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Molly Keane was born in Co. Kildare, Ireland in 1904, into ‘a rather serious Hunting and Fishing Church-going family’, and was sketchily educated by governesses. Interested in ‘horses and having a good time’, Molly Keane wrote her first novel, The Knight of Cheerful Countenance, when she was seventeen in order to supplement her dress allowance. She used the pseudonym M. J. Farrell ‘to hide my literary side from my sporting friends’. 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. But 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, triggering a revival of interest in and respect for her work. Molly Keane died in 1996.
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INTRODUCTION

Molly Keane started to write in the 1920s, for “pin” money when she too was in her twenties, using the pseudonym M.J. Farrell which name she borrowed from an Irish public house as she clattered by on her Irish horse near her Irish home in County Wexford after a hard day’s hunting. She needed a pseudonym since in her Anglo-Irish and somewhat philistine world, writing was no occupation for a young woman. “For a woman to read a book, let alone write one was viewed with alarm, I would have been banned from every respectable house in County Carlow.” So, apparently casually, did her remarkable career begin, a career that has spanned half a century, though her creative powers quivered, almost broke and certainly lay mute in her middle years, stilled by the double blows of the sudden death of her beloved and dashing young husband and, later, the failure of her fourth play in London’s West End—a play out of kilter with the new atmosphere in the theatre of that time, since epitomised by Look Back In Anger.

Then in 1981 she published Good Behaviour under her own name. It was shortlisted for the Booker Prize and she has written steadily ever since, to the enormous pleasure of a new generation of readers and indeed television viewers since Good Behaviour was adapted for a three part “classic” serial. The story of the emergence of Molly Keane, a delightful, witty woman in her late seventies from the ghost of the anonymous, sexless M.J. Farrell is charming and arbitrary, as so much connected with this diffident author seems to be. She wrote Good Behaviour in her late sixties and sent it to Sir William Collins, who had published most of her earlier works. He turned it down on the grounds that it was too black a comedy—“Couldn’t I make the characters more pleasant? Imagine a black comedy with charming characters. I couldn’t and wouldn’t do it—the bravery—and put it away in a drawer and thought ‘I’m too old. I’ve forgotten how to write plays and now I can’t write a novel any more.’”

There the matter literally rested until Dame Peggy Ashcroft came to stay with Molly Keane in her house perched on a cliff-top in Waterford and, ill in bed with ‘flu, wanted something to read. She gave her the manuscript to read and Dame Peggy loved it—her enjoyment and encouragement spurred Molly Keane to send it to André Deutsch, who found they had a new classic on their list, greeted with popular and critical acclaim. It was no new thing for Molly Keane—she had had success from her earliest days, both with her novels and with two early plays written in collaboration with John Perry, directed by John Gielgud, and, in Spring Meeting, introducing the inimitable Margaret Rutherford to delighted London audiences. Hugh Walpole wrote,

I think that Miss Farrell is one of the best half-dozen younger women novelists now writing in England [sic]. She has in the first place a beautiful gift of description … She has, secondly, a real sense of drama … Thirdly, she can create character. There is beauty here with understanding and an original mind.



The myth is that she shut herself up for a time whenever her dress allowance—some £30 a year—ran out and she herself seems to subscribe to this explanation of her artistic motivation. But her writing has no feeling of expediency, her novels are never journey-work—indeed they contain few of the ingredients necessary for writing as a commercial venture. She writes of narrow horizons, élitist occupations, the preoccupations of a moneyed, hunting, curiously dislocated class of people, floating as it were over the political, angry geographical reality that was Ireland. In The Rising Tide there is no mention of political turmoil though at the time in which it is set the issue of Home Rule was tearing the country apart. In this disregard for the outside world she is akin to Jane Austen; in concentrating on the two inches of ivory of one Edwardian family, in her feeling for the minutiae of human behaviour, she gives an unforgettable picture of a vanished world, the world Home Rule was threatening. These people are sustained by an absolute sense of their own superiority, by a certainty about the appropriate social response to every crisis, including tragedy. It is a book about, among other things, heartlessness. It is also about houses, hunting and horses, her central themes.

It is remarkable in its conjuring up of the lust some women have for hunting: literally mad for it, finding in the chase everything lacking in their ordinary lives—glamour, muscle, music, passion, thrills, admiration, spills and exhaustion. Horses were the great pursuit in Molly Keane’s Ireland—that other Ireland. Everyone rode, even the most timid and shrinking of daughters. It was mandatory for acceptance in that world and in The Rising Tide she paints a shocking picture of the heroine Cynthia’s utter belief in the “rightness” of riding.

She did not love her children but she was determined not to be ashamed of them. You had to feel ashamed and embarrassed if your children did not take keenly to blood-sports, so they must be forced into them. It was right. It was only fair to them. You could not bring a boy up properly unless he rode and fished and shot. What sort of boy was he? What sort of friends would he have?.

And was it really like that?

“When I was young” Molly Keane says, almost with disbelief “I really disapproved of people who didn’t ride, it was the only thing that counted. I’ve had this feeling for horses all my life. It’s a frightening excitement that takes the place of something else. Of course my father provided the horses I rode in my early days, but he was as distant about hunting as he was about most things. He was a beautiful horseman but never instructed us. It was all long before things like the pony club existed. Then you just were, or were not any good at it, there was no question of your being taught. It was your occupation, it was supposed to be hereditary, you just knew how.”

She did know; she always loved and enjoyed hunting, as did all her family, save her mother who did not ride (one brother, Walter Skrine, rode in the Grand National although he had been badly injured in the war). But this mastery of the saddle never precluded her imaginative leap into the minds of her compatriots who were terrified of riding. “When I started to write there were lots of books about hunting and awful hunting romances…The Queen of the Chase and all that kind of thing. I thought it much more interesting to write about fright…It’s natural to be frightened.” She describes brilliantly the horror of children rising in the cold damp chill of a November morning, when the very hot water bottle is frozen in the bed, to drive in an ancient car to the meet, to get onto their ponies. Driven also by the fear of their parents, by the social shame of refusing.

They looked at the fields and the fences as they drove past them, seeing them with a curious relationship of fear and not fear. The fields were not ordinary fields as in summer. They were places you had to get out of, that you were inexorably carried over. That field now, with green plover waddling and pecking about on its dark, sheep-bitten turf, was a dreadfully unkind field with wire on its nice round banks and as cruel a coped stone wall across one side of it as a frightened child could face. The very young may be sick with cowardice about a fence but they are more afraid not to jump it than to jump it … It was not soft falls in water or bog that they dreaded, but that shameful, hurting falling off and the moments before you fell, their agony seeming to endure in interminable uncertainty before you went with a sort of sob and the ground hit you from behind, strangely like a house falling on you, not you falling on a house.



As children Molly, her sister and her three brothers were much neglected and left to their own and the servants’ devices—and from her earliest days she was fired with a fierce determination to lead her own life away from the influence of her mother, who lived in an atavistic world of her own and didn’t pay the least attention to her children who were educated by default. Her mother was a writer, who wrote under the pseudonym Moira O’Neill and was known as the Poet of the Seven Glens. She had great success with her “folkloric” poems which are often magical and touching although they incline to show the peasantry in a moral, amiable and trusting attitude which seems out of order with the real thing like pious children in Victorian genre-painting. “I fought her every inch of the way” Molly Keane says, “She really didn’t know how to treat us. You can’t think how neglected we were, by our parents. I mean they didn’t do anything with us at all, they simply didn’t bother. They were utterly reclusive. My mother had great taste but was totally oblivious to comfort. Life was much more stringent then, there was no such thing as hot water or central heating. There were fires but they went out and I remember the deadly cold of the school room and the blue cold coming off the wall. I never remember a fire in my father’s library or in the dining room, although my father was perhaps a bit more warmth conscious.” One memorable day when her father had forbidden her to ride a horse she’d been given she was discovered weeping behind a fox covert by a Major Perry who lived in a beautiful Queen Anne house, Woodrooff, in the centre of the glamorous Tipperary hunting country. She went to stay with him, his wife Dolly “the dearest woman who ever lived” and their two children Sylvia and John, who also hunted like lunatics. (In later years John Perry encouraged and helped her write her first play, Spring Meeting, and sent it to Gielgud.) Woodrooff became her home—“I almost lived there for six or seven years, mostly in the winter months, when I hunted three days a week on horses largely provided by Woodrooff, although a few others chipped in. There were so many horses in those days of the late twenties and early thirties that if you were lightweight and a moderately useful rider your fun was endless.”

“My mother disapproved of Woodrooff—she was frightened by the idea of it. She belonged to the nineteenth century and didn’t change, and I think I must have been a hideous worry and an anxiety to her. When she was very old she said to my sister Susan ‘Oh the mistakes I made about Molly.’ Rather a sad comment. I expect we all make mistakes about our children and always will. She feared that I would get into a fast set and fall into bad ways—she was as worried as a mother would be now about her child going on drugs. There was a woman there who’d been divorced and some what she would have called dirty talk which I didn’t know a thing about, but I soon found out about and was rather good at. My mother was alarmingly prudish and old-fashioned in those ways. In fact everyone there was wonderfully kind to me. I met marvellous people, and it was only when I went to stay in London with some of the women I’d met there, one especially who was very sophisticated and on the fringe of literary and intellectual life in London and taught me what to read and to go to the theatre, that I began to be in any way educated. I was utterly ignorant.”

“I remember once one of my books got into one of the bestseller lists and I was asked to a literary party at the Piccadilly Hotel and I thought ‘what awful, ghastly boring people—still I’d better go’. I travelled over on the boat with this hunting gent—really rather mad and in fact deadly boring, but how I wished I was with him instead of at this dreary party. I met Elizabeth Bowen and I thought ‘what a strange lady’, not what I considered attractive, and she introduced me to David Cecil and I thought he was ghastly. Just shows my state of ignorance. Elizabeth Bowen became my greatest friend in life and when I met David Cecil again I realised he was the most divine person who ever breathed. But the hunting people had their own style. It was like a club with its own language and rules.”

In fact her whole life belonged to a club—an exclusive club called the Anglo-Irish. The meaning of the term—though most people seem to accommodate imaginatively what it means—is elusive, full of heft and emotion, and covers anything from a cool description of a class to an indictment, depending on who is using it and how they are using it. It is for a start a comparatively new term. Before the breakaway from England many of those people now described as Anglo-Irish would certainly have described themselves as Irish though, (and this is where things thicken) the native Irish would not have allowed them the privilege of their Irishness, as a kind of revenge. It is an angry refusal, perhaps the only refusal that was left to them since the Anglo-Irish were powerful and believed themselves to be socially superior. In the time when M.J. Farrell was writing—a generation before Molly Keane and a generation after The Rising Tide—Ireland was a place of three countries, the newly created states of Eire, Northern Ireland and this older, floating notional world of Anglo-Ireland. The “real” Irish (the peasant Catholic Irish) seem only to enter this world—and thus Molly Keane/Farrell’s faithful rendering—as sub-species, good for opening gates and giving amusing, barely subservient lip service, the words and rhythms of which were recounted as hilarious anecdotes with broguish emphasis on the Oirishness of it all. Perhaps in no other country has simply and artlessly belonging to that country been made such an inherently ridiculous thing, an object for mirth.

Indeed Oirishness was the Anglo-Irish interpretation of how the Irish who lived outside their club and class behaved and spoke: there was no question of admittance. “No-one would have thought of marrying someone not of their own class,” Molly Keane said. “It would have been more than death. It simply wasn’t an idea. Those things were completely part of the code.” These co-existing cultures had nothing in common except their country and that extraordinary Irish climate, which as George Bernard Shaw said “will stamp an immigrant more deeply and durably in two years apparently than the English climate will in two hundred”.

It worked the other way round too—even those great families who had been in Ireland for centuries and regarded themselves as more Irish than the Irish, when they “turned” Protestant for political expedient and earthly survival, became aliens to the common mass of the people, indistinguishable from the English. There is a famous story of how Oscar Browning rushed up to Tennyson and said “I am Browning” and Tennyson said “You are not.” The Anglo-Irish have said over and over again “We are Irish” and the Irish have said “You are not.” That the class that had endowed them with a sense of social inferiority and, as they believed, taken their land, should claim the same national identity whilst despising it in its purest form was an anathema to the mass. De Valera said that to know what the Irish people wanted he had only to examine his own heart. There was little room in his heart for the Anglo-Irish, though he could far less easily claim to be Irish than those he excluded.

There is little point to saying that all this is history and should be forgotten for, as Terence de Vere White wrote in his book on the Anglo-Irish, “The Irish mind hops back to the flood when discussing a leaking tap.” In many ways the world about which Molly Keane writes is like that of the Raj in India. W.B. Yeats was once asked was Oscar Wilde a snob; “No” he said “I would say that England is a strange country to the Irish…to Wilde the aristocrats of England were like the nobles of Baghdad.” The Anglo-Irish were like the nobles of Baghdad to the Irish people and the gradations of class within the Anglo-Irish so cunningly observed, so slyly mapped out by M.J. Farrell would certainly not have been apparent to the “common people”. Many of the Anglo-Irish weren’t rich or grand, but appeared so since it cost next to nothing to keep horses and a groom then. “The very rich did much more about being more English and their sons went to Eton and Oxford. Everything was part of the code…” Molly Keane says, and when she is talking one hears bewilderment that the thing has irrevocably gone and astonishment that it should have existed. There is none of that guilt that the native Irish hope the Anglo-Irish should suffer, if only because they had so much enjoyed the country in which they lived and from which enjoyment the natives were excluded—as Indians under the Raj suffered an acute sense of inferiority whilst serving their masters with loyalty, a loyalty which was largely a myth. But it was never a question of anything so subtle as gradations between the Irish and the Anglo-Irish. An unbridgeable chasm lay between them. “Those who know Ireland,” wrote an observer about the time in which The Rising Tide is set, “need not be told that the feeling of the average Irish Protestant towards Roman Catholics was a repugnance, instinctive rather than reasoned, based on social and racial as much as religious antipathies.”

In the South of Ireland that world shuddered to an end in the Troubles, in the same way that Edwardian England ground to a halt with the First World War and in The Rising Tide M.J. Farrell makes a spectacular imaginative leap back into that lost Edwardian world, that mysterious generation that has more irrevocably vanished and which just preceded her youth. The Rising Tide was her seventh book and one of her most accomplished: in it she shakes out the crushed memories of an age lying pleated like parchment maps at the bottom of a century’s memory, and snatches back the looks and feel and textures of that time, its mixture of meanness and voluptuousness, its sumptuousness and sternness, its scent and meanings, and displays the protocol of its discretions—and indiscretions. And then she juxtaposes this world against the chic gloss of the world of the twenties and watches as they turn each other upside-down.

The title is layered with meaning, as closely lapped and integrated as feathers on a wing: for the tide that is rising engulfs not only Lady Charlotte, the old tyrant who rules Garonlea, the grand house at the centre of the book; Cynthia, her daughter-in-law and her foe who inherits the house; but also engulfs an age, a class and that mythical country in which the Anglo-Irish lived with such apparently endless cocooned luxurious security. The tide rose silently, they seemed to hear no tocsins. “People simply didn’t visualise any change coming. They believed life would go on like that for all time, and for some it did, because they were rich enough to remain insulated from everything that was happening—except of course for those who had the rude shock of seeing their houses with their entire contents burned around them.”

Which is what happened to her father. And when her husband died she had to leave their beautiful house, Belleville. Her acute feeling for the secret life of houses, the mark that the years have laid on them, the turmoil, the passions, the domestic histories that have seeped into the very fabric, the way the colours of ages past have run into the spirit of a later age, all these intangibles play a particular and powerful part in her plots and especially in The Rising Tide. This is as much the story of the house, Garonlea, a great crenellated Gothic mansion, full of malevolence and power, lying brooding at the bottom of its secret valley as it is the story of two indomitable women pitted against each other like primeval forces.

Garonlea seems a convincingly Irish house, but in fact it is Warleigh Manor, lying in a wooded valley outside Bath. Her description is superb. Walking round the house—now a school—one gets the measure of her gift for evocation, of her extraordinary apprehension of atmosphere and spirit.

What is there that can be told about Garonlea and the evil that can be on a place through want of happiness. Or even a will towards happiness. Family tragedy is brief and sudden in comparison to this that lies like the breath of mould in old clothes on the people who live in such a place. It seems as though nothing could ever dissolve such mists and ill vapours, or only for such a little while. So inexact, so dim is such a gloom, it is hard to say whether it is the effect of place on character or character on place.



To this house comes Cynthia, the new daughter-in-law to be presented to her mother-in-law, Lady Charlotte, its chatelaine and its evil genius. Cynthia acknowledges that both the house and its ruler are her enemies and that she must fight and defeat them, and the Old Queen, unscrupulous herself, knows well what the new pretender is like. “She took the utmost from everyone around her far more than she gave. She failed them and charmed them to her again. She leaned upon them and queened it over them at the same time.”

The portrait of Cynthia is magnificently done: and what makes it so artful is that one never quite knows how mendacious Cynthia actually is, how unscrupulous, how fine. She is like a woman of one’s own acquaintance whom one cannot help admiring, yet about whom one has grave doubts which are at times assuaged, at others nourished with foreboding. She is an early Superwoman, bearing children, running a house impeccably, hunting every day if possible, keeping her courtiers entranced and always looking glorious.

She removes herself to the altogether sunnier dower house across the valley, and there as liege lady she holds a permanent tournament. The forces are drawn up on the other side, and it is a formidable battle, a crash of styles and ways of living, a collision of hatred as well as a clash between two queens of indomitable will, and Molly Keane doesn’t miss a trick in recording the fight to the finish. She knows whereof she writes. Lady Charlotte’s genesis might lie in the nineteenth-century attitudes of Molly Keane’s mother, but the character is based more closely on one of her aunts “who was far grander and far more deadly than my mother”. Her every wrinkle and quirk, her every meanness and pretension is limned in with dreadful precision.

Lady Charlotte French-McGrath mounting the stairs in her daughters’ wake was a shocking despot, really swollen with family conceit and a terrifying pride of race. She had a strange sense of her own power made real indeed by a life spent at Garonlea with her obedient husband, frightened children and many tenants and dependants. Here she loved and suffered and here she was supreme. Her moral dereliction is delivered in one deadly sentence. “She was mean, although not so mean as her husband whom she had taught to be mean.”

The Edwardian details are impeccable and irresistible.

Lady Charlotte rang for her maid. She then washed her hands in buttermilk soap, folded the neck of her combinations down towards the top of her corsets (those corsets which propped so conscientiously the bosoms like vast half-filled hot water bottles) and thus prepared stood while her evening dress was put upon her and sat while her hair was fiddled not redone. Her hair was never washed but it did not smell of anything but hair. The switches and curls of false hair were drier and frizzier in texture than her own.



The portrait of Cynthia too was taken from life—based on a beautiful Irish woman (a Fitzgerald) who was married to the local glamorous M.F.H. (who came from Warwickshire). “We all worshipped her,” Molly Keane recalls, “thought she was marvellous. She had great chic and we tried to look like her and dress like her and felt that we, too, would like, if at all possible, to marry the same kind of man. Looking back I feel she was extraordinarily kind and generous to us younger generation. It was a little clan.”

The Rising Tide did not just engulf an age, that clan, a woman and then another woman. It engulfed a way of life and in the book you watch it happen. As Molly Keane says, “A way of life that people thought would go on for ever, ended. It was another way of life and one treats it, must treat it as, in a much bigger way, people who are expelled from Poland, say, treat their exile—looking back as though it had never been. The place existed, but you can no longer return there.”

It is gone, as you might say, for good. In Molly Keane’s books it lives on.



Polly Devlin,

Bruton, Somerset 1983


I



WHAT don’t we know about the Early Nineteen Hundreds. 1901 and 2 and 3 and up to ’14 we can feel about only very dimly. Leisure and Richness and Space and Motor-veils and the bravery of those who flew in the earliest aeroplanes impress us. But we can’t feel about those years really. Not in the way we feel about the War. There we are conscious.

It requires an effort to realise the necessities, pleasures, colossal bad taste, Romance, trust, suspicion, pride of those years. The War is forced on us, horror is so actual. But those years, the years of our cousins’ youth, avoid us and will not be known. We almost forget how deeply that youth was influenced by the generation that got it. Influenced and prescribed for in a way we can’t know about. So much and such nearly complete power was in those elder hands. Over the trivialities or fatalities of Life our cousins and aunts accepted so much and really managed it with admirable smoothness and dignity.

Pain they endured and accepted.

Endless Chaperonage.

Supervision of their correspondence.

The fact that Mother Knew Best.

That Father Says So.

That there is no more to be said on the subject, they accepted.

They accepted their leisure without boredom.

They accepted having occupations found for this leisure.

They accepted trivialities and treated them with that carefulness and detail which rounds such perfect smallness and makes it an acceptable part of life.

With all this acceptance they could preserve a deathlike romantical obstinacy where their hearts were concerned—they had a true romantical outlook, infinitely less destructible than the quick love encounters we so often know. On absence their Romances throve. They were not afraid of sentimentality—they were not afraid of being thought girlish. They never needed to explain their emotions to themselves or to their friends. The indecency of knowing what it was all about would have been appalling to them; they didn’t want to know—the mystery and the thrill enough and most secretly their own. Hence much rapture and much failure, and a certain dignity too. This outward smoothness of Life which at all costs they struggled to achieve was a politeness of living which we may envy them.



“Eleven o’clock—more than bedtime!” Lady Charlotte French-McGrath had four daughters, and at these words Muriel immediately folded up her work. Enid ceased tracing a picture of a stag’s head into her album called Sunlight and Shadow. Violet gathered up the cards with which she and her father had been playing picquet, and only Diana, Little Diana, showed no speed in closing her book. Really, Mother might not have spoken——

“Bed-time, I think, Diana.”

Diana shut her book guiltily and was the first of the four to kiss her father good-night.

“Ha,” he said. “Ha-Ha. Bed-time. Bed-time, I suppose. Good-night, my dear. Candles, now, let me see, candles.” He crossed the room to that small, dark table where immemorially the candlesticks were set out and lit the five candles. Giving each daughter a kiss and a candlestick and the same to his wife, he followed them with a very satisfied eye as they went out of the door, crossed the hall one behind another and mounted the stairs in the same pretty succession.

Muriel first with her fluffy brown hair, thin neck and little birdy body. Poor little Muriel—time she was finding a husband. Twenty-four and nothing satisfactory turning up yet. Enid then, with her purple eyes, deep voice and dark hair. She would have been a beauty if Violet had not come after her, and Violet was an Edwardian classic. Skin like shells and peaches, bosom like the prow of a ship, smooth thighs, features of bland and simple beauty and a head crowned by obedient golden hair and unhampered by brains. A satisfactory daughter. And then Diana—little Diana—there was not much of the Edwardian classic about Diana. Her mother could not find her very satisfactory, since she had neither the charm nor the biddable disposition of her elder sisters. And none of their beauty. Small and dark and angular and inclined even at the age of seventeen to a dark and downy growth of hair (ignored by her family, for what could be done about it?) Diana was hardly due for success in 1900.

Lady Charlotte French-McGrath mounting the stairs in her daughters’ wake was a shocking despot, really swollen with family conceit and a terrifying pride of race. She had a strange sense of her own power, made real indeed by a life spent chiefly at Garonlea with her obedient husband, frightened children and many tenants and dependants. Here she had lived and suffered and here she was supreme.

Married at the age of eighteen to a man of good family and one who owned moreover the best woodcock shoot in the west of Ireland, Lady Charlotte had borne six children in the first eight years of her married life—four daughters and two sons; one son unhappily died of convulsions when an infant. She was mean, although not so mean as her husband whom she had taught to be mean. She ran Garonlea like a court—her daughters like the ladies in waiting.

“Muriel, write my notes for me——”

“Enid, how about your little job of washing the china in my boudoir this afternoon——”

Such awful little employments—the walks and messages to the needy tenantry, bestowals of charities and reprimands, piano practising and “Lying Down,” that cure for all ills.

God should have chastened Lady Charlotte with one malformed or unsatisfactory child. But they were all miracles of aristocratic good looks—inclined to anæmia perhaps, except for the divine Violet.

One by one the Lady Charlotte French-McGrath presented her daughters to their sovereign. But as far as entering the social contest and finding them husbands went, God or Garonlea and its famous woodcock shoot might do the rest. So far, whatever God might send them in that lonely countryside, the woodcock shoot produced for the most part only their father’s friends and contemporaries. Determined as she was that the girls should marry men of Property and Title, Lady Charlotte did nothing at all about collecting these mythical and appropriate husbands. She showed such marked disapproval of any young friend that her son Desmond ever brought to stay, should the friend fulfil neither of these requirements, and such embarrassingly obvious tactics should he fulfil either or both that Desmond desisted in disgust, for he was a charming creature and entirely free from his mother’s influence. His sisters adored him and it was his firm intention to do all in his power for the girls when he should marry. Until then he looked on them as rather boring princesses set for a time in a castle beyond a wood.

Meantime it would be unfair to her not to allow that Lady Charlotte loved her daughters with a passion none the less genuine if it demanded first their unquestioning obedience, and fed itself on a profound jealousy of any interest in their lives other than those she might herself prompt or provide. She felt that her children owed to her as a mother, not as a person, love, confidence and obedience. She felt this tremendously. It was a true thing with her. Among all the travails and secret adventures of her own life both mental and physical she had endured, raising no manner of complaining, shyness as much as stoicism helping her here. She absolutely required that her children should prove a justification, as she should see it, of herself.

So they were—they were practically all that she required. Her son Desmond and Violet were the two at the top of her estimation but she trusted herself to keep this sacred maternal secret safely from the other three daughters. “I love all my children equally,” she was very fond of saying. Although vaguely impressed by the proper feeling she thus displayed, the three less-favoured daughters were never slow to employ either Desmond or Violet as their intermediary if for any reason matters should be strained between themselves and their mother.

To-night at the stairhead they parted from her.

“Good-night, Mother dear.”

A gold head bobbed for a kiss in the candle-light.

“Good-night, my child. Don’t let me hear you and Muriel talking at one o’clock as I did last night on my way to—the bathroom. Please, Violet.”

“Good-night, Mother dear.”

“Good-night, Muriel. Now remember.”

“Good-night, Mother dear.”

“Good-night, Enid. Have you been taking your senna regularly? I see you have another spot on your chin.”

“Oh, but I have been taking it.”

“Always remember, darling, a bad skin is most unattractive to gentlemen.”

Enid flushed up to her beautiful brow. Oh, the shame of those spots, the shame and the recurring horror.

“Couldn’t we perhaps ask Doctor Maxwell if he knows of a cure,” she had once asked her mother; but the answer, “Some things are best left to Nature, Enid,” had quelled the ardour of her vanity.

“Good-night, Mother.”

Diana as usual trying to be a little different from the rest.

“Good-night, Diana—dear.”

The quick brush and escape of lips. Strange the lack of confidence in that child. Sad for her. A pity.

Lady Charlotte trailed the length of her oyster satin skirt down the passage to her bedroom and with the help of her maid undressed so far as those black satin corsets which had been in her trousseau. Then she slipped the fine white flannel nightgown over her head and fumbled under it for a long time before she thrust her arms into its sleeves.

In the blue-and-white bedroom at the other end of the house the three sisters were gathered solicitously round Violet, who lay on her bed in a state of pretty severe pain. Now that the long formality of the evening was over she could collapse and leave go that curious control which worked somewhere outside herself because it must.

“Let me help you with your stays, Violet dearest. You’ll feel so much more comfy in your nightie.”

“Oh, don’t touch me, please, I’m in such pain.” Violet sank her face into her pillow for a moment, then sat up bending herself together taut and convulsive with pain. The hair on her forehead and on the back of her neck was wet and sticking to her flesh. She was entirely in pain and moaned helplessly.

“I must go and tell Mother,” Enid said in a frightened voice. “She’d give you a glass of ginger.”

Violet signed to her desperately not to go.

Muriel was crying quietly for she adored Violet.

Diana said, “Mother ought to see how bad Violet is.”

They all felt quite desperate and quite helpless as they stood round that neat brass bedstead where Violet lay suffering so horridly at the hands of Mother Nature. Each of them knew that the glass of hot water and ginger, their mother’s sovereign remedy in such times of stress, was calculated rather to make the sufferer vomit than to relieve her pain. The only thing it did relieve was their mother’s sense of responsibility towards sickness. That and “Lying down,” were her two invariable specifics for all female ills.

Violet whispered, “I’m so dreadfully cold.”

Muriel sobbed, “I’ll sleep with you darling, and warm you.”

This not very hygenic plan these sisters often followed, for fires and hot-water bottles alike were considered vaguely sybaritic influences and seldom appeared in either the Blue and White or the Pink and White bedroom. To-night the Blue and White room was full of October air, cold and hollow as an October mist. Between the window panes that flattened the outside night and the white curtains it was present and in the room too, circling bluely the candle flames when the girls had put down their candlesticks here and there at unequal levels and distances. They shivered a little in their low dresses and put a flannel dressing-gown tenderly over their poor sister at whom they continued to gaze in helpless concern.

“But where has Diana gone?” Enid whispered to Muriel. “To Mother’s room?”

“Or do you think the bath-room?”

“Oh, dear, shall I go and see?”

“She’s not in our room and she’s not in the bathroom,” Enid reported, important with omen. “Can she have gone to Mother?”

“Well, if she has and Mother catches you in here there’ll be trouble. Oh, dear, do go to your own room.”

With many a backward and pitying look at Violet, Enid retired as advised. She had plaited her hair in its two soft dark plaits and put on her frilled nightdress and blue padded silk dressing-gown before Diana came in.

Diana was so sharp and aggressive, tearing off her dress and her corsets and doing her Swedish exercises in her black silk stockings and her chemise. Really she didn’t seem to mind at all … Enid couldn’t always look. Embarrassing.

“Where did you go to?” she asked when she had poured her senna out of the window and hopped into bed. “Poor Violet, wasn’t it awful!”

“If you did drink that senna you wouldn’t have so many spots,” Diana told her, still exercising with energy.

“Oh, but I simply can’t. I would if I could. I hate deceiving dear Mother. But where did you go, Diana?”

“I went down to the kitchen and got some hot milk and brandy for Violet and a hot-water bottle.”

“Brandy—Diana, but what would Mother say? And a hot-water bottle. You’ll catch it if she finds out.”

“Why should she find out? Anyhow Violet’s better now. The hot milk acted like a charm.”

“The hot milk? Oh, Diana, I’m afraid it may have been the brandy.” Enid said this sadly without a ray of amusement. She saw nothing either funny or comforting in her sister relaxing into a drunken stupor. The thought of such pain as she had seen assuaged hardly touched her.

“I don’t care whether it was the milk or the brandy or the hot-water bottle, she’s better now than if we’d left it all to Nature,” Diana said this in the hard unappealing way which Enid admired while secretly feeling repelled by it. Now she said as she tested the almost damp cold of her bed with her thin blue feet:

“Oh, Diana, it is cold. Shall we sleep together?”

Diana said quickly, “Oh, no it’s not cold enough for that.” She had a dreadful inner feeling about sleeping with Enid and never did so if it could be avoided. Enid slept with her only for warmth as sheep sleep and huddle together, but Diana was afraid about this. Afraid only of herself. Obscurely obstinate in her avoidance of such contacts.


II



AMBROSE FRENCH-MCGRATH who had begotten these daughters was a gloomy and nervous man who infinitely preferred the company of his inferiors to that of his equals by birth and station. He had suffered all his life from being the son of a man famous for his wit and renowned for his recounting of those tales of Ireland’s merry peasants which found such delighted audience in those simpler and heartier days. Always as compared to his nimble-witted parent Ambrose had been accounted but a sad dog and a dreary one, indeed had it not been for the woodcock shoot Lady Charlotte’s father would hardly have looked on him as much of a pretender for the hand of his daughter. However, as things turned out he made little Char a most suitable husband. Suitable indeed he was for he interfered with his wife in nothing, her moderate good sense was far more obvious to him than her complete tyranny. She looked to the running of Garonlea with a competent discretion that every one except the land agent felt to be a miracle of insight and almost supernatural power in a woman of those days. The agent knew too well how pig-headedly obstinate and reactionary Lady Charlotte could be, how unfair in her preferments and disposals. He alone could know how many awkward situations she had created and left him to deal with, but he knew too that good agencies were not too many, and as he was an old and tactful man, he was able to contain himself and agreed heartily with all those who so often said that Lady Charlotte was truly wonderful.

Ambrose her husband really thought so. He was implicit in his loyalty and belief in her and grateful indeed for the leisure her activities left him to pursue his own mild pleasures and businesses. His pleasure in the chase had been great though mild. There was no hunting now near Garonlea. It could never have been described as an active pursuit, but his own cowardice annoyed him not at all, so fox-hunting had been really a pleasure and not a scourge in his life. He was only a moderate shot, which of course was a pity, but a fine fisherman, and had, moreover, a sound knowledge of forestry which he was able to put into practice over many acres of his estates. His green felt hats were dented always in the same precise manner and each morning he could scarcely wait for the post to come in, so anxious was he to be off to the woods to grub up elders, or to the fields to wage his lifelong war, spud against thistle. He took his duties as a magistrate and a churchman seriously and discharged them with a punctiliousness which took no account of his own personal convenience. He was tremendously and rather touchingly proud of his house and his lands, touchingly because his pride was so truly that of a tenant for life of these possessions. He had inherited from so many before his father and the place would go down, he hoped, to as many beyond his son.

There were so few things really to lay hold of about Ambrose, that dim, gloomy, kind man. The man was so hidden beyond his circumstances—“Son of old Desmond McGrath—most amusing fellow that ever was.” “His wife’s a wonderfully able woman.” “Best cock shoot in Ireland.” These were the phrases used to describe Ambrose. Nothing about him as a person. Nobody knew that he had eaten boiled eggs for breakfast until his youngest child was ten, simply because he fed the salty top to each child in turn at breakfast time. Nobody knew how he hated elders and loved ash trees though so much of his life was spent in uprooting one species and planting the other. Nobody knew how pure a pleasure it had given him to see hounds hunting a fox, or his setters in the heather or a young hound slipped on a hare. He had more connection with these things than with his daughters’ beauty, or with his satisfactory soldier son, or with his lands. His wife had made all these things too much her own.

Garonlea where these McGraths had lived for a long time had its share in the forming and making of that sadness in their natures which so few of the family seemed entirely to escape. Now and then the sadness would miss a beat, as in the case of old Desmond and Ambrose’s own son Desmond, and there was a character ready for pleasure and unvexed in mind, but the effect such owners had upon the place itself was as uncertain and as quickly dispersed as was the stamp they left on their successors who seemed the heavier for that brief shifting of gloom.

What is there that can be told about Garonlea and the evil that can be on a place through want of happiness. Or even of a will towards happiness. Family tragedy is brief and sudden in comparison to this that lies like the breath of mould in old clothes on the people who live in such a place. It seems as though nothing could ever dissolve such mists and ill vapours, or only for such a little while. So inexact, so dim is such a gloom, it is hard to say whether it is the effect of place on character or character on place. Thus was Garonlea affected beyond its native melancholy by these gloomy McGraths who had lived there such a dreadfully long time.

One side of a deep valley lay Garonlea with its rich lands and its woods of Craiga and Laphonka and Gibbets Grove, and its village of Garonlea. And on the farther side of the river that ran down the valley length, on this opposite side of the valley there is a gayer, lighter air to breathe. It is really and tangibly a better place altogether.

The house of Garonlea is built so near the river that the terraces of its garden drop down from the windows to the lush banks of the river. And above the house the comely embowering woods fulfil the act of clothing the mild valley in a manner more suited to an English manor than to a sad Irish place. The House was best described by some lady whose gifted pen wrote of it in a weekly paper as “an elegant castellated mansion.” Such a house indeed was built by the McGrath who pulled down a Georgian dwelling house and built himself this habitation of glorious Gothic, out of a rich wife’s money. Well, they had let themselves go and probably enjoyed the result.

But with all its vulgarity of architecture some curious eternal line of beauty remains to the house. Perhaps because its awful Gothic mass is built of the local gold-grey stone. But colour is not line. Vaguely the house is the right height for its width and has been built in the right attitude exactly for the shallow wooded height of the valley behind it. Below, the terraces dropping flight by flight, lion-guarded at each flight, towards the river, were well and elaborately cultivated. Crimson ramblers threading an intricate pergola, much bedding out of lobelia and geraniums in their proper season.

Here the girls would walk and sit and sew together and read the novels of Sir Walter Scott aloud to their mother. And if their brother Desmond was at home he would come out and have a joke with them now and then. They thought Desmond was marvellous. So daringly frivolous. So of a farther world. So brave, so sweetly scented when he kissed them in the morning. So full of jokes he might not say to them. So languorous and dreamy on some summer night when the valley was heavy in mist and white jasmine scented the air, its sprays leaden white near a dark window.


III



IT was in November that Desmond McGrath brought to Garonlea his love and Bride-to-be. It was her first visit to his home. Nor had she met Lady Charlotte before nor Desmond’s father nor one of the four sisters.

It had been one of the quick things in her life, this engagement to Desmond, and her father saying, “Well, you have only known him six weeks—But the Garonlea shoot is famous, really famous. Besides there is something I like about the boy. You must please yourself, my pet, and remember I hate to lose my little girl.”

“You mean you hate to lose your little housekeeper,” Cynthia had said with a practicality unusual at her date. “You’ll marry again, Daddy. You’re a very attractive man. I’ve had a hard time keeping off prospective stepmothers. Much worse than you’ve had with my suitors.” It was the wit of the day, and ran in rather flowing periods. Nobody resented this.

“A naughty little girl, I regret to say,” he answered.

One of those admirable filial while maternal kisses and she had gone.

At Garonlea Lady Charlotte was saying to her husband, “Her family is all one could wish. But we have never had anything to do with Racing. I could have hoped that was different.”

Ambrose answered, “Well, she has seen her father lose a lot of money—what about the Cambridgeshire when his horse started a red-hot favourite and finished down the course.”

“Let us hope the child knew nothing about the matter. Anyhow it’s good blood, remember, and I was presented the same season as her mother. So really one can’t help feeling dear Desmond has made a good choice.”

The girls were told:

“Desmond has written to his father and to me saying he wishes to be engaged. He is coming over for the first woodcock shoot and hopes to bring his—his bride-to-be with him so that we may all get to know her and to love her.”

“Mother! Do we know her?”

“Next week?”

“Oh how exciting!”

“Who is she?”

“Well, Diana, if you will give me your attention for a moment and try not to interrupt I will tell you. She is a daughter of Colonel George Holland-Mull and her mother, who was presented the same year that I was, was a Hamish, a daughter of the last Coolcullen.”

“But they’re all as mad as hatters.”

“Di—ana?”

“Oh, but it’s true. Half the Hamishes are locked up.”

“My child, to repeat such foolish gossip is both vulgar and dangerous. Please never mention the subject again to any one.”

“All right. But it is true.”

“Diana, I don’t wish to hear another word from you. The idea. Are you aware that you are being extremely impertinent to Mother?”

So Cynthia Holland-Mull (such good blood, remember) came to Garonlea for the first time one November evening when there was a high star in the sky and a light frost and the moon as clear as glass above the high hedges and faintly patterned fields and the thin distant line of mountains. She and her lover bowled along in a dashing high-wheeled dogcart behind a brisk chestnut horse. Desmond, though his unqualified happiness was almost unendurable, did not touch her hand with his once, not her gloved hand beneath that fur rug as he drove the seven miles from the station to Garonlea. After all there was a stable boy sitting with his back to them in the rear seat of the dog-cart.

“You’re certain you’re not cold?” he asked her every mile or so and she smiled at him through her veil, for how could she be cold in her dark green driving coat lined with fur and its three-tiered cape like a highwayman’s, and her feet in their pointed glacé kid shoes were warm as toasts in a blue fur-lined foot muff. And though she would scarcely have said so, how could she feel cold in the glow and the thrill of Desmond beside her.
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