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KATE O’BRIEN


(1897–1974) was born in Limerick, Ireland, the fourth daughter of Catherine Thornhill and Thomas O’Brien. Her mother died when she was five and she was educated at Laurel Hill Convent, Limerick, and at University College, Dublin. Kate O’Brien lived in London for some years where she made her living as a journalist and began to write stories and plays. She also worked in Manchester, on the Guardian, and spent a year as a governess in Spain: a country she was to return to and write about often.


Kate O’Brien originally became known as a playwright, her first plays being Distinguished Villa (1926) and The Bridge (1927). But it was with the publication of her first novel, Without My Cloak (1931), that her work became widely acclaimed. Described by J. B. Priestley as a “particularly beautiful and arresting piece of fiction”, it won the Hawthornden and the James Tait Black Prizes of 1931. This was followed by eight more novels: The Ante-Room (1934), Mary Lavelle (1936), Pray for the Wanderer (1938), The Land of Spices (1942), The Last of Summer (1943), That Lady (1946), The Flower of May (1953) and As Music and Splendour (1958). Two of these novels, Mary Lavelle and The Land of Spices, were censored for their “immorality” by the Irish Censorship Board. Kate O’Brien dramatised three of her novels, That Lady also being made into a film starring Olivia De Havilland; she wrote travel books: Farewell Spain (1937), and My Ireland (1962); an autobiography, Presentation Parlour (1963); English Diaries and Journals (1943) and a monograph on Teresa of Avila (1951). Her works have been translated into French, German, Spanish, Czech and Swedish.


After a brief marriage at the age of twenty-six Kate O’Brien remained single for the rest of her life. In 1947 she was elected a member of the Irish Academy of Letters and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature. She lived in Roundstone, County Galway until 1961 when she moved to Boughton, near Faversham in Kent, where she died at the age of seventy-six.


Of her work Virago publishes Mary Lavelle, That Lady, Farewell Spain and Without My Cloak. The Ante-Room, The Land of Spices and The Last of Summer will be published in forthcoming years.
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ALL THE CHARACTERS and their names in this story are fictitious and (except of course in incidental references to a few historic persons) no reference is made or intended to any actual person living or dead.




 


 


Why didst thou promise such a beauteous day,


And make me travel forth without my cloak,


To let base clouds o’ertake me in my way,


Hiding thy bravery in their rotten smoke?


’Tis not enough that through the cloud thou break,


To dry the rain on my storm-beaten face,


For no man well of such a salve can speak,


That heals the wound, and cures not the disgrace:


Nor can thy shame give physic to my grief;


Though thou repent, yet I have still the loss:


The offender’s sorrow lends but weak relief


To him that bears the strong offence’s cross,


Ah! but those tears are pearl which thy love sheds,


And they are rich, and ransom all ill deeds.


 


Sonnet xxxiv: William Shakespeare





INTRODUCTION



It has always seemed to me that there are two languages in Irish literature apart from the obvious ones of Irish and English. The languages of the East and West of Ireland. At the end of “The Dead” by James Joyce, a young bespectacled and intellectual-minded Dublin man, after arriving home from a New Year party, in their bedroom, with the rumoured imminence of a deluge of snow outside, questions his Galway wife about a boy, now dead, with whom she’d been close in Galway, his memory having been conjured by a party lament.


“I suppose you were in love with this Michael Furey, Gretta,” the young man tremorously asks.


“I was great with him at that time”, is his wife’s desultory reply.


Two languages that can never meet. And after putting down Without My Cloak it occurs to me that there are two other languages in Irish literature, that of men and that of women. James Joyce and other male writers were credited with the great weight of Catholic Irish expression but it can now be seen that there are three women who, to use George Moore’s phrase, tilled the field of Irish nationalist, Catholic identity and who summoned up their own field in Irish literature, which in a way they share. They each write of low-lying land bordering on hills or mountains. Mary Lavin of Meath and Athenry. Edna O’Brien of South East Clare. Kate O’Brien of Limerick, bordering on South East Clare. But the troubled and visionary heroine in the pagan, metallic-lighted air of Edna O’Brien’s A Pagan Place would be a stranger to the populace of Kate O’Brien’s novels; she is looking in an opposite direction to them. The populace of Kate O’Brien’s work have their own troubles; upper middle-class Irish people, they came into being on a wave of opportunity open to Catholics after the Penal days. By the Pope’s jubilee in 1877 we are alarmed to find many of their members travelling to Rome “in order to look on the living face of His Holiness and kiss his authentic toe”. This ethos, this code of conduct, has its victims, girls startled out of their virginity in Spain, lapsed and garrulous clerical students in nineteenth-century Rome. They talk a lot. They think a lot. But their troubles and their agonisings are rimmed by a code which would be alien to the spare-boned woman, addled by promiscuous flights of thought, traipsing home to her mother’s funeral in Edna O’Brien’s short story “A Rose in the Heart”; it is a code determined by nuns lost in Belgian convents and fruity-tongued priests always about to don stoles. No matter how far they depart from it, Ana in That Lady and Clare in As Music and Splendour are aware they are departing from a touchstone. Right up to the end, in an extract published in 1972, from a novel Constancy Kate was working on at the time, the heroine is bound by background.


“I’m not a good anything—but I am a Catholic.”


Christina Roche, the bastard servant girl, is the only one who gets away in Without My Cloak. This, Kate’s first novel, published on her thirty-fourth birthday in December 1931, is her most complete statement about family. At one point in the novel it is insinuated that a Considine can only have a life as part of a collective, he or she is always answerable to an amalgam. Caroline and Denis try to forage their paths away. But there is no escape. The result of Caroline’s attempt anticipates that of Denis which is not given. “Love, that Caroline had so long forgone, then found and flung aside and wept for, had now become a thing she hated to consider.” In Kate’s later novels the heroes and heroines would make many forays towards escape, Mary in Mary Lavelle, Clare in As Music and Splendour. In The Land of Spices there is a strange reversal where a woman flees her father’s exultant homosexuality into a convent. But the argument is always there, as for Caroline in Without My Cloak who, having run away to London and on the threshold of adultery, is confronted by a hallucination.


She saw those generations come whirling towards her now as on that river’s flood. All Mellick she seemed to see, men and houses, quick and dead, in an earthquake rush to overtake her. Faces whose names escaped her, clerks of her father’s, old beggar-women, shopgirls, ladies with whom she drank tea, her confessor, Father McEwen, pretty Louise Hennessy, Mrs Kelleher the midwife, and Tom with his stole on, ready to preach, and Molly picking bluebells . . .


At the moment of release, of sublimation, there is the wraithe of “the hideous kitchen cat”.


It was that woman, Elizabeth Bowen, who slipped in and out of Irish literature, who said that Kate O’Brien could be the Balzac of Ireland. Mary Lavelle and That Lady are outsiders to Kate’s gleanings from provincial Irish life; Mary and Ana are versions of the one being, Ana older than Mary; they are women trying to unite their own passionate natures with the fixtures of family, church, God—and land. Without My Cloak, The Ante-Room and The Land of Spices form a trilogy of provincial Irish life in an ascendant order of power. There is a rocky, distanced, Balzacian edge in The Ante-Room which is only elusively present in Without My Cloak. In The Land of Spices language and theme merge to create a Pissarro-type subtlety of landscape, both of exteriors and of the soul. But Without My Cloak has a gaucheness and a charm which the other two novels lack; it has the breadth of extreme and unselfconscious daring; it is very much like Denis Considine, going forth without his cloak, only a dazzle in his eye and a lock on his forehead, with the admonition of Uncle Eddy, echoing Henry James in The Ambassadors, vaguely in his ear—“At your age young man, you should be free and selfish and quite blind. You should be trampling over this and that and everything to reach yourself—you should tolerate no cramping, masterful, enduring love”—and a thousand stories reeling in his head, “stories of Matteo Ricci and Benedict Goez and Father Benoit”. In short it gathers many of Kate’s future virtues and preoccupations into one stable piece. The stability is soon to be broken. Whatever happens to Denis Considine after the novel finishes?, one fearfully asks. But it is a mirror for the Irish middle classes to look at themselves and say “We weren’t that bad”, forgetting that an ancestor of the Considines was a horse-thief and rode out of an amorphous dark to create their lineage; a dark not unlike that in “The Dead” in which Michael Furey lies dead, a threatening, unstable, haunting dot in the consciousness.


“The Dead” is a good point on which to start talking about Without My Cloak. In “The Dead”, in a city edged by poverty, the Misses Morkans’ table is laid out—


A shallow dish full of blocks of blancmange and red jam, a large green leaf-shaped dish with a stalk-shaped handle, on which lay bunches of purple raisins and peeled almonds, a companion dish on which lay a solid rectangle of Smyrna figs, a dish of custard topped with grated nutmeg, a small bowl full of chocolate and sweets wrapped in gold and silver papers and a glass vase in which stood some tall celery stalks. In the centre of the table there stood, as sentries to a fruit-stand which upheld a pyramid of crepes and American apples, two squat old-fashioned decanters of cut glass, one containing port and the other dark sherry


—as often are the tables in Without My Cloak in a land of poverty—


Cold fowl, cold game, cold ham, salmon mayonnaise, lobster salads, cucumber salads, sandwiches, olives, salted almonds, petits fours, éclairs, cherry flans, fruit salads, the famous Considine trifles.


“Quadrilles. Quadrilles”, a rosy-faced woman commands in “The Dead” while at the party before Honest John dies in Without My Cloak Molly says to Caroline “Do you think we could have a quadrille?” In “The Dead” Gabriel Conroy intuits her coming death in the face of Aunt Julia as she pipes “Arrayed for the Bridal”. Death interchanges with merriment in Without My Cloak. There is almost a sacramental, elected rhythm to this interchange. But such rhythms, as in “The Dead”, are governed by the indissoluble, ancestral dark.


Kate’s grandfather only came to Limerick after the 1845–48 Famine, one of the many unlanded peasants heading on the cities, and the rise of the O’Brien horse-breeding business was breathtakingly rapid. Already it was in decline when Kate was a child. Without My Cloak draws on and encapsulates the afterglow in her childhood of this business at its hiatus. The history and lore of the nineteenth century obviously lapped on her childhood mind and created a solidity of texture which she would draw from again in The Ante-Room, The Land of Spices and in As Music and Splendour. As Music and Splendour, her last novel, like her first, is mainly about youth and its contradictions and agonisings, but in her first novel the image of youth is expressed through a young man, Denis Considine. It is Denis’s story which is the crescendo of the book and the goal towards which the book goes. In retrospect he could have been the author of the book. A kind of Roderick Hudson figure, on the threshold of many experiences. “He flung off his nightshirt and raced across the room. He was as beautiful as the morning and as innocently unconscious of his beauty.”


It seems to me that at the point in the novel when Christina Roche finally takes leave of Denis in Gansevoort Street in New York two parts of Denis’s character divide. The part that stays in America through the character of Christina Roche, exposing itself to the vastness and unpredictability of a new continent, is Kate O’Brien, the novelist. The part that returns to Ireland is the conscience which adheres to the mainstay of family and tradition. The American episode in the book is its highpoint, the point which dominates the book, towards which all the action flows. Kate is addressing herself in a simple, intellectually uncontaminated way to an archetypal Irish experience. That of exile and pursuit of the exile. Especially across the divide of the Atlantic. Christina Roche is driven to the perils of the New World because she has transgressed the social code in Ireland. Denis pursues her. In Mary Lavin’s impressive story “The Little Prince” a woman, about to marry, plots to send her embarrassing brother away:


Far away though that new world might be, to be reached only by crossing the vast Atlantic, what other remedy was there for a spendthrift like him: who had no sense of what was due to his family? Many a young man like him went out in disgrace to come home a different man altogether; a well-to-do man with a fur lining in his top-coat, his teeth stopped with gold, and the means to hire motor cars and drive his relatives about the countryside.


The Atlantic is the solution to all problems, a liner on it framed in an advertisement in her father’s shop which, like many Irish country stores of years ago, is also an agency for trans-Atlantic tickets. Forty years after her marriage she and her husband pursue her brother whom she has not heard from in that time and catch up with him as a corpse.


But if it was her brother, something had sundered them, something had severed the bonds of blood, and she knew him not. And if it was I who was lying there, she thought, he would not know me. It signified nothing that they might once have sprung from the same womb. Now they were strangers.


In New York Christina and Denis realise they are two different people from what they were at home. Denis’s embrace is newly negotiated by the New World and falsity is revealed in it. A momentous experience is inaugurated for Christina. Exile and turning her back on all that she was familiar with. Denis patters home. It is a situation, which by order of Irish history, must have been repeated in millions of Irish lives.


And what does Denis return to? The Catholic, upper middle classes of Ireland. That elusive band. In Without My Cloak the Hennessys and the Considines jostle for credentials. The Hennessys can claim ancestors among the Wild Geese, the aristocrats of Ireland who went out on the tide after the Irish defeat of 1690 and 1691; some of the Hennessy numbers tossed around with the armies of Europe as part of the legendary Irish Brigade during the eighteenth century, in Austria, in France; they seem to have returned at the tailend of that century. During the worst of the Penal Laws there was still trading by Catholics. Even wealthy Catholic merchants could be pointed out. Traders with the guile for big business got around the Penal Laws where no one else could. This was especially true in the remote West of Ireland, say, among the O’Connells of Derryvane. During the eighteenth century smuggling was a large part of the relish of business. The same ships that smuggled goods in from and out to Europe brought the Latin and Greek inculcated goslings of the merchants to Europe to be educated. Daniel O’Connell and his brother got out of France on the same ship which brought the news of the guillotining of Louis XVI to England. But the new freedoms of the nineteenth century gave Catholic merchants the room to move more freely; the professions were still mainly with Protestants (Catholics were banned by their church from going to Ireland’s illustrious university, Trinity College, Dublin), but the first half of the nineteenth century saw the dramatic rise of a new, wealthy Catholic merchant class, like the Considines. Oliver Saint John Gogarthy could claim three generations of doctors on his father’s side of the family. That was almost unheard of for a Catholic. But his mother was of a wealthy Galway merchant family. It was she, incidentally, who initially stopped him from attending Trinity College, where his father had graduated. The tradition on his father’s side bathed Gogarthy in a confidence which distinguished him from most Catholics of his time. But by the end of the nineteenth century families like the Considines had accumulated their own kind of confidence and arrogance about their place in Irish society. John Aloysius Hennessy, that old man in Without My Cloak, with Wild Geese and Irish Brigade gurgles in his blood, stands for “the autocracy of wealth and the supremacy of the bourgeoisie”. In The Flower of May, her second last novel, Kate gives a picture, which oddly seems enamoured of them, of the Irish Catholic upper middle classes at the turn of the century. They are the same class which prompts the young hero in Michael Farrell’s Thy Tears Might Cease to write under an inscription of his grandmother’s “To the Glory of God and the Honour of Ireland”. They are the people, along with his own background of genteel, parlour-song piping Catholicism, which Stephen Dedalus turned his heels on at Dublin Bay. It was partly them too that Francis Stuart, married into a wayward version of Catholicism, fled from to Germany in the 1930s. The conglomerate which makes Christina Roche tremble when she contemplates Denis’s marriage proposal to her:


Indeed for one who was a stranger to the proud middle classes, she formed a surprisingly accurate picture of how that class would regard her tentative of entering it. Beyond the first storms and the first piercing humiliations, she saw the long array of years that she would have to live at the centre of that great, possessive horde, unforgiven by them, unaccepted, but forever hemmed in; felt their contemptuous eyes on her as she fumbled to learn their superficial tricks, not for their sakes but for Denis’s, fumbled and failed because of them standing by; saw their resentment if she made Denis happy, their sagacious head-wagging if she didn’t; heard their anxious comments on Denis’s children, tainted with her lowliness; felt her own gnawing terror of them that would never lie easy in her to the end of her days.


They survived, as the possible meat of literature, into the late 1940s, but now they seem to have been absorbed into the ubiquitous nouveau riche of Ireland. But sometimes a house at the end of an Irish street, turned convent, or a mansion become mental hospital, is a monument to them. Without My Cloak, like the stained-glass windows of Evie Hone, is a monument to them; it has a recessive quality; it can be brandished with rugby triumphs of long ago or a photograph of a young scintillating forelocked merchant in a gleaming new white shirt at the turn of the century, a schooner or two outside the background window maybe, as a testimony of something we imagine, like the arbitrator Kate O’Brien was as a child, once existed.


For a real understanding of Kate O’Brien’s work it is essential to read Without My Cloak. Its presence is always there in her other work. In it she swore the affidavits of her fiction. The luminousness and the force of its energy are a surprise set against some of her later work; it is a book written with an Irish accent rather than with the English accent Kate O’Brien actually later adopted in real life. There are minor embarrassments, but the elegant flow of the novel sustains itself against these. It is a book about being young and the effect of first sexual experience on life.


In her last novel she returns again to the theme of youth. The two young Irish opera singers in Italy meet the heights of success in their art. But the quotation from Shelley at the beginning of the book makes it seem that Kate O’Brien distrusts success.


As music and splendour


Survive not the lamp and the lute


The heart’s echoes render


No song when the spirit is mute.


When hearts have once mingled,


Love first leaves the well-built nest.


The weak one is singled


To endure what it once possessed.


Oh love who bewailest


The frailty of all things here,


Why choose you the frailest


For your cradle, your home and your bier?


Shelley got it wrong. Music and splendour do have reverberations. Kate O’Brien’s work is picking itself up again and presenting itself to a new public. The face of Denis Considine merges into that of Kate O’Brien as she accepts the Hawthornden Prize of 1931, an event reported by a number of newspapers of the time. It is on that level we must accept Without My Cloak. As a work of youth. With some of the guilelessness and all the trust of youth. A young woman is giving us a book again much as Denis Considine wanders into parties and gives his love to ephemeral beauties. There is the shock and the immediacy of youth about it. Writing about young people from the vantage point of her later middle years Kate O’Brien injects obvious sadness into the theme; Clare in As Music and Splendour is doomed either to be a loser in love or else to be blanketed in what she considers amorality, a tawdry life of reaching out to her own sex, accruing sins. But neither is Denis Considine safe from a similar fate. We know that the music and splendour of his life at the end of Without My Cloak will fade into acquiescence to the Irish Catholic upper middle classes. The moment of music and splendour, the moment of love, is a barrier against the presentiment of age, the inevitability, intrinsic in the moment, because it has not been insured against by the fibre of the spirit, of the failure of the resources of the imagination and the spirit. Clare in As Music and Splendour stands up and takes her moment of glamour too but her taking it is qualitatively different because there is a creative dignity in her action which will ward off the worst ignominy of loss. The novelist has learnt along the way. The nerves have been racked, the choices made; the rest is the legacy of those choices. But Clare, Ana, and Christina will always have the moral weight over Denis Considine because theirs have been the braver and the more consuming choices. Denis Considine’s choice, then, given to us with Jamesian delicacy, for all its momentary allure, seems to have been a tragic one.


Most of Kate O’Brien’s books end on a note of retreat. At the end of Pray for the Wanderer the hero (a male writer), on the verge of returning to England after a visit home, looks from the family homestead to the “river and the shining water” by a Limerick weir and finds that all, in the late 1930s, is still apparently well with the Catholic upper middle classes and their land. “The harmony within this house, for instance,—is that representative and does it promise anything? The uncrowded landscape, flowing peace.” But Without My Cloak, like Sons and Lovers in a different way, ends on a note of entering, of participating, of making a vulnerable gesture of acceptance.


At the end of Without My Cloak we are told that John Aloysius Hennessy has reckoned with the nineteenth century. We are now in a position to reckon with Irish literature of the first half of the twentieth century. The men have had their say. Stephen Dedalus has reared his head over the horizon of Irish literature. Frank O’Connor and Sean O’Faolain have let loose their often brilliant characters in their parables and their short stories. Francis Stuart, their contemporary, wrote his major and jostling work in the sixties (that is not forgetting his earlier and imaginatively soaring novels Pillar of Cloud and Redemption). But from the 1930s, forties, fifties and early sixties it is the women who now, mainly, seem to have the ascendant voice. That era in Irish history which John McGahern named “the dark”. Mary Lavin’s small-town business people toed and froed on the Atlantic during this “dark”. They seem to have suffered from concussion in regard to lost lovers, memory momentarily and jaggedly revived. Edna O’Brien’s girls were growing up, waiting for moments of sublimation of memory in a foreign city. Kate O’Brien, with her novels, challenged the “dark” and was rapped for it. She returned to live in the “dark” between 1949 and 1961. Her last thirteen years were spent in Boughton, near Faversham, almost forgotten by the world which had earlier dazzled her with recognition, a friend to the local Irish vicar, a luminous visitor to the White Lion pub. Shortly before her death her masterpiece The Land of Spices was reissued by an Anglo-Irish publisher. It was the first hint of an initially slow but now apparently enduring renaissance. Perhaps like Reverend Mother in The Land of Spices we should not judge, but Kate O’Brien’s place in Irish literature now seems fixed for the seriousness, the evenness and yet the witty detours of her voice; she was a Saint Teresa of Avila at a drawing-room party, a meditative for whose rich meditations on their predicaments her race should be grateful, a writer in whose opus Without My Cloak is a delicious and Chopin-ballade lightsome beginning.


Desmond Hogan, London, 1984
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PROLOGUE


1789


The Horse-Thief





 



PROLOGUE



 


THE light of the October day was dropping from afternoon clarity to softness when Anthony Considine led his limping horse round the last curve of the Gap of Storm and halted there to behold the Vale of Honey.


The Vale of Honey is a wide plain of fertile pastures and deep woods, watered by many streams and ringed about by mountains. Westward the Bearnagh hills, through whose Gap of Storm the traveller had just tramped, shelter it from the Atlantic-salted wind, and at the foot of these hills a great river sweeps about the western valley, zigzagging passionately westward and southward and westward again in its search for the sea.


A few miles below him on this river’s banks the traveller saw the grey blur of a town.


“That must be Mellick,” he said to hearten himself and his horse.


In the south two remote green hills had wrapped their heads in cloud; eastward the stonier, bluer peaks wore caps of snow already. To the north the mountains of St. Phelim were bronzed and warmly wooded.


Villages lay untidily about the plain; smoke floated from the chimneys of parked mansions and the broken thatch of cowmen’s huts; green, blue, brown, in all their shades of dark and brightness, lay folded together across the stretching acres in a colour-tranquillity as absolute as sleep, and which neither the breaking glint of lake and stream nor the seasonal flame of woodtops could disquiet. Lark songs, the thin sibilance of dried leaves, and the crying of milk-heavy cows were all the sounds that came up to the man who stood in the Gap of Storm and scanned the drowsed and age-saddened vista out of eyes that were neither drowsed nor sad.


Bright, self-confident eyes they were indeed, deep-set and brilliantly blue, seeming all the bluer because of the too black, too thick bar of eyebrow that brooded quarrelsomely above them. In spite of these savage eyebrows the eyes and face of the man were gay and his whole body had a coarse beauty. He was tall, and black-haired, with white skin, white teeth, ruddy cheeks, and heavy shoulders. His thick hands supported the indication of pugnacity in his brows, but they were nimble too, the hands of a horseman. One of them, playing lightly now on the neck of his strawberry roan mare, seemed to have hypnotised her restive weariness into peace. His hair was wild and his ragged clothes were stained with sweat and dirt. But he wore his rags and the three days’ beard on his chin with as much ease as he carried his strength, all these things being natural to him.


They were a contrast, this horse and man who seemed so much in harmony. His was the beauty of a peasant, something flung up accidentally by life. A root his bodily fineness might be called, but the horse he caressed was a flower. He was nature’s heedless work, but she, taking her inbred and highbred quality from generations of great blood stock, was a work of art. The breeders of Rose Red had brought beauty, through her, to the threshold of degeneracy. She was superb, she was the end of beauty in her kind.


Anthony Considine looked tenderly at her now and dropped his hand from her neck to caress her injured fetlock, laughing contentedly to think of the clever way he had stolen her.


She had a stud-book name, this strawberry roan, a noble name, which revealed her great descent, and was written above her loose box in the aristocratic stable she would never see again. But Anthony Considine, the first time he laid his thief’s hand on her neck, murmured “Rose Red” to her, and named her for himself for ever, as a lover names his mistress.


Now he had ridden her and led her seventy-two hours’ journey and more from her aristocratic stable, and the Bearnagh hills were a shelter at their backs. The tramp and his stolen love were tolerably safe, so long as they did not return to the treeless, lovely west. If they were to stay together they must descend into the Vale of Honey that was strange to them, and see what chances there were of free stable and bed in that grey smudge of a town called Mellick.


The man tossed back his curly, greasy hair.


“The Vale of Honey!” he said softly. “I’ve often heard ’tis a grand, rich, easy-going place. It’s like a saucer, upon my word, the shape of it, or like a dish, the way the little hills come up all round it. Faith, if it’s a dish, I hope it’s got our supper on it, Rose Red!”


He stood up and drew the bridle through his arm.


“Can you do it for me, asthore?” he asked the horse. “Can you limp five or six more miles along with me, God help you?”


Dusk was past and it was already full starlight when the horse-thief led his lovely roan past the crumbling gates of Mellick and along a well-paved and lighted street, which was called “Kilmoney Street” on its cleanly painted name-board, and which had a lively and a prosperous air.
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BOOK I


1860–1861


Honest John and His Children





THE FIRST CHAPTER



 


ANTHONY CONSIDINE paused in the office doorway and sniffed the evening good-temperedly. Good humour had been a suppressed excitement in him all day, and was rising now a little out of his control, so that he was conscious of his heartbeats and hardly able to withhold from singing. The April air touched his face serenely, and though he barely perceived the caress it heightened his mood of jubilation. He smiled into the street and tipped his hard high hat to an audacious angle.


“I’ll want the gig at No. 30 in half an hour,” he called backwards to the gaslit office, and without listening to the flustered assent of a roomful of clerks he strode away up the southward slope of the street.


The evening was of that tender kind that is frequent in Ireland in the Spring. Behind the Bearnagh hills the open sky was luminous where the sun had passed; afternoon rain glittered on roofs and in cart-ruts; smoke plumed from chimneys and the air was warm with noises of the relaxing day.


Anthony splashed along the puddled footpath; if he perceived the gentle evening, if he heard the rattle of cart-wheels, the thudding and laughing of boys at play, the scrape of a fiddle, the bark of a dog, the hoot of a coal boat; if he smelt lime and horse-dung and porter, hay and new-milled flour; if he saw night, not an hour away now, creeping up to his little town—he did all these things only with the slight sensibility of habit; for his observation, dominating the private pleasure that disturbed him on this evening, was now as always reserved for the men who walked the street with him, and for their business and their manner of setting about it. Anthony was a business man and a citizen and moved consciously in rivalry, friendship, and pride among his fellow citizens of Mellick.


Charles Street and his direction along it now went parallel with the seaward flow of the river. At the crossings, where short streets cut the New Town symmetrically from east to west, he could glimpse the great stream to the right of him down a short hill and observe the regular hurry of its course past the unhurrying docks; carts and ships and cargoes he noted, his own and other men’s, and all he saw refreshed his knowledge of the town’s business life and kept the surface of his mind in motion with trade affairs. When he looked eastward up the wide crossing streets, he snatched, one block away, a fragment of the life of King’s Street, where the shops were gay at this hour, and where broughams and phaëtons splashed arrogantly through the mud, bearing wives and daughters of the town to and fro between the tall brown houses at the southern end and all the fripperies and agitations of their social habit. The street in which they rode was a lively place compared with its long grey parallel where Anthony was walking. Charles Street consisted mainly of stores and offices; it wore the grave, grey look of commerce, an aspect increased by the dusty pallor laid on the street’s face by two or three great flour mills. Drays and carts were its chief traffic, interspersed by the occasional phaëtons of the merchants.


It was only nine years since John Considine, Forage Merchant, had moved his premises from Kilmoney Street in the declining quarter to their present admirable position in the New Town; but, standing now between Hennessy’s Mills and the Passionist Church, with its back windows opening on the Dock Road and the river, and on its face a look as blank and sad as any worn by its more venerable neighbours, the store managed to exude an air of ancient permanence.


Anthony left it behind him quickly this evening; went at top speed past Hennessy’s Mills too with their familiar swishing music, and their workmen flour-whitened to the eyelashes, nodded briefly to old Honan, drowsy at his perch in the Coal Office window, appraised the episcopal carriage-horses as they stamped on the cobbles outside his Protestant lordship’s dwelling, crossed the road by the theatre with a quick eye for Cummins’s play bill, turned into Lower Mourne Street and rattled the knocker sharply on the door of No. 30, his father’s house.


His sister Agnes let him in and took his hat.


In spite of the open secret that John Considine’s daughters must have at least eight thousand pounds apiece, no one had come courting Agnes—no one, that is, whom a Considine would desire or be permitted to marry. She was thirty now, only three years younger than Anthony, and there was nothing for it but to accept her as an old maid. Her virgin state irritated Anthony at times, as it irritated other members of the family. It did not suit Considine pride that any bearer of that name should appear to the world as flouted and unimportant, and Anthony could not help admitting that old maids were unimportant. However, his thoughts were not on Agnes to-night, and as, taper in hand, she climbed a chair to light the hanging lamp, he went past her quickly to the dining-room.


He found his father there. Honest John Considine, as the townspeople called him, was sitting upright in his leather and mahogany chair, that had been drawn away from the fire this evening and towards the window. He had a newspaper in his hand but he was gazing past it at what he could see of the street.


No. 30 Lower Mourne Street fronted north, and so the thin brightness of the April afternoon could not do much to illuminate the house. Beyond the windows the green buds opening on the sycamore trees gave a flicker of gaiety to the wide, brown-façaded street, whose further pavement sparkled in sun now after the shower. But from within John Considine’s dining-room this prospect was curtailed by bamboo window-screens and by looped curtains of red serge. A gilt cage stood on a table before one of the windows; its door was open and two green finches flew in and out of it.


“Good-evening, father,” said Anthony, and his voice brightened the room.


The older man turned towards him without graciousness.


“I didn’t expect to see you here this evening,” he said.


“Well, I can’t stop long. I only thought maybe you’d change your mind and come out and have dinner with us after all.”


“I had my dinner at half-past two, thank you.”


“And then you had a tea-party, I see,” said Anthony, teasing him affectionately. “You’re a regular old woman for tea-parties.”


Honest John conceded him a slow, jibing smile.


“Caroline looked in with a couple of the children,” he said.


“The fact of the matter is that your daughters spoil you, Mr. Considine,” said Anthony. “What’s Caroline’s news? How did she enjoy Dublin?”


“Bought the town up, by all accounts. And she had a new emerald bracelet on her that cost two hundred guineas if it cost a halfpenny.”


The old man’s eyes smouldered proudly as he recalled the silky, jewelled beauty of the daughter lately departed from this room.


“Fine for the Lanigans!” commented Anthony. “Money to burn, seemingly!”


“Like yourself, my fine fellow. Building yourself a country mansion more suited to a duke than a forage merchant!”


“I don’t know what dukes like,” said Anthony, “but if it’s good enough for a son of yours it’s good enough for anyone.” He sat down by the table and wheedled his father. “Come on out with me now like a good man, and help me eat my first dinner in the place!”


“One dinner a day is enough for me, thank you, and that at a decent hour.”


“And no wonder you’ve no appetite if you’ve been sampling all this stuff!”


Anthony helped himself to a long, thick finger of plum cake and waved a mocking hand at the remains of the tea-party still spread on the big table. Tea was always excellent at Lower Mourne Street, served in old Irish silver and big Rockingham cups. Always muffins and toast and soda bread and plum cake and seed cake and two or three kinds of jam, for John Considine was a sweet-tooth and, after his carriage with its splendid pair of horses, the trimming of his respectability that he liked best was afternoon tea.


Honest John was a heavily built, unprepossessing old man. His large head was thickly covered with grey hair; his forehead was low and deeply wrinkled; enormous black eyebrows beetled together gloomily above his sombre eyes. He wore neither beard nor moustache, but bushy side-whiskers grew low on his cheeks and chin. He had thick, plain features and excellent teeth. His suit of broadcloth was untidy; there were stains on his waistcoat, and his big, freckled hands, with their dirty, broken nails, were discoloured like a manual labourer’s.


He had had a successful life. He was born in Lady’s Lane, off Kilmoney Street in the old part of Mellick, in the poverty of poor folk of the seventeen-nineties. By singular good fortune he had had about two months’ schooling, and in manhood was proud that he could sign his name and read a newspaper.


There was no portrait anywhere of Honest John’s father, who had died in 1790, and his grandchildren often wondered what he was like. Though they talked little, and never in public, of his unedifying history, they knew its outlines, how he had come into Mellick one night from the west without a penny in his pocket and leading a lame and beautiful horse that he called Rose Red, and that everyone said he had stolen. The legend was that the first person in the town he spoke to was the widow Dooney, who kept a potato and crubeen* shop in Lady’s Lane. He put his head through the door of her shop while his horse was helping herself to hay off a wagon outside.


“Will you give me a supper of crubeens, woman of the house,” said he, “and chance my goodwill to pay you for them sometime?”


Whatever came over Ellen Dooney to make her so foolish, she gave him the supper of crubeens, and while he was eating it, he put the come-hether on her. She always said, and so did the neighbours, that he was a beautiful figure of a man. She married him, and had eleven months of storm with him, for all he cared about in the world was his horse, Rose Red, and boasting about her and drinking, and fighting all that vexed him with envious talk of her. One night he found the roan horse poisoned and dead in her stable. He went from her down into Friar’s Well, where some lived that coveted her and mocked him, and he raised a great fight in the street. All the men of Friar’s Well joined in, and it was never known exactly who gave the blow of a crowbar that stretched Anthony Considine dead, but he was carried home to the crubeen shop in Lady’s Lane, cold and stiff on a shutter, in the hour that his son, John Anthony, was born. That was all that his grandchildren knew of the horse-thief from the west.


Ten years later that son John Anthony, looking older than his years, was weighing potatoes in his mother’s shop and counting out crubeens. Youth was over.


John worked hard and seemed to have no desire to do anything else; his only weakness was a hankering after stablemen and horsey gossip. He liked to hang round the horse-fair and appraise good-looking horses. Sometimes he longed to buy a horse, and had to mock himself out of so absurd a dream.


From his association with the men who followed fairs it happened that when he was sixteen he negotiated a deal between two farmers for a load of hay. In the following week he arranged a larger deal, and made fifteen shillings for himself on it. He saved this sum, and watched his chance to make another deal in forage. It came within three weeks and brought him a profit of nineteen shillings and ninepence. An idea began to form in his head. He invested all the money he and his mother could spare in six sacks of oats that were going cheap. When he bought them he had no purchaser in view, but within a week he got rid of them at a good profit.


On his twentieth birthday he opened a small store in Kilmoney Street. The sign above its door announced uncertainly that he was “John Considine, Hay, Strau and Forrage Deeler.” When he was twenty-three he sold the crubeen shop, took a long lease of the old house above the forage store, and brought his mother from round the corner in Lady’s Lane to live there. In the same year, he brought a wife to his new house, a plump and pretty girl from a neighbouring lane. He married her at six o’clock on a dark March morning of 1813, and opened his store in the usual way of business at seven o’clock.


He prospered in Kilmoney Street. His wife was docile, his mother thrifty. He had himself a tireless capacity for work and an inclination to take risks. As he grew older, he ceased to talk more than was necessary with stablemen, and lingered only as business required around the precincts of the horse-fairs. He seemed to forget his dream of owning a good horse. In any case he rapidly grew too heavy and too busy to ride one. He became a silent, self-reliant man, whose wife feared and venerated him and whom even his mother approached with caution. Uncouth and simple he remained in his own life, but growing rich, loaded his womenfolk with silks and gauds, and became a great buyer of jewels and trifles for them.


His wife bore him thirteen children, of whom eight, four sons and four daughters, reached maturity.


His forage trade expanded, in spite of fluctuations of his luck, and before he was fifty he had to be accepted, however reluctantly, in Mellick as an important citizen. He possessed the more ordinary of the civic virtues; he was sober and honest, moderately generous, and with a sufficiency of local patriotism; he was proud to be a Catholic in days when that was not easy; and he always showed the courage of his rather staid opinions. He had only one enthusiasm and that was for Dan O’Connell, “the Liberator,” as he unfailingly called him. After O’Connell’s death he lost such interest as he had had in national affairs, and watched them, and the affairs of all the world, merely for their material reactions on his business and family. Political agitators, Ribbonmen, Young Irelanders, and such like filled him with rage, and he was not shy about cursing them when he got the chance. The Potato Blight concerned him chiefly in that it was disastrous to his trade; the Crimean War brought back prosperity and was remembered with affection. During the Indian Mutiny he was vaguely and sardonically amused at what he guessed of England’s difficulties, but his native inclination always to think and act as an Irishman was perpetually impeded by a secret sentimental tendency to admire the sturdy little Queen. He inclined to like Mr. Gladstone better than Mr. Cobden, and he distrusted Lord Palmerston in all things. He was a hard master, a good Churchman, and an affectionate father—undemonstrative with his sons, but genial and courteous to his daughters. And as with every year his respectability grew in the town, so with every year he learnt to take a greater pride in the accident of his surname. To be a Considine seemed to Honest John a very special and magnificent responsibility. And all his children had grown up to agree with him.


He was seventy now, the autocratic owner of “John Considine’s,” the most extensive forage dealer and exporter in Ireland and one of the wealthiest men in the south. His wife was dead these fifteen years, and the doctors were telling him that his heart had become a very uncertain organ and needed care. These were his only visible troubles, and to the latter, however his children besought him, he refused to pay any regard. He was rich and respected in Mellick where once he had been a barefoot nobody; his carriage was drawn by a superb pair of high-stepping bay thoroughbreds; he inhabited a fine house in the best part of the New Town; his eldest son was a doctor, his second son a priest; two sons were in his business with him; two of his daughters were honourably married in the town; one daughter was a nun, and his youngest, Agnes, was the companion of his fireside; he had twenty-five grandchildren and possessed the means to provide well for all of them. Above these advantages, he had the love of his eight children, who had feared him in youth, and now, in their riper years, gave him a great affection.


It was not easy therefore to account for the depths of sadness in the eyes of Honest John below the too-black, beetling brows, or to say why his great shoulders sagged sometimes as if under a heavier load than seventy years.


Anthony, who stood at the dining-room window now in the failing light, was in his thirty-fourth year and was Honest John’s youngest son. He looked as if nothing could be more satisfactory than to be a Considine.


He was not only the best-looking of the family, with the exception of his sister, Caroline Lanigan, but he showed himself the most vigorous and forthright too, with a sweeping intelligence that often irritated the others. When he was more than usually on their nerves, if they happened to be strictly in family conclave, and shut off from even the most sympathetic relatives-in-law, some of whom might well have enjoyed but would never have been permitted a dig at him, his brothers and sisters allowed themselves the acid pleasure of comparing him to “Grandfather,” the horse-thief. But the comparison never wounded Anthony. When Dr. Joe, John’s eldest son, ponderous as his father and not nearly so shrewd, thought to impress the younger man and to give him pause in his arrogance, he hinted heavily of the strange belated visitations known to medical books of the sins of the grandfathers. When Tom, the priest, planned more concisely to put his brother in his place, he shook a warning head over Anthony’s port, and asked him, between sips, what he thought it would profit a man, etc: when plain, intelligent Teresa felt herself too enviously stung by his high-spirited beauty, she accused him of having “a drop taken.”


Anthony was dark-haired with a clear and vivid face; he was clean-shaven, except for small, picturesque side-whiskers, an adornment which the family inclined to condemn. His eyes were bright blue and deep-set, his teeth flashed finely when he laughed. He had John Considine’s weight of shoulder, but greater height with which to carry it, and lighter hips and legs. His thick hands were better kept than Honest John’s and though he was too self-confident and impatient to be a dandy, he wore good clothes and wore them well. He had vitality, quick wits, and charm.


As the two men talked now in the heavy twilight of the room, the kinship of their bodies was more apparent than their individualities. Certainly, peering through the thickening shadow, an observer could have guessed from them that their stock was on the up-grade, for the light was still enough to show the younger man as the finer and more civilised type, but father and son they were branded there, for any casual eye, by those innumerable blood subtleties which none of life’s after-chisellings can efface. Something of this visible bond was stirring too in Anthony’s mood to-night; the hour was one of special emotion for him, and in such times his feelings were open to irrelevant attack. The pressure of his mood had characteristically brought him hurrying round to his father’s house, when, in fact, his eagerness could not easily spare the half-hour; and now, as he looked down into the gloomy, noncommittal eyes of Honest John he was touched with a filial love, half pity, half veneration, for this ageing man, his father, who had made the Considines.


“And anyway you needn’t have dinner. Tea, or a glass of port, or whatever you want.”


“I can get whatever I want in my own house, Anthony.”


“I know that, sir. But won’t you come? I’ll come back with you myself in the carriage.”


“I’ll stay where I am to-night and thank you, my boy.”


It was one of John Considine’s peculiarities that he was able to soften his manner as his purpose strengthened. Anthony saw that happen now as he had often observed and admired its effect in business. He answered his father’s smile with a twinkle as he gave in.


“You’re an obstinate man. I thought that maybe you’d like to see us shaking in.”


“So long as I don’t live to see you shaking out I’ll be satisfied,” said John.


“You won’t do that, sir.”


“Please God,” said John morosely. Silence fell as Agnes and a servant entered with lamps.


“There’s the trap outside,” said Anthony. “I’d better be off.”


“Nice little cob you have there,” observed his father. And then he turned genially to Agnes. “The young blackguard has no better sense,” said he, “than to be trying to drag me out of my own house this cold night! Out to dinner, if you please, late dinner, at his new country mansion! What’s this we’re to call the place—River something-or-other!”


“River Hill, sir,” said Anthony.


“Too many River-this-and-that’s round here for my taste—silly name! Be off with you, sir—you and your late dinner—and let Agnes and myself have our tea, if you please!” He seemed happy now with a daughter clucking round him.


Anthony made ready to go. “It doesn’t feel right, you not being there for our first meal in the place, father. And we owe it all to you.”


Old John was grateful for that.


“You’re welcome,” he said fussily, “you’re welcome. But keep your head and mind what you’re about. I’ve no love at all for showy extravagance and I never thought you had. I’ll say this, that up to now you always seemed to have a head on your shoulders. What’s got you lately I don’t know, to be pouring out my money like water on builders and masons, after I buying you one of the best houses in the town four years ago.”


“You can afford it, sir.”


John grunted. “Maybe I could, if I saw the reason for it. Well, well, it’s my own fault to let you have the money. But I’d like to know what your brothers are thinking of my folly!”


Anthony laughed. “If that is all that’s bothering you you’re a happy man!”


“H’umph! I’ll trouble you not to sneer at your brothers, sir!”


“I’m not sneering at them, father.”


“Off with you, then. Don’t keep that valuable cob standing all night.”


“Anyhow, sir, you’re all having dinner with us next Sunday, aren’t you? That’s fixed, Agnes.”


“Maybe,” said John, “if you have it at a rational hour of the day.”


“Two o’clock.”


Agnes demurred politely. “It is too soon for the whole family to go out to you, Anthony. There’s a lot to be done, moving into a new place. Molly will never be ready.”


“Of course she’ll be ready. Didn’t I tell her to be ready? Why wouldn’t she, with servants eating their heads off all round her?”


“All right, young fellow,” said John impatiently. “We’ll come out, since you’re kind enough to know us these days, and you so high up in the world!”


Anthony twinkled at him and went out in even happier mood than he had come in, since now for the first time his father had allowed himself to be genial about River Hill. He was smiling as he gathered the reins and nodded dismissal to the man at the cob’s head.


The gig clattered smartly into King’s Street, and headed northward through the town, taking Anthony home for the first time to the new house by the river. The air was blue-grey now, and the lamplighters were out. King’s Street was very lively; many of the shops were still open, and Anthony admired the up-to-date gaslight in the better-class ones; English redcoats swaggered at every corner, some shouting in hilarious groups with the bolder girls, some coaxing the shy ones in doorways. Stars pricked the sky; a hawker’s fire glowed on the kerb and a smell of roast potatoes floated up from it deliciously.


Anthony clicked his tongue at the willing horse. There were many to be saluted, for the citizens liked to parade their handsome street on fine evenings. He missed no acquaintance, and though few resisted an inward, envious gibe—“too big to live in the same town with us now, it seems”—all were glad to be acknowledged by him in public. He was indeed a personage, as was proved by the cordial bow of his worship the mayor, Mr. John Aloysius Hennessy, rolling past in his victoria. The mayor’s wife, his second, who sat at his side, was English and had her name in Debrett, and she smiled even more kindly than the mayor when this handsome merchant doffed his hat to her.


But Anthony was not thinking of these people or of the flourishes of courtesy. They were welcome to their gibing and their calculated friendliness; it all sat easy enough on him. Indeed, if he had reflected on the half-jealous, half-placatory regard in which his acquaintances were beginning to hold him, he would have understood it, and regarded it with more pleasure than rancour. But to-night he smiled at them abstractedly, and it is even possible that the mayor’s lady brightened her eye for him in vain.


Soon the gig was rattling up the Carberry Road, and soon after that the trees that edged the new estate shut out the dimming west. “Gate!” Anthony called to the lodge-keeper as imperiously as if his ancestors had been doing so since the rout of the Danes. While he waited the “Wet Paint” notice on the iron gates waved welcome to him through the dusk like a ghost’s hand. He swung in under the budding lime trees, peering this way and that at his sleeping fields with the eyes of a homesick child. A dog barked from the stables, and gravel crunched under the wheels. He drew up at the doorway of the warmly lighted house.


He hurried to the porch. If it had been daylight he would have had to linger to survey the external glories of the place, although he must already have known them by heart. He would have chosen daylight for this first return, but filial piety had delayed him. And now tumultuously he felt that it was better this way, better to come to it when it was glowing with evening life, when his wife was quiet by some fire within it, and his children were curling down to their first sleep under its fold. Time enough in the morning to count its windows again for the fiftieth time, and its chimneys, and compare its northerly aspect with its northwest, and its southeast with its south—oh, all its entrancing aspects, time enough for them, a hundred mornings now, a thousand mornings. He made out the window of Denis’s nursery before they opened the door, and then, slipping past the exhausted-looking maidservant into the paint-smelling chaos of the half-furnished hall, he whistled contentedly for Molly.





 


* Pig’s feet.





THE SECOND CHAPTER



 


ANTHONY had done well perhaps to come home under the veil of the dark. The truth is that to impartial eyes the most pleasant aspect of River Hill was the nocturnal one, for with the best intentions in the world, he had built an ugly house. He was no æsthete, but only a man with progressive ideas. All that he wanted in his house, as in other things, was the best that his epoch could give him for his money. And the best that 1860 could give him in domestic architecture was not felicitous. He thought it was, and it would be pleasant therefore to let the matter go at that, but he built consciously for his posterity and so it is necessary to consider the house from posterity’s angle as well as his.


Anthony, whose father thought him an encyclopædia of culture, had had, even by Mellick standards, only a very average education, and perhaps the world beyond Mellick would have said that he was not educated at all. The Christian Brothers did their best for him, and did it firmly, leather strap in hand, but, emerging wearily from penal laws and hedge-schoolmastering, had little time to mince round the fine arts with their pupils. So, whether for reasons of nature or education or both, Anthony, brightest in his class at reading and writing and arithmetic, and more susceptible than most men to the beauty of women, of old simple songs and of the rivered landscape he was born in, had, as they say, no taste.


The architect whom he employed, however, a gentleman from Dublin with condescending manners and a reputation which almost justified them, was renowned in his own country, unlike most prophets, for the impeccability of his taste.


Mr. Cleethorpes Downey—that was the architect’s name—attempted no old-style reproduction in River Hill, his object being, as he said, to give Anthony a “high-class up-to-date gentleman’s residence.” And that was exactly what Anthony wanted. It was not that Mr. Downey was incapable of setting up a Doge’s Palace or a small Versailles on the Considine acres; indeed he would have revelled in giving Anthony a bit of each, with a dash of Tudor thrown in and a Moorish tower, but that sort of thing “runs into money, Mr. Considine” and Anthony’s funds, though large, were limited, and did not seem to impress Mr. Downey.


Between them, however, and pretty quickly—for Anthony called the tune—the man of taste and the man who had none reared up a large house of bright red brick on a tranquil dreamy hill, below which a great river murmured.


There were three storeys of this house in front, and four at the back, where Mr. Downey allowed the servants’ quarters to get the light of day. It fronted westward, throwing out its pathetic new colour across the curving waters, to streaky old bogs and the wine bloom of the Bearnagh hills. Fortunately, through an oversight of Mr. Downey’s, who liked “lofty effects,” it turned out to be considerably longer than its height, and this accident gave it a certain steadiness, which counteracted the absurd red grin, as of a good-natured toper, that the fanciful might have seen on its façade when the sun dazzled the windows.


The house was gabled at the north and south corners, so that the rooms at these points were enlarged and had “bays” instead of ordinary windows. Mr. Downey had wanted also to “throw out a round bay” from the south wall of the drawing-room, but Anthony intended to have a conservatory there and made him compromise with a French window, which would be useful when the dream came true. The architect was sympathetic about the conservatory, but it must be domed, he said, in many-coloured glass—and he quoted a line from “Adonais”.


Such was the new house. Old elms and limes were gathered about the sweet long slopes of its fields, to shelter it; rooks wheeled and homed above it, and the river, curving impetuously below on its north side and its west, sent up a solemn music to it night and day. So life’s inescapable beauty floated about Anthony’s crude new mansion, even for this first homecoming, and had even crept indoors where fires were burning and cakes were baking, where children had fallen contentedly asleep, where a woman mused before her mirror in the candlelight.


Anthony whistled softly in the hall.


§ 2


THE whistle brought Molly from her dressing-table into the corridor. Anthony sprang up the carpetless stairs softly, like a cat, and they went back to their room together. She kissed him and he held her on his arm as they walked.


“You’re worn out, my little girl.”


“ ’Twas a big move, I can tell you.”


“That means that you disobeyed me. Didn’t I order you not to lift a finger this day? Amn’t I paying for men and women enough to move the County Asylum from here to China? How dare you tire yourself out?”


She sat down before her dressing-table again.


“I didn’t, Anthony. Everything happened the way you arranged it, and I hardly did a thing. But the confusion——” She leant her head on her hand and smiled wanly at him.


“It’s over now,” he said. “And you must take all the rest you can in this good air. You’re feeling all right—in general, I mean—except for being tired?” He looked at her anxiously; she was in the third month of carrying a child. But she smiled a lazy reassurance at him.


“Are the children in bed?”


“Oh, yes.”


“Is Denis asleep, do you know?”


“I hope the three of them are. No one in this house wants to hear another sound out of them to-night, I can tell you.”


He laughed. “I’ll believe that. They like the place, you think?”


“Well, we didn’t bring them out until their rooms were ready, and that was fairly late—and considering anyhow that Denis is three and a half——” It was her turn to laugh.


“Ah, but he is old enough to know what he likes.”


“He was tired when he got here—the drive made them all sleepy.” She ran a comb through the curls on her forehead.


“I see,” said Anthony. “And are you better pleased with the move, do you think, Molly?” His voice was kind and conciliatory.


She shrugged good-naturedly. “Well, we’re here anyway. And it’s a fine big house. But King’s Crescent was good enough for me.”


“Nonsense. Buckingham Palace wouldn’t be good enough for you if I could afford better.”


“King’s Crescent was a grand place, I thought.”


“You’ve thirty acres of ground now, and the best air in Munster.”


“It’s the back of Godspeed.”


“It’s nothing of the kind, Molly.”


“Well, I feel buried alive here, I know that.”


“How do you feel that, I’d like to know? Haven’t you carriages and horses, and aren’t you only a mile from Mellick?”


“Oh, I don’t know. I’ll get used to it, I suppose.”


“You will, of course. It’ll be the making of you. But my father got used to it before you. Joking about it this evening, if you please!”


“Easy for him. He hadn’t to upset himself and come out here to live.”


“He had to give me the money, though.”


“King’s Crescent are the best houses in Mellick. Just as genteel people live there as outside the town. It’s good enough for Lady Roundstone.”


“Maybe. And that’s no reason at all why it is good enough for Mrs. Considine.”


“Anyhow, we can’t afford a big place like this.”


“May I ask how you know what we can afford?”


“Well, I don’t see how we can.”


“Neither can Tom see how. Neither can Joe. Neither can Sophia or Teresa, I daresay. You’ve been drinking tea with your ‘in-laws,’ Molly—that’s what’s wrong with you. But I’ll tell you what—the very first time you’re short on your allowance, or that your housekeeping books aren’t paid on the nail, you start talking about what we can’t afford. That’ll be time enough, my girl. And for the present, I’ll manage our affairs.”


He wasn’t angry and she knew it. He was amused at the crisscross of family gossip that was visible behind her grumblings.


He wanted her to be happy in her new house, and he understood her well enough to know that eventually it would give her pleasure; she was not a person to bear long grudges, and she had a natural liking for space and ease and for playing the fine lady. She had been happy in King’s Crescent, because, as she said, its houses were among the best in the town, and residence in them gave definite prestige. She had liked her snobbish neighbours, had liked the nods and becks of genteel town life, the tattle and the tea-drinking, the pretty posing to and fro in her carriage, the flattery that twittered unceasingly about her frou-frou elegance, and the envy that derided it. And now, although in her heart she must have known that as mistress of an imposing country house these things would multiply for her, and that her excursions through the town behind the stepping greys must henceforward gain in impressiveness what they might lose in frequency, she chose for the present to deplore her isolation from her familiar life and to punish Anthony’s lack of confidence with her disapproval. Very natural. But her husband did not like to see her even transitorily unhappy, and this disagreement had been troubling him for the best part of a year now, in fits and starts. He would be glad when it passed. He might have cleared it away before now by revealing to her how the possession of River Hill would aggrandise her in Mellick society, but he would not condescend to exploit her little snobbery; he knew only too well that she would find it all out for herself and aggravate him in the doing.


Anthony was a snob himself perhaps, if it is snobbish to take a too emphatic pride in lowly origin. He exulted, as did all the Considines, in the hard story of his father’s life and attached a value that was at least debatable to its material achievement. But more than the achievement he valued the simple virtues in his father that had made it possible, and if it was his dream to push that achievement further in his own time he would take care to do so without sacrificing or deriding the honourable simplicity of its beginnings. Molly might play the great lady to her heart’s content, she might be as full of whims and petulances as any tired beauty of a decadent aristocracy; these foibles attracted him and ministered delicately to his own especial glory; but when she tried, as once or twice he caught her trying, to gloss his father’s simple origin, when he glimpsed her tendency to dismiss as embarrassing man’s power to climb without losing the common touch, he let his temper fly above her frightened head. Their snobberies were not compatible.


He smiled at her now and laid a hand on her hair and she, leaning against him, looked up to the warm affection in his eyes and let him have the last word. Their bodies relaxed; Anthony’s hand moved over her hair and neck to her warm, silk-covered breast. Familiar, sensual peace crept into them, and they rested a minute together. The man’s eyes dreamt over her reflection in the mirror, and she took pleasure in it too.


How lovely she was! Five years of marriage, three births within that time and this new pregnancy, had indeed dimmed the morning radiance that Anthony had wooed, but the warm candle-beams made little of that to-night. Cloudily the two saw her reflected. Her waist was not modishly clipped in at present, but there was small outward sign as yet of her fruitfulness; her skirts of night-blue silk billowed to the floor; her little bodice, beribboned up and down with velvet and inlet with lace, was faithful to the lovely line of her breasts; pagoda sleeves engulfed her arms, but little jewelled hands gave pretty pledge for them; chatelaine and mighty topaz brooch weighed touchingly upon her slenderness. Her chignon lay softly on her neck, and dim curls clouded her forehead. Blue eyes, misty as Anthony’s were bright, smiled faintly from the pool of glass; the curve of her mouth had a dream’s outline, and over her indeterminate soft face shone the appeal of lovely transience. She was all woman, all fragility, of the type that flowers enhance, and parasols and jewels; pouring out tea she could look adorable, or dancing a quadrille, or singing at the piano; but beauty unfolded from her voluptuously in hours like this; evening and quietude adorned her like a crown.


Anthony’s thoughts turned back inconsequently to the first time he had stood beside her dressing-table; he remembered the rapturous excitement of that hour.


He had courted her in his quick style of conqueror. Brought to her father’s house in Dublin for the sole reason of his eligibility, he had been mightily pleased to play his expected part, once his eyes had fallen upon Molly. Her virginal beauty that hinted so sweet a promise sent him home in a storm of desire that December night of their first meeting. And on the twenty-fifth morning of the next April, five years ago this very month, he waited for her at the Communion rails of her parish church.


His wedding day had been too full of emotion for easy remembrance, but he saw that Winterhalter dress come swaying up the aisle to him again, crinoline, orange blossom, Mellick lace—all white as the bride’s white bosom. He saw her later in the carriage, saw rice and flowers and slippers in the air, and a receding group on the steps of her father’s house; he felt again the soft blue cloth of her going-away dress and smiled at the shy face in the cabriolet bonnet. Before they went abroad they had made a long pause in their London hotel, drowsed and exhausted in their happy consummation. Memory touched him warmly here. He roused himself with a little laugh and took his hands from her. Raptures of five years ago were sweet enough, but he was hungry.


“Don’t you want your dinner, Anthony?”


“Indeed I do. Half-past six seems a queer time to be thinking of it.”


“It’s only an hour later than you had it at King’s Crescent.”


“Oh, I know—I’ll get used to it. But I’m a hungry man to-night, I tell you. And you’ve all the house to show me afterwards, my little girl!”


“Come on down then.” They moved to the door.


“I’ll look at the children first,” he said on the landing.


“They’re sound asleep.”


“I won’t be a minute.”


He sped to the next floor, still with his catlike spring lest he should wake the slumberers.


§ 3


THE nurseries were on the south side of the house. He crept in at a half-open door. Windows and curtains were flung wide in obedience to him, though nurses trembled for his madness. The moon was up, mocking the babies’ night light. Anthony looked benevolently at Jack, and pulled the coverlet straight over the fat and dark-haired two-year-old. At Mary, aged ten months, he peeped more cautiously. And then he crept through another open door to an adjoining room. Denis, his eldest son, slept here. Light haloed the child’s bed, but he lay in radiance, undisturbed, offering his baby beauty to the moon without a quiver of foreboding. Anthony fell into immobility beside him and studied the lovely little head that was so like his wife’s. The child’s face was lifted to the moonlight, and wore a shadow of wistfulness now in the composed gravity of infant sleep. The small, compact mouth was closed and breaths came and went in peaceful rhythm. All seemed to be well with Denis in his new bed in his new house. But Anthony still watched him, without moving.


He loved this child inordinately. He loved him with a grave and apprehensive love for which there was no clear reason and which seemed out of place in his forthright character.


There had been nothing unusual in the circumstances of Denis’s birth. He was born after fourteen happy months of marriage. His parents had been pleased and matter-of-fact in their expectancy. There was satisfaction in spreading the news through the family, some members of which had already begun to wag their heads over the delay in this part of the wedding programme. All went well with the pregnancy; Molly had fits of weeping, of course, and fits of petulance and other woman’s symptoms, but married sisters and married aunts and all the married bosom friends of all these ladies saw everything to rejoice at in these developments of her state and circled about with smiles and whisperings and a hundred contradictory counsels. As her time drew near she grew extremely sentimental and made Anthony promise that if the child was a son they would call him Denis. The name offended him; he would have chosen from the plain names of his family; but Molly had come on it in novel-reading, and thought it very gentlemanly. “A lovely Irish name,” she said it was. She was in no state to be crossed just then, and so he agreed to call the child as she desired.


In the night of Molly’s labour, Anthony bore the historic pain of husbands in such hours, and when it was safely over they allowed him to take a look at his little son. He was a weary, almost an indifferent, man as he bent over the child that some woman held out to him. He wanted sleep and silence; wanted to get away from clucking midwives and forget the screams of his young wife. He was not ready to be interested in his son, with the mother’s ordeal still shaking him. But as he looked, to satisfy the women, the child gave out a little thin thread of a cry. A small, unearthly sound, hardly a sound at all, but it shivered through Anthony as nothing had done before; it shocked him; it jolted all the wild sensations of the night and overthrew them; it jabbed through his old self down to a nerve of tenderness that the rest of life had left untouched.


Women murmured on all sides. This was Denis, his son. He walked away with a tired step, but aware that a new, untravelled region of his heart was opening for the child they held.


Life crept back to the usual round; the house in King’s Crescent emptied itself of old wives; a procession of Considine carriages took Denis to his christening at St. Peter’s. Denis John Mary they named him when they washed away his original sin—the third name being added so that the Queen of Heaven might be his especial patroness. Gold mugs and silver plates were engraved for him by uncles and aunts; Honest John bought gilt-edged securities in his name, and Anthony laid down Burgundy. Molly revived and suckled the child contentedly among her pillows. Summer beamed on Mellick and Mellick’s river sang a lazy song. But at the store in Charles Street there was no indolence. This year of Denis’s birth was the most prosperous that Considine’s had known.


“He’s lucky,” said Honest John. “That fellow will bring luck to the place.”


Anthony’s love for his son, that had taken hold of him in hysteria, at the end of a long strain, did not relax as might have been expected when normal life returned. It changed indeed. The first raw tenderness became a gentle habit of thought; a joy that was content to flow within and be secret ran now below the man’s habitual geniality; his new preoccupation gave a more sober richness to that all-round happiness of his that men might see and envy. He found a use for thoughtfulness, and looked with new eyes at his world, sometimes, to see how it might strike his son.


Anthony had never in his life wondered about how things struck people. He was an impetuous fellow, of straightforward habit; he estimated life in what he saw and felt and bothered little with subtlety. He had a flair indeed for understanding men, but it was a swift, intuitive flair to which he gave no meditation. He never paused before the human mind. He visualised Molly, for instance, tenderly and kindly, as his dear little wife who loved him and whose life and thoughts were bound up irrevocably and uncomplicatedly with his. She was all-in-all to him, he might have said in the phrase of his day, and outside of that span she had no existence for him. He himself was what Molly saw, what other men saw, except for the trivial secrecies of family and business life which he supposed they might have the wits to take for granted. And of the spirit’s hinterlands he had never heard. That people who were closely associated, who loved each other, who were intimate, could live apart as well, could keep a space withheld, could have a separate vision on the world and a celibate life in it he never realised. Molly was married to him and happy—that was all he needed to know. He was her husband according to the canons of his day; his brain was a sound one and his personality forceful. He led, and his wife followed. It never occurred to him that she should not, or that there was anything else for her to do; he had not loved her quite enough for that.


He was to love Denis more. He was in fact to love him with a love which, if it was paternal, would bear no resemblance to the orthodox fatherly feeling inspired by his other children. They would grow to be more like him; younger sons would have more of his simplicity, more of his audacity and sense of fun, more of his engaging insolence and family pride. Beautiful daughters would gratify and amuse him. He would be generous and cheerful with them all, a conventional autocrat, glad to do his duty for them, fond even of indulging them when that occurred to him. Such education and opportunities as were open to the wealthy in Ireland they would have at his hands, and welcome. An excellent firm father he was indeed, just as he was an excellent firm husband.


But, by some freak of emotion, his usually self-confident spirit was destined to hover anxiously round Denis. There was a poignancy and strangeness in the child’s attraction for him. Delicacy and something as foreign to him as shyness stood on guard before the new emotion. He was not shy of it in his own thoughts; he accepted that this love for his son was greater and more unmanageable than he had expected it to be; in time he saw how it differed from his attitude to his other children, and that it transcended the love he bore his wife. He did not examine it more than that; he simply felt it. But he was shy of it before the world, and for deeper than diplomatic reasons. He would not bear that anyone should enter into this love of his for Denis. No one must brush near to it, not Molly or any other. If family talk touched close sometimes, he was cunning to wave it off to safety again with a light hand. The infant Denis taught him subtlety, and by its use he was able to make it apparent that he loved his children equally and his wife above them all. Even she, who loved him with jealousy, saw no more in his preoccupation with Denis than that extra proprietorship that any head of a respectable family might feel in his heir-apparent. Anthony was glad to let it go at that.


It was for Denis that he had built this house that Molly said she did not want and that the family in general considered an extravagance.


It had occurred to him one day during some slight illness of the child’s that this strangely endearing son of his would be happier among green and growing things and in the clean, soft airs of the Vale of Honey than behind a brown façade in King’s Crescent.


The idea grew with that speed which characterised all Anthony’s ideas. While it was still shooting, he happened to drive by the estate of River Hill, which had been on the market since its house had been blown up in ’48. Its invitation was irresistible to his immediate mood. He drove in through its ruined gates and over the grass-grown avenue under a long tunnel of old lime trees. He stumbled about among the sad stones of the broken house; he ranged the long slopes of meadow and lawn and strained his eyes to catch every detail of the open view, southward between the elms and limes to the grey, slumberous blur of Mellick and westward over the water to the subtly coloured bogs and the quiet Bearnagh hills. He trampled through the undergrowth of the little birch-wood that sloped down on the north side to the water; he smoked a cigar as he paced up and down the curving river-path. For a while he dreamt there, trying to see the beauties of this place through Denis’s misty eyes.


But dreams were of little use to him.


He bought River Hill, and put the King’s Crescent house up for sale. He got the money for his new house from his father; he got the services of Mr. Cleethorpes Downey. In short, he got his way as he always did, while everyone grumbled at his obstinate impetuosity. But no one guessed, because he would never let them do so, that all this fuss and extravagance rose out of a sudden whim to please his small, first-born son.


To-night then, with at last a half-hearted blessing on it from his father and a good-humoured dropping of the argument from Molly, Anthony had come home to take possession of River Hill. His veins beat quickly again as he looked down at Denis round whom it all had grown, to whom it would all be given. He heard the river sobbing below the fields and wondered if he would ever get used to its voice so near him. He breathed the delicious air and smiled at the moon in the elm tree.


“He’ll love it,” he thought. “Oh, Denis, you’ll simply love this house.”


Then he tiptoed downstairs to Molly and to dinner.





THE THIRD CHAPTER



 


AT TWO o’clock on the following Sunday twelve Considines sat round the dining-table at River Hill, and addressed themselves to clear soup and an excellent sherry.


Mahogany, serge hangings, Turkey carpets, gilt-framed oil paintings; no opulent fitting of the 1860 convention was absent from this new dining-room. But three tall windows let in floods of tender light, spilling it on wine and silver, on polished wood and swaying daffodils, on Caroline’s emeralds, on Molly’s hair. There was a breeze too, since where Anthony sat there must be open windows. A wood fire crackled, voices hummed, and silky crinolines sighed demurely; daffodils swayed in a monumental centrepiece. Far off the river crooned. The commonplace setting was somehow edged in beauty.


A lively group the twelve around the table made in all their panoply of contrast and resemblance, with their ties of blood and marriage plaited up and down between them, binding and straining them apart and binding them again, making them eternally interesting to one another, eternally irritating, eternally important.


It was a highly nervous organism, this united family. All twelve of them were tremendously alive, even Danny Mulqueen, alive to the fingertips. That was evident from the torrents of their talk—they were great talkers—and from the frequency of their disagreements. Their common vitality, which kept them in sympathy with one another, made them irritable too and jealous, made them sardonic, exacting, sentimental, mocking and faithful and harsh. Individuals all, they were held together in a strange and much multiplied Siamese-twinship of the spirit, but they kept sane because of their freakish ability to take pleasure in the inconvenience of the state. To-day the sad garland of the Spring was binding them in an unexpected mood of softness and the dominating presence of Honest John distracted them somewhat from their nervy interplay of cut and thrust. More than one of them may have felt that the occasion was suspiciously like the opening of a new chapter in their story—Anthony’s chapter—and that thought frightened them and made them solicitous to keep it from visiting the mind of the dour, beloved old man, whose eyes seemed now with every day to gather a darker brooding.


Anthony indeed was more afraid of this possibility than any of them. He addressed himself with care to the rôle of unimportant youngest son.


“I hope this sherry is all right, Joe,” said he. “I’m always afraid of your expert palate.”


Joe was pleased. “Pretty good, Anthony. Just about dry enough, I think. Just about. Donovan ships it for you, I suppose?”


“Yes. I find him reliable.”


“Quite sound on sherry. But take my tip and never trust him to buy port for you, my boy. He knows as much about port as a new-born kitten.”


“Well, James,” Agnes was saying uncertainly, “as a rule I don’t drink wine.”


James Lanigan set down the decanter. “That settles it, Agnes,” said he. “A principle’s a principle.”


“Wine and wenches empty men’s purses,” said Danny Mulqueen, who spoke mostly in proverbs, and who even seemed to think in them. His whole face would lighten if anyone said that it was no use locking the stable after the horse was gone.


Caroline and Eddy were enjoying a private joke.


“London will be the ruin of you, Ted.” Her voice was soft with fun. James Lanigan looked across sharply at his wife.


Anthony had arranged his guests at table with respect for the tradition of Considine parties but also with an eye to peace and compatibility. Honest John, of course, sat at Molly’s right hand, a place that always pleased him well, for he had a soft corner for this pretty daughter-in-law. And Father Tom, by reason of his Roman collar, had pride of place at her left side.


This admirable, handsome priest had a knack of boring his young brother Anthony. Father Tom was hard-working, virtuous, courtly, zealous and intelligent—a credit to his cloth and to Maynooth. He was also pompous and a bit touchy, liking to lay down the law and strike attitudes, liking to gossip advisorily with ladies. He could sit a horse superbly and it was his secret grief that the Bishop of Mellick, with whom he was eager to find favour, disapproved with violence of foxhunting priests. Therefore he might never hunt the fox, a pursuit which seemed to him to be the best of all legitimate earthly pleasures. But there were compensations. Father Tom was becoming renowned as a pulpit orator and could preach as eloquent a sermon as any cleric in Ireland. Fair-haired, tall, suave, careful in dress, careful in behaviour, he cut a fine celibate figure in the world. He had kept the whole of his difficult bargain with the Church, and in the effort he had come by now, in middle life, to lay an over-emphasis on the horribleness of those sins of the flesh which he must never know outside of theological books, training himself to believe that the sensualities were an incomparably greater evil in the world than cruelty or dishonesty or greed. He was inclined to harp on the Catholic’s Sixth Commandment, preaching sermons for which he was already locally famous on the horrors of night-walking and company-keeping and the loathsome goings-on in the lanes round Mellick after dark. On the subject of “morality,” which he seemed to take to mean exclusively man’s conduct of his sexual life, Father Tom was fanatical. He could be hair-raising about the night life of cities he had never seen, and his hints as to the prevalence in Ireland of what he called “the social evil” were nightmarish. He went in perpetual sorrow, poor Father Tom, for the decline in purity among Irish girls—but somehow still the adventurous were finding that, for all his stimulating guarantee, the historical chastity, or coldness, of Irishwomen was not yet entirely a matter of history.


Anthony was not interested in Tom’s purity mission, but sometimes, if he was feeling mischievous, he liked to start him on his hobbyhorse. Mischief indeed was what Tom was always rousing in Anthony, when he wasn’t rousing his temper.


“Did you have two collections at St. Peter’s, sir, this morning?” he said innocently to his father.


“I believe we did,” said John indifferently.


“And so did we in this parish,” Anthony went on. “Going to Mass is as expensive as going to the theatre these times.”


Tom bridled.


“The second collection was exceptional, Anthony. You may not be aware that the Bishop himself preached the charity sermon for it at the Cathedral and that it was taken up in every church in the diocese.”


“I was not, then,” said Anthony. “And what was his lordship begging for this time?”


“There was a notice in every church porch.” Tom seemed to wish to leave it at that. But the table obviously expected him to go on. His colour mounted.


“The money is needed to found a refuge for fallen women,” he said courageously.


The ladies resumed the clatter of knives and forks with tactful unanimity, but Danny Mulqueen lost his head and knocked his into his lap.


“Fingers were made before forks,” he said cheerfully as he recovered them.


“Are there fallen women in Mellick?” asked Anthony, ignoring a grimace from Molly.


“God help us all!” prayed Sophia, who sat on charity committees and was the wife of Dr. Joe Considine.


“That will do, Anthony,” said Teresa, who sat on more committees than Sophia. But Tom addressed himself quietly to roast lamb and mint sauce.


“Anyway, I’m glad I wasn’t let in for his lordship’s eloquence on that subject,” said Honest John suddenly. “We’d a nice plain address from Father O’Malley at St. Peter’s.”


“I know. No floweriness—just plain sense,” said Anthony—“that’s what I like.”


Now floweriness was Tom’s great quality as a preacher. Indeed, he was at present giving a series of Lenten Sunday evening sermons at St. James’s Cathedral, where he was senior curate, and these sermons were so particularly flowery and were creating such a sensation that he had thoughts of having them printed in a little book. He said nothing now, however—and really, this first roast lamb of the year was delicious.


“I think I like our priest here,” Anthony went on. He and Molly had made a state attendance at their new parish church that morning. “Short sensible talk he gave us. The best sermon I’ve heard in six months.”


Molly shook her head reprovingly at him and he subsided with a smile. Perhaps that last was too much, since only a week ago he had had the enforced privilege of listening to the second of the flowery Lenten addresses at the Cathedral. Poor old Tom!


§ 2


THE day was just sharp enough for perfect enjoyment of the carefully warmed claret, a smooth and lovely vintage, not to be wasted on the women, who had their favourite sweet sauternes. All except Caroline. “Red wine, please,” said she to the servant. “Ahem!” said James Lanigan, across the table—“and do you really think it will agree with you, my dear?” The only answer went to him from her eyes, over the rim of her garnet-burning glass, and a man might have been forgiven if that language baffled him.


The grape did its work, and so for that matter did the sugared grape, if the slight roll of Sophia’s eye meant anything. The party shook down into itself and grew happy. Molly’s eyes strayed less often to Anthony and the servants and she was able to give her attention to the kindly, growling jokes and compliments of Honest John.
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