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Molly Keane (1904–1996) was born in County Kildare, Ireland, and was sketchily educated by governesses. Interested in ‘horses and having a good time’, Keane wrote her first novel, The Knight of Cheerful Countenance, 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. The untimely death of her husband brought a break in her career which ended only in 1981, when Good Behaviour appeared under her own name and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize.
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Introduction

The Knight of Cheerful Countenance was my first novel. I was seventeen years old when I wrote it. Re-reading it now, some seventy years later, I am forced to accept that the world of my youth has vanished and that, for the modern reader, there may be some explaining to do.

During the days of my childhood and girlhood, in the earlier years of the twentieth century, the title “daughter-at-home” carried no stigma as it did later. Daughters were not educated to fit them for any job, and life in the family had many advantages and pleasures. One was sure of a horse and two or three days’ hunting in the week. A dress allowance, if meagre, was a certainty. Travel expenses were paid. With a full staff of servants, there was nothing in the way of housework to be done. A girl with a talent for music or painting had leisure to practise her art.

Maiden or widowed aunts were an accepted part of any ascendancy family. Sitting in their long, elegant skirts, they seemed as stable a part of the house as the lean, grey chimney stacks built by their forebears. There was a certain glory in their ignorant defiance of bad times to come. They spent their eyesight and skill on the restoration of tapestries and were knowledgeable and tender gardeners. Even my Aunt Bijou, a tough lady in all things, grew the poppy Mecanopsis Baileyii where its blue flowers might float in the shelter of a hazelnut walk, and would go out on the coldest night to put a stable lantern near some delicate darling, while the woman in the gate lodge might die in childbirth for all she knew or cared.

Servants were numerous, even in the smaller houses of the landed gentry. In the more important houses, they were so numerous that only the butler was known personally to his employer. He was always called by his surname, while the first and second footmen, no matter how often they changed, were always “John” and “George” in order to save their employer from having to tax his memory with new names. The cook was always “Mrs”, no matter how youthful or unmarried she might be—a custom maintained to emphasize the authority of her position in the household. The kitchen maid was nameless.

Our mothers never went into the kitchen if they could help it. I knew one kitchen that had a gallery round it so that the mistress of the house might call a chosen menu from it or, if necessary, let a written order float its way down to the recipient.

Food and its cooking was not discussed and appraised as it is today. Mrs Beeton was the bible of the kitchen and, when religiously and extravagantly followed, the food was excellent. But there were kitchens and cooks who had never heard of her, and few mistresses of the house showed any proper interest in the subject. However, the ingredients of the day were often so ambrosial as to demand only the plainest cooking. Wine was an accepted necessity for sauces. Without frigidaires, everything from spring lamb to green peas was eaten in its season. Game was well-preserved and plentiful. Grouse-shooting began, as always, on the Holy Twelfth of August, when we walked the mountain with the “guns”, perhaps leading the pony that carried a vast luncheon picnic. A little later, snipe came in their hundreds to the vast stretches of undrained bogland. In the hardest winter, woodcock found shelter in the deep glens. Even the plainest cook knew enough to undercook such game, and the memory of its flavour and tenderness stays with those who expected and appreciated perfection in their eating.

Puddings played a more important part than now. Fruit from the kitchen garden was there in season and, out of season, well-preserved in the skilful bottling that took the place of freezing. Queen of Puddings or chocolate soufflé were abiding favourites for party lunches. For everyday eating, no one despised a steamed marmalade or lemon sponge. Custard was made as an accompaniment to most desserts and rich cream in a squat silver jug was always on the table.

Breakfasts were really memorable. Porridge and cream were usual as a first course. A grill of bacon and tomatoes and scraps of game hovered on the sideboard, together with a kedgeree, a vast ham and boiled eggs, preferably brown. Coffee, always in a silver coffee-pot, waited on the spirit-heated hot-plate with hot milk and cream at hand. Scones, toast and marmalade concluded the meal, which was eaten by even the stoutest.

Morning prayers were a daily ceremony, performed after breakfast. I remember the butler quietly shrouding the parrot’s cage. Before removing it, he walked very softly so as not to disturb the bird into a screaming fit. After that, he rearranged the chairs—a carving chair placed separately from them, like a pulpit. He returned later, leading the procession of capped and aproned domestic servants, headed by the cook. The family came in later. The prayer reader was the head of the family, unless a cleric happened to be a house guest.

In the ’twenties and earlier, families of the ascendancy divided themselves sharply from the “proles” (the word deriving from “proletariat” and comprising those in business, the law and even, sometimes, the Church). Marriage beneath one’s social status was looked on as a disaster and almost never occurred, no matter how scarce the contemporary and social equals of the young ladies of the time. I once asked why we knew nobody who lived in the neighbouring river valley and was told: “Because all their grandfathers married the dairy maid.” Seduction was understandable; marriage not.

The sons of the ascendancy invariably went to English public schools, and afterwards into the Army, the Navy, or perhaps the Diplomatic Service, if their languages were good. As a matter of course, the eldest son was heir to the estate, large or small, and to any money that went with it. The younger sons might starve out the middle and end years of their lives on whatever pensions they had attained in the forces. These younger sons often had graceful names, probably from their mothers’ side of the family. I had an Uncle Vivian and an Uncle Sholto, and I had a friend with an Uncle Hyacinth. He is still Major Hyacinth Devereaux on his memorial tablet in the Parish Church. Daughters had to make do with Alice or Edith or Harriet. Eldest sons and heirs could remain Henry down the generations.

The prolonged celibacy of a gentleman went unquestioned in those days. Lack of finance to set up a matrimonial establishment was a readily accepted reason for a long bachelor life in which a man, unencumbered by family, could enjoy, for free, all the outdoor sports at which he managed to excel. The very few with a literary turn were shunned as penniless “creeps” and were a source of embarrassment in conversation where horses, hunting and racing were the accepted topics. Another admissible reason for a single life was that given by a bachelor brother: “Of course I do mean to marry her, but she must realize that horses come first.”

The title “ascendancy” was invented to describe the class of English settler who had obtained grants to land from the English conquerors of the Irish Celtic kings. Queen Elizabeth I, with Essex as Governor, was the first English monarch who decided to settle Ireland as a colony rather than a battlefield. Her example was followed by James I and Charles I. Cromwell was a reliable grantor of lands to officers whom he was unable to pay—and the same applies to Dutch William. Most of those who benefited were Protestants, as Catholics were suspected of French sympathies and loyalty to James II.

Over the years, the language difference widened between the landowners and the native Irish, but with this widening grew a deep appreciation of the felicity and acumen of the Irish-into-English speech. It was the “refined” speech of the “proles” that brought out the unborn Nancy Mitford in everyone, and John Betjemen in a few. I remember being told: “Never say ‘material’. Say ‘stuff’. Even if the person doesn’t understand you, keep saying ‘stuff’.”

Memories and impressions come back to me as clear and searching as the bell in a Chekhov play. I can still hear the sound of carriage wheels on gravel or macadam and the slam of the silver-crested door on the dark blue brougham that took us to dancing class and tea-parties. And in the hall I can see the silver hand-candlesticks with their saucer-shaped bases, and a tiny glass globe over the candle flame. They were set out early in the evening on an oak chest, one candle for each member of the family and one for each guest staying in the house.

At bedtime, it was customary for a gentleman to hand a lady her candlestick as they said “goodnight”. All downstairs rooms were lighted by oil lamps, the globes of their oil containers sitting high on silver standards. In the dining-room, there was a great branched candlestick on the table—sufficient light for the butler or parlourmaid to serve by.

With hot water dependent on the mood of the Eagle range in the kitchen, the hip bath before the bedroom fire was a luxury enjoyed by the older ladies. The bedroom fire was lighted about eight o’clock, when tea was brought to the bedside, the china invariably patterned with tiny violets. Ladies could lie back and relax, listening to the busy crackle of sticks and wood while they waited for the warmth to grow. The younger members of the family walked the cold mile of corridor to the still colder bathroom and bathed in vast baths made of some stuff that was nearly marble. Only after a cold day’s hunting were we allowed the luscious comfort of a hip bath set to wait before the bedroom fire; great cans of hot water sitting on a thick batmath (always with the word BATHMAT printed in large letters on it) and a large bath-towel baking on the ex-nursery wire fender with its brass rail.

To excel as a horsewoman was the ambition of most of us. Even without achieving that object, our horses were a source of unparalleled interest and enjoyment. But dress had to be our first consideration in life. With Dublin a distant shopping place seldom attained, catalogues from such shops as Debenham and Freebody, illustrating the discreet fashions of the day, were of great value and use. The village dress-maker made or altered all our clothes, following Debenham’s inspirations as closely as she was able. Dance dresses, usually of brocade, had boat-shaped necklines and puff sleeves and dripped and drooped almost to the floor behind, rising to a naughtier knee-length in front. An artificial rose or gardenia was the usual shoulder-piece. Louis heels and ankle straps were invariable evening wear. For outdoors it was always laced leather or suede and very flat heels. Outdoor clothes, and those worn for race meetings, were always of the “coat-and-skirt” style. Only for the Dublin Horse Show did we wear a flowered number with an almost-Ascot hat. I can recall my real sense of shock when I saw two English debutantes leaning on shooting sticks at a ring-side, wearing navy blue sweaters and no hats. Such simplicity was not our aim. Hats were important and our felt “Henry Heaths” stayed on our heads, even at lunch parties.

Dress catalogues were not the only ones to reach Ireland. Every quarter, the handlebars of the postman’s bicycle bent beneath the load of the giant catalogues from the Army & Navy Stores, Victoria Street. They advertised pictorially, as well as descriptively, the probable tastes and needs of their distant customers. In consideration for the possible embarrassment of gentlemen with lubricious tastes, the page opposite the one which illustrated corsetry, the brassiere or split knickers was devoted to hardware, from Purdie guns to hedging tools and lawnmowers. Huge parcels of tins of coffee and China tea, as well as the more exotic groceries such as Carlsbad plums and other specialities unobtainable in Ireland, followed the perusal of the catalogues.

The warm intimacy we had with established shops has sadly lapsed. Even as a young member of an established family, one met recognition across the glove counter at Switzers—Ireland’s Harrods. There will never be another Mr Tyson, white-bearded proprietor of the gentlemen’s shirt shop, a rival to any in Jermyn Street. Hunting stocks and polo-necked sweaters were always in stock, racing colours a speciality. “Going to Leopardstown Races today? You’ll need a little change for small bets. Would you care to add £5 to your account?” Notes and cash came crisply across the counter in exchange for a possibly doubtful cheque.

Another Sacred Monster was George, Hall Porter of the Shelbourne Hotel, who knew everybody and everything. “You’re a friend of Major Watts,” he greeted me. “You should hurry to Tyson’s. He’s in there buying presents for all his lady friends.”

Country houses were often many miles distant from each other and, without telephones, friends and neighbours visited unannounced. Television and radio were undreamed of, so they, young and old, depended on each other for entertainment. Dinner dances were regular events. We danced happily to the piano and to records on the horned gramophone. Even as a child, I was popular as a good mimic. To reproduce the voice of stable-boy or cook was to be an entertainer. Perhaps the wonderful transference of Irish to English speech which I heard and mimicked taught me to listen to dialogue and, together with my small talent to amuse, fostered early, resulted in the plays written thirty years later in my life. From the age of six I was educated by governesses, with the help of Gills’ Geography (a strict torture), Henri Bue’s French Grammar and Mrs Markham’s History of England. My mother was a poet and a recluse and, with her, I read the shorter poems of Tennyson: “Beat, beat, beat, on thy cold grey shores, oh, sea …” and I learned to recite French verse, from Fables de la Fontaine, of course, and, later, with appropriate emotion: “Quand je revois ma Normandie”.

Apart from three hours of lessons in the day, life was free for us. Cars, lorries, child-stealing and abuse were as far away as television. Without question, we rode our ponies whenever and wherever we pleased. But, at fourteen, I was sent to a prim, suburban school. After my free childhood, rules and disciplines irked me unbearably. Having to ask, before a full classroom: “May I have permission to leave the room?” when I needed to go to a lavatory which I had to learn to call the “toilet”, struck me as an invasion of both liberty and good manners.

When we were told by the headmistress that a cloud hovered over the school until the girl who had thrown her orange down number eight toilet confessed, and confessed in French, nobody stifled a giggle. The situation was too serious—until the confession was made, there was to be no hockey practice. What did I, with fox-hunting behind me, care about hockey, the hockey captain or the games mistress?

It was the custom for friends to link arms on their way to a distant classroom, playing field or church. I would deliberately lag behind the clatter of twin footsteps, using the gap to mask my loneliness. Unliked and unlinked, my place was always at the back of the crocodile. I might never have become a writer had it not been for the isolation in which I suffered as an unpopular schoolgirl. My unpopularity, that went to the edge of dislike, drove me into myself. I was walking among stars that had a different birth and I certainly learned the meaning of the black word “Alone”.

The thought of home tore strips from my heart. Letters from my mother brought on such spasms of emotion as to make them almost unwelcome. I found my escape in English composition. Exaggerated essays on “home” put me back where carriage wheels still turned, and herons (birds as lonely as myself) flew over silently before dropping to a fishing ground.

At home, on holiday from the open prison of the boarding school, I read my sister’s books with ecstasy. Kipling’s Brushwood Boy set me dreaming of the purest love. Kipling was followed by a blind sailor author called Bartemeus. His Naval Officer heroes were called “Flags”, “Guns” or “Sparks”. They were not given wives or sweethearts; they belonged to us. They were ours. A little later Dornford Yates fed our romantic yearnings. His characters had real glamour. Rich and aristocratic, they travelled from one luxurious scene to the next in silver Rolls Royces. Love-making was so discreet as to be nearly unwritten: “I kiss your little hand, madame,” was as far as a yearning gentleman was allowed by Mr Yates to go. It was far enough to set our hearts beating. Undeterred by my unpopularity at school, this was the life I hoped to share.

The sparks of invention were probably ignited when I discovered my elder sister on the edge of something rather more than friendship with an attractive young man—of course, a brilliant horseman—who had been employed to make and break my father’s young horses. Of course, his social status was slightly beneath our own and, for this reason alone, he would never have been countenanced as a suitor. Before long, I was in love with him, and felt more distress than my sister when my father, perhaps sniffing the situation, dismissed him.

This first awareness of the Real Life ardour and anguish of romantic love was stopped in its tracks when I was struck down by a mysterious fever and confined to the sick-room for several long weeks. In this predicament I had to rely on my imagination and writing became my escape. The Knight of Cheerful Countenance began to take shape in my mind as I decided to write about the girl I most wished to be myself.

Molly Keane, 1993


CHAPTER I

An Arrival

THE local train from Scaralin clattered haltingly into its terminus, Bungarvin—which, like most Irish towns, was mainly notable for its dirt, its idlers, and perhaps for the number of RIC who had met their deaths in its licensed premises and neighbourhood.

Visitors seldom came to Bungarvin, save only those of the commerical ilk—“travelling gentlemen,” with cheap suit-cases full of still less valuable goods, to be foisted upon the small shopkeepers of the town.

It was, therefore, with some surprise that John Galvin, who successfully combined the duties of station-master and porter at Bungarvin station, saw—emerging from the door of a first-class compartment—a young, and to him an unknown man; a man moreover who, while he could by no stretching of possibilities be considered a traveller, did not sufficiently resemble any of the local gentry to be identified—with that familiarity which is so striking a feature of the modern Irish workman’s attitude towards his superiors—as “young Dennys St Lawrence,” or “One o’ thim brats o’ lads out of Trinity.”

He was a tall and slow-moving youth, with a charming smile and an admirably waisted overcoat. Clearly a Saxon, to whom it was honest John’s duty to show that such a smile, together with the wearing of spats, was not to be tolerated in an Irish Free State. Therefore did he turn his back, whistling abstractedly through his teeth, as the Saxon advanced upon him with inquiries respecting his luggage. … “Trunks, you know; should have come on an earlier train. And a bulldog in the offing somewhere. Well?”

The station-master jerked his head sideways to summons a small and dirty youth, who wore, as insignia of office, the uniform cap of his predecessor—the size of which clearly showed that the former porters of Bungarvin had been heftier men than the present representative of the race.

“Hey, Jimmie,” said the station-master, completely ignoring the tall young man, “did any trunks come in on the mail?”

“Or a bulldog? A nice beast,” interpolated Allan.

“Is it a dog?” said Jimmie mournfully. “It’s not one dog, but six o’ Misther St Lawrence’s hounds is above in the van. And as for getting them out of it, ’twould be as good for me to be ate altogether.”

“Ah, go on!” exclaimed the station-master encouragingly. “They’ll not bite you. Don’t be one bit afraid o’ them. I have more to do than to be running after young St Lawrence’s dogs, or I’d go clear the whole lot out of it meself.”

Allan, at the outset of the discussion, had hastened towards the van, and now emerged from it, without his dog, and in a distinctly dishevelled condition.

In the meantime the more practical Jimmie sped away to seek further assistance. Once outside the station, he came upon the head and fount of all the trouble, in the person of Captain Dennys St Lawrence, who was discoursing to Miss Ann Hillingdon on an evidently engrossing subject, with some earnestess. Ann was giving him a fair half of her attention; the remainder she bestowed on the good-looking chestnut mare, which backed and sidled between the shafts of the rather battered dog-cart in which she was sitting.

“Yes, Dennys,” she said, in answer to some question, “but—stand, mare!—of course, as you say, he may be very nice. On the other hand I shouldn’t wonder if he was an awful fool. Oh, look! there’s Jimmie trying to talk to you—Jim, did a gentleman come in on the train?”

“There did so, miss,” replied that loquacious infant, “he’s below in the van this minute tryin’ could he get his dog out of it. But sure you wouldn’t wonder if Mr St Lawrence’s dogs is in it would have ate him altogether—they’re fighting mad, surely.” After which information Jimmie looked appealingly in the direction of the owner of the mad dogs. Dennys turned to Ann to make his adieux—pensively, as was his wont.

“Well, if the hounds are there, I must be off. It wouldn’t do to let them eat your English cousin before you’d set eyes on him, even. Good-bye—mind that mare, she’s indecently fresh.”

He sauntered off—a tall, broad-shouldered figure; graceful, with the grace a life in the saddle alone gives, despite the fact that the same life had slightly bowed his long legs, encased in ancient but well-cut riding breeches, and long mahogany-coloured field boots.

Ann looked after the retreating figure a little wistfully; then straightening her slim shoulders, she sat upright in the driving seat. “I’d love to go in and see the fun,” she murmured, “but I suppose I’d better not. Specially if Allan isn’t shining—it’d be hardly fair. Bad for Dennys too,” was her mental postscript, as she thoughtfully and firmly put a stop to the efforts of “Pet Girl”—the chestnut mare—to back the trap into a not inconsiderable ditch on the far side of the road.

The appearance of Allan and Benbow, the bulldog—both in a dishevelled condition—lulled Pet Girl into a momentary calm. She gazed at them, round her blinkers, with truly feminine curiosity, thus giving Ann and Allan leisure to exchange cousinly greetings. Allan oozed apology.

“I’m positively distraught, old thing. So’s Benny. He’s really the cause of all this culpable delay. Jimmie swore the hounds had him ate, and I was positively beginning to think something unpleasant of that sort had happened, when a friend-in-need turned up. Your MFH, is he? No? Well, anyway he seems to have a way with hounds. He unearthed Ben here, who was taking cover behind the mail bags with two ladies. He’d got himself mixed up with their couples—he’s a tough laddie, takes a lot of turning down. Shall I shove him in the back of the cart?”

“No, don’t,” said his cousin, coming out of the dazed stupor in which she had listened to the above remarks. “Put him up in front. There’s meat for a week in the back! And hurry up, for the mare won’t stand much longer.”

“All right,” Allan made answer patiently, “but he wouldn’t hurt the meat. He’s muzzled. However, I dare say he’d rather see a new country then lie down in the dark with a lot of meat.”

“If,” said Ann, as she turned the mare’s head towards home, “you really would enjoy eating meat that’s gone to bed with Benbow, of course I’ve nothing to say against it. I’d hate for him to feel out of it in a strange country and all; if it’d make him feel more at home to lie down with the lamb, shove him under the flap by all means.”

“Ben my lad,” observed his master feelingly, “I fear Cousin Ann is trifling with us … you know what I mean, just trifling … so make yourself at home where you are, sonny.”

Benbow slobbered enthusiastically, while Allan turning to Ann, with his charming smile, made dutiful inquiries respecting the health of his elderly cousin, her father, and that of all his little second cousins, her brothers and sisters.

“Father’s quite well, thanks,” Ann assured him, adding, “D’you know him, by the way?”

There was just a shade of anxiety in her expression as she awaited his reply. When it came, it was not very reassuring.

“Well—er—slightly, don’t you know. He stayed at Willingdon once, for the pheasants, when I was quite a kid. But—er—did you want to tell me something? Warn me off the grass, so to speak, or anything? It’d be awfully nice of you if you would.”

He spoke with some embarrassment, but deep intuition. He had already received sundry warnings anent Cousin Ronnie’s peculiarities. It would, however, be as well to obtain direct information, if he was going to make a lengthy stay beneath that gentleman’s roof, as he contemplated.

Ann gazed abstractedly between the mare’s ears, thus giving her companion the opportunity of studying unobserved her remarkably attractive profile, while he awaited a reply. She wasn’t quite pretty, he decided, but immensely taking, with that decided little chin of hers and those gorgeous eyelashes. He wondered why more girls didn’t allow their felt hats to grow old so gracefully … hers had blown up in front, as she was driving against the wind. A brown ribbon stock, too, gives just the right touch of subdued smartness, albeit the wearer’s tweeds have seen better days—a long time ago. Allan, an unconscious artist, continued to study his companion. Was her hair brown or red or gold? And was it short, or had she only cut off the side pieces in that hideous way girls had? He could bear the suspense no longer.

“Excuse my interrupting your reverie, cousin, but is your hair short or not?” he inquired, gently yet firmly.

“What? Oh, yes it is. Life was too brief to do it up in, and any way I got five guineas for it from Jules. Father was furious. Oh, about father. Well, there are some things it’s better not to mention to him—you’ll find them out by degrees—one of them is the St Lawrences.”

“Oh, why?” Allan became distinctly interested. “The friend in need struck me as a decent sort of cove and all that, don’t you know?”

Ann flicked Pet Girl approvingly. Allan even thought she looked a trifle pleased.

“Father loathes them,” was all she said, however, and then concentrated her undivided attention on the mare, who, having shied violently at a harmless and necessary pig seeking pasturage by the wayside, was now doing her utmost to break into a gallop.

Allan, having replaced beneath the seat several loaves of bread, a pale piece of meat (which he suspected to be the lamb that was to have made Benbow feel at home) and some stray pots of marmalade, all of which Pet Girl’s activities had loosened from their moorings, sat upright and proceeded to study the landscape. It was worthy of some consideration. They were driving along a narrow winding road, bordered by stretches of purple bog, or by good grass land, fenced with firm banks, broad enough to fill the heart of a fox-hunter with prayerful joy. Allan made some remarks about them to his hostess.

“Oh, yes,” she conceded. “But this is the only good bit in the country. The rest is all stone-faced banks, and slate walls, and little fields not the size of a handkerchief. Wait till you get a hunt along the mountains—” She pointed with her whip to the distant line of hills. Softly, deeply blue they were, with the great cloud shadows of an Irish September changing and reforming upon them. “Then you’ll know what Irish hunting can be like.” She laughed, a quick musical laugh with a funny little quiver in it.

“Here we are now,” she observed, some minutes later. A turning in the road had seemingly changed the face of the country. Instead of the low thorn hedges and sparse Scotch firs—the only trees they had passed since leaving the station—they now drove beneath tall beeches, growing behind high old demesne walls. Ann turned in at an immensely imposing, but intensely ugly, entrance gate, and the dog-cart wheels scrunched in the gravel of the dark evergreen-shaded drive.

“I suppose I should take you up to the front door,” said Miss Hillingdon, as they neared the big, ugly grey block that was Ballinrath House. “But I’m just going straight to the yard.” With which she turned down a rutty side lane, that finally ended its half-hearted career in a large and untidy stable yard. Ann descended lightly, and, after calling vainly upon an invisible host of retainers, proceeded to unbuckle the harness herself. Later, as she fastened the mare’s halter to a ring in her hay-rack, some sound from a neighbouring loose-box caused her to swing on her heel and leave the stable so precipitantly as to upset more than half the bucket of water, which Allan, according to her behest, and at great risk to the skirts of his immaculate overcoat, was carrying across the yard.

“I say, old friend, why all this unnecessary haste?” he expostulated gently; then, noting the light of battle in her eyes, he said no more, but depositing the bucket, followed her, as she herself would have said, “to see the fun.”

Ann opened the door of the box, disclosing to view—

(a) A youthful bay filly in a thoroughly overheated and muddied condition:

(b) A stable satellite, also youthful and also in an extremely heated condition. He was rubbing down the bay filly under the directions, and with the capable assistance of—

(c) A long-legged hoyden of some seventeen summers of evil doing. She was clad in a scanty riding-habit and also wore a disarming smile.

“Hello, Ann!” she chirped. “So you’ve got back all right. How d’ye do, Allan? I’m one of your wild Irish cousins. It’s great, seeing you here!”

Allan saluted her gravely, noting the while that her black eyelashes seemed to possess all the tricks of coquetry so noticeably absent from Ann’s. Her eldest sister, however, was not thus lightly to be turned from the path of righteous wrath and just vengeance. She ran a hand over the mare’s hot shoulder, then turned stonily to her erring junior.

“Sybil! what have you been doing with the mare to get her into such a condition? You know father’d jolly well slay you for taking her out at all, much less——”

The sisterly and well-merited rebuke might have continued indefinitely, but for the heated arrival of a small and dirty boy.

“Sybil!” he breathed, “here’s Daddy coming. He’ll be in any minute now. You’d better bunk, quick!”

“Oh, God help us!” murmured Aiden, the accomplice. “The master’s very passionate. Will I throw the sheet on her, Miss Ann, and chance him not coming in?”

“Yes,” said Ann. “Quick, Sybil! Get into the loft. If he sees your habit, he’ll twig at once. Allan, go out and meet him. Here, Aiden; can’t you give Miss Sybil a leg up? I’ll fix the sheet.”

Thus, under the able management of the elder Miss Hillingdon, matters began to take some sort of shape. Before Major Hillingdon, in his Ford car, arrived upon the scene, Sybil was safely ensconced behind a pile of hay—using some surprisingly bad language over a bruised knee; Allan was standing carelessly in the yard, while Rickard (the youngest and most wily of the Irish Hillingdons) had gone to open the yard gate for the motor; one of the few actions known to his family which called forth their parent’s approval.

Ann and Aiden, meanwhile, worked away upon the mare’s toilet; their difficulties augmented by the fact that the recent nerve-shattering events had reduced her to a state bordering on hysteria.

“Ah, she’ll have to do now,” Ann decided, as a well-aimed kick wafted Aiden towards the stable door. “Here’s the master, anyway.” Ann carefully closed the door of the loose-box, breathing, as she did so, an ardent prayer that Allan might not greet his cousin as “companion of my youth,” or even “old friend.”

Her fears on that score were, however, quite groundless. Allan’s bearing was perfect—respectful, yet without any sign of adolescent coyness or gaucherie. His greeting, also, was singularly devoid of those flowers of speech so dear to his tongue.

The Major, for his part, was quite charmed with his young cousin, and considered the interest displayed in the latest development of Henry Ford’s genius intelligent and sympathetic, although perhaps a trifle sustained. He was not sorry to be interrupted by the arrival of Fox, the coachman, looking even more like a sour crab-apple than usual.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” Fox began acrimoniously, and not at all as if he felt inclined to beg any man’s pardon, “I’d like for ye to throw an eye on the bay filly till ye’ll see the state she’s in. She cot great hardship some way. I’d say ’twas Miss Sybil had her out, by the look of her now.”

“And who the devil’s business was it to see she didn’t go out?” stormed the Major, suddenly transformed from a mild exponent of the works of Henry Ford to the snarling personification of rage. “What good are you if you can’t keep my horses in their stables—tell me that, eh? Is the mare lamed? No? I tell you, Fox——”

As they crossed the yard to the mare’s box, he did tell him several things—and would doubtless have told him several more but for an interruption from above, in the shape of two long gaitered legs, which made their appearance through the trap-door of the loft. Sybil’s honeyed tones also made themselves heard above the stimulated snortings of the little mare. No myrmidon should bear the blame which was her own due portion—pride demanded that.

“Father dear, it’s all my fault. Fox didn’t know a thing about it, he was away getting in the young ones. I took her myself, and—” there was a melting sob in her voice—“nothing I do ever turns out right,” she finished pathetically.

“Get down at once, Sybil,” the Major ordered sternly.

Sybil got down, neatly enough, and stood—the image of repentance—before her accuser (on whose head she had so adroitly heaped coals of fire) and her judge. The eyes which she raised to the judge would have melted the heart of a stone. Even Fox, her inveterate enemy, felt some compunction.

“Well,” Sybil’s overwrought parent regarded his erring offspring with a cold eye, “I’d like to know the meaning of all this.”

Sybil was quite ready to enlighten him. There was more than one excellent reason why it was quite impossible for her to have taken out, on this particular day, any of the five other horses; all of which were “standing idle, eating their heads off,” according to Fox. She summed up her arguments with, “You —do see it wasn’t my fault, Father dear?”

“I see nothing of the sort. But you’ll find your hunting this season will be considerably curtailed owing to today’s disobedience. As for you, Fox——” The storm continued, and Sybil, having done all that honour demanded, withered tactfully away. She and Fox were very old enemies.

During the later family differences, Allan had drifted out of the stable yard and, joined by Ben, made his way round to the front of the house. There he found Rickard, taking shots at jackdaws with a catapult. He was a shy child, with polite though distant manners. Gravely ignoring their late hurried meeting, he greeted Allan politely; then, having no gift for small talk, he lavished his attentions on Benbow. Allan opened the conversation.

“Good catapult, that,” he observed. “What shot does she take?”

“Stones mostly,” was the answer. “I pipped a blackbird with her last week. Like to see it?” Allan, shuddering inwardly, signified his readiness to view the corpse.

The inspection over, they made tracks for the house. In the large and hall-like hall—so different in its trim conventionality from the sporting confusion which Allan, by his reading of Irish sporting novels, had been led to expect—they met Sybil. She stuck her crop in the rack and came forward jauntily.

“We-el,” she greeted them, “that little family breeze is safely over.” She sat on the corner of an oak chest, swinging one of her long gaitered legs, and glanced at Allan through her eyelashes. Rickard looked at her with brotherly disapproval.

“I suppose that means that Fox or Aiden’s getting the row,” he observed.

“Fox is—dashed good for him too. Beastly old cat! You bet it was him gave me away,” she answered vengefully. “Come on up to your room, Allan; if you’re late for dinner there’ll be the devil to pay.”

Allan followed her, wondering inwardly what his position would be in the midst of these manifold family rows. Had he known his cousins better, he would have realized that their capacity for fighting without drawing blood was almost incalculable. To quarrel en famille was the salt of their lives. Feuds bitter and devastating were kept up for weeks, only to crumble and fall as soon as some crisis occurred in which it was necessary to play the game, the family versus the world. When such was the case, the family closed ranks and presented an unbroken front to all outsiders.


CHAPTER II

Tells Why

A FULL week had passed since Allan’s arrival at Ballinrath House. He had filled in the time very profitably in reviewing carefully his first impressions of Ireland; in learning the language (from Sybil) and endeavouring to steep himself in the atmosphere—the Celtic atmosphere, be it understood—by holding daily conversations with the postman, though why his greeting of “Thirrum Pogue”—or words to that effect—should cause the worthy to smile dourly (he was a man with a large family) Allan never could understand. Sybil had told him that it meant “Good morning,” and surely there was nothing in that to excite any man’s risible faculties.

The atmosphere of battle, horror, and murder by night, in which he had naturally expected to find himself on his arrival in Ireland, was strangely non-apparent. Deeds of unbelievable foulness and treachery were still—judging by the newspapers—of almost daily occurrence in the land, but they seemed to leave untouched the district round Bungarvin. Yet wrecked police-barracks and courthouses, country houses standing empty, and the charred walls of what had once been country houses, all went to show how little of a myth was the state of civil war in Ireland.

Now Allan, being something of an enthusiast, was mildly surprised at the lack of interest displayed by his relations and their friends in the country and her present rulers. Why, he asked himself, did they not learn the language, or some little thing like that, to bring them nearer to the people? A link of sympathy between the landlord and romantic peasantry. He mentioned something of the sort to Cousin Ronnie, whose answer—that any sympathy between landlord and tenant had long since been crushed by English Land Acts—seemed to Allan the height of reactionary unreasonableness. By the end of a week, however, his interest in Eire had somewhat elapsed; he had found out the meaning of “Thirrum Pogue,” and had written to his aunt that he found Ireland and his Irish cousins very jolly.

This aunt, Lady Mary Semple-Maughan, his mother’s only sister, was also one of the few relations who took a decided interest in the boy. True, she had a daughter, and Allan was far from being an impecunious youth, despite several years of untrammelled extravagance as a subaltern in a cavalry regiment, at present stationed in India.
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