when the housemaid came to tell her that our final nannie was lying on her
         bed in a drunken stupor with my brother Hubert beside her in another drunken stupor, while I was lighting a fire in the day
         nursery with the help of a tin of paraffin. The nannie was sacked, but given quite a good reference with no mention of her
         drinking; that would have been too unkind and unnecessary, since she promised to reform. Her next charge (only a Dublin baby) almost died of drink, and its mother wrote a very common, hysterical letter, which Mummie naturally put in the
         fire and forgot about. Exhausted, bored, and disgusted by nannies, she engaged a governess who would begin my education and
         at the same time keep an eye on the nursery maid who was to be in charge of Hubert’s more menial four-year-old necessities.
      

   

      

      CHAPTER THREE


      

      The name of our governess was Mrs Brock and we loved her dearly from the start to the finish of her reign. For one thing,

         the era of luncheon in the diningroom opened for us with Mrs Brock, and with it a world of desire and satisfaction, for we

         were as greedy as Papa. Although governesses lunched in the diningroom, they supped on trays upstairs – that was the accepted

         rule, and Mummie must have been thankful for it as these luncheons meant a horrid disintegration of her times of intimacy

         with Papa. So much of his day was spent away from her. In the winter months he was shooting or hunting, and in the spring

         there was salmon fishing – all undertaken and excelled in more as a career and a duty than as the pleasures of a leisured

         life. In the summer months there was a horse, sometimes horses, to be got ready for the Dublin Show, often evening fishing,

         and always the supervision of haymaking and harvest with their attendant ghastly weather to worry him. So luncheon and dinner

         were, I suppose, the brightest hours in her day.

      


      

      Dinnertime was a formal, nearly a sacred, hour – usually more like two hours. At half past seven they went upstairs to bathe and change into dinner jacket and teagown. During the

         months of that legendary summer weather, bathwater was too often the problem, for every house was dependent on its own wells,

         springs, or streams. In the country there was no main supply of water. This was not a problem to defeat people who looked

         on the bath before dinner as part of the structure of life. There existed, too, an austerity which forbade complaint. It went

         with loofahs and Brown Windsor soap and large natural sponges draining out the last of the soft water in netted holders hooked

         to the rim of the bath.

      


      

      We never came down to dinner of course, but I knew the candles were always lighted on the table, and spoons and forks and

         plates, salt-cellars and pepper pots were cleared away before dessert. I don’t think they ever had a drink in the drawingroom,

         not even a glass of sherry – that came with the soup – but they always drank wine and port, and often brandy with their coffee.

      


      

      I came down only once, because Mrs Brock had gone out and I thought Hubert would die, he was so sick. In spite of the desperate

         importance of my mission, I stood in the doorway for a whole minute, stunned and silenced by the munificent quality of their

         intimacy.

      


      

      The window furthest from where they were sitting was open, and a tide of musky, womanly scent from the wet Portugal laurels

         drifted in, strong against the delicate smells of strawberries and candle smoke and a breath of past roast chicken. They sat

         at the far end of the long pale table. Her head was bowed and her eyes were lifted towards him, defeating the heavy gesture

         of her head. She sat on his right hand. Behind him the green luminous gloom of glass within glass retreated inside the doors of a breakfront cabinet that filled one end of the diningroom. Mummie had lined it with grey linen,

         so that all glass objects floated and were lost in its spaces. It was like water or air at his back, as though the end wall

         were open to air or water. The austere outdoor look I knew had melted from him into the air, like the glass in the cupboard.

         Sitting there, he seemed extraordinarily dulled, dulled and happy. Both their glasses were full and his eyes were downwards

         on her arms, their flesh firm as partridge breasts. He was speaking to her, asking some question I did not hear.

      


      

      When they saw me in the doorway, when I said, ‘I think Hubert’s dead,’ he raised his eyes from her arms (it seemed a long

         time, while Hubert and I were shut out) to her shoulders, to her eyes, and then he visibly let her go. If my dressing-gown

         had been in flames round me it would have taken them just as long to part. Although they weren’t near each other I could not

         have walked, unless they called me, any nearer to that circle they made.

      


      

      What happened afterwards is less clear to me than that impression of their impervious intimacy. I don’t understand it. Even

         now, as a sophisticated, quite worldly woman. Not when I have to admit his endless strayings with all the other women who

         longed after him and won him easily through the years.

      


      

      Mummie said: ‘My dear child – what can this mean?’

      


      

      ‘Only Hubert’s been sick in his bed and he has a dreadful pain. I’m frightened.’


      

      ‘And Mrs Brock?’ she asked.


      

      ‘She’s at choir practice.’


      

      ‘What a good word for it,’ Papa said.


      

      ‘Everybody’s out. There’s a dance in the gate lodge. Oh, do come quickly, he may be dead now.’

      


      

      ‘Extraordinary, people are,’ she said.


      

      Papa got up and put his hands under the lace that covered her shoulders and pressed her down in her chair. ‘I’ll go. You’re

         hopeless about sick. Finish your drink,’ he said.

      


      

      Papa was wonderful. He picked poor Hubert out of his cot and took off his sleeping suit before he wrapped him up in a hot

         bath towel from the airing cupboard. I loved every minute of it. I rushed about emptying the pots and finding clean sheets.

      


      

      When at last Mrs Brock appeared – it must have been almost ten o’clock, and she was full of explanations – he didn’t listen

         and he didn’t say a cross word to her. Just: ‘Sit down and keep him warm. I think I’d better get hold of the doctor.’

      


      

      Mrs Brock did exactly what he told her. She kept on her lovely hat, covered deep in roses. She sat there under her hat, Hubert

         on her knees, a hot statue, smelling of armpits and amber scent, till Papa got back with the doctor.

      


      

      They took Hubert off to Cork that same night, and he had an appendix and tubes and nearly died. I prayed night and day for

         his recovery and that he might get a reprieve from pain. Constantly with me was the thought of his black hair, peaked on his

         forehead, smooth on his head as if painted on an egg. As I cleaned out his budgies and his mice his eyes haunted my work –

         his eyes that never lit and sparkled as blue eyes should, as I knew mine would, if only they were big and blue.

      


      

      When at last he came home he was a very great disappointment to me. The nuns in the nursing home had spoiled him so that he

         was really unbearably demanding, sending me in all directions and inventing tasks for me while he lay on a chaise longue under the cedar tree with lemonade constantly

         at his elbow. In those days thrombosis had not been heard of, and invalids, young and old, were allowed a comfortable rest

         after their operations. Hubert even had a po in the bushes ‘in case.’ Another thing those kind nuns had done was to teach

         him to say ‘the toilet’ when he meant the po or the lavatory, which was a vulgarity no one seemed able to straighten out.

         If circumstances forced Mrs Brock to mention it she called it the Place. ‘Have you been to the Place, dear?’ or ‘Have you

         been?’ Or else ‘Hubert, shouldn’t you run along the passage?’ when Hubert was fidgeting frighteningly from foot to foot.

      


      

      When Mrs Brock succeeded our last, drunk nannie I was seven and Hubert was four. With her in the schoolroom there came to

         us a daily security in happiness, and with it the delightful prospect of such a state continuing into an untimed future –

         a future when the budgerigar would speak his first word, when Magical Nature would create a family for the newly married mice,

         when I would sing ‘Two Little Girls in Blue, Dears’ in perfect tune. And, exceeding in interest even these prospects, were

         Mrs Brock’s stories of her past pupils, their parents and their way of life – stories as graphic and truly coloured as the

         Caldecott illustrations to John Gilpin.

      


      

      Even the servants, who had skirmished endlessly with the nannies, loved Mrs Brock and served her willingly, and at any hour,

         with cups of tea. She was smallish and on the fat side, but neat as a bird. Perhaps she had more of a flowerlike quality,

         a tidy pink-tipped daisy. Her cheeks were firm and pink, her hair was crisp and more blond than grey, her false teeth gleamed

         fresh as dew every morning of her life. She was the widow of an organist who had saved very little money before he died at a medium sort of age, leaving her (fortunately childless, though she longed for kiddies of her own)

         to drag a living from a world out of which she had been cosily embedded in a nice little house with a nice little man who

         had a nice and not so little job in a large London parish. Mrs Brock was musical too; just how musical I don’t know, but she

         had sung in her husband’s choir, and when she came to us the Bechstein upright piano shuddered deeply under the full treatment

         which she gave the ‘Indian Love Lyrics,’ with the ‘Rustle of Spring’ never very far behind.

      


      

      Her first job after her husband died was that of governess in a bishop’s family, where, with the help of Mrs Markham’s History of England and Gill’s Geography, she gave every satisfaction until schooldays closed her employment in that family. Her next pupils, Richard, Sholto, and

         Raymond, were the sons of Papa’s great friend Wobbly Massingham, a master of foxhounds and lord of the manor of Stoke Charity.

         Here Captain Massingham pursued, in a now legendary sort of splendour, a life of hunting, shooting, fishing, cricketing weeks,

         Epsom, Ascot, Goodwood, Newmarket, and Doncaster – a life which rather depleted the inheritance to be expected by Mrs Brock’s

         three pupils. But at least they were down for Eton, and you can’t take Eton away. Mrs Brock’s task was to prepare them for

         their preparatory school. This was not difficult, as Entwhistle’s was only too ready to accept the right sort of boy; and

         if his father and uncles were Old Boys he could be the right sort of moron and welcome. Of Mrs Brock’s pupils, Sholto was

         the most likely to succeed. A child of few words, greedy in a jolly way, and brutally determined with his pony, he would go

         further with less effort than his elder brother, Richard.

      


      

      Richard was Mrs Brock’s favourite, and years afterwards she was to be my first intimate link with him. His curiosity about

         her held a privacy as exciting to Hubert and me as the shared tree houses or the secret rude rhymes of childhood. We would

         piece her together; it was a game in which our memories inter-locked or contradicted recollections. He could say oddly unkind

         things about her, and I could deny her too. But I never told about the mice. What nice girl would?

      


      

      Richard was a beautiful child and, despite a proper interest in and aptitude for all the importances of outdoor life, there

         were times when he would lean in silence against Mrs Brock as she played the piano, or even join her in singing ‘Speed Bonnie

         Boat,’ ‘Yip-i-addy,’ or ‘Now the Day Is Over.’ He preferred Mrs Tiggywinkle to the mildest comic, and liked to dwell on the

         idea of her transference from the washerwoman to the wild. He liked dressing up, too, but Mrs Brock felt that such games were

         not quite the thing for little boys. Sometimes she allowed herself to read him her favourite pieces from The Children’s Golden Treasury of Verse, when they would charge with the Light Brigade, or even lean from the gold bar of heaven with the Blessed Damozel.
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