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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

Two Days in Aragon was Molly Keane’s ninth novel and is perhaps her most ambitious. Written in 1941 when the passage of time and events had cast the traumatic and dreadful events of the Irish Civil Wars of the 1920s into a new perspective, the book, on one level, is a threnody, or lamentation, for the great houses of Ireland and the end of a way of life. On another, it is a celebration of those same houses, and the life that was lived in them—and there too on different levels—by the Anglo-Irish and their Catholic servants alike; but it is also, and most satisfactorily I think, a special kind of record of the social system that pertained among the Ascendancy in the South of Ireland and a close look at those golden beehives that such “big” houses were. This social system, based on the existence of a separate, large and ostensibly powerful Ascendancy finally perished in the time of the Troubles, but it had begun to crumble with the demise of Landlordism many years before, and in the destruction or abandonment of many of the great houses its epitaph was composed.

Yet if it seems merely a shocking act of vandalism that such beautiful monuments should have been put to the torch, one must remember that to the mass of the Irish, whose forbears had been dispossessed to make way for the great demesnes over which these houses presided, they were more than great buildings. It was not easy for the Irish to perceive them as beautiful artefacts, ornaments to the countryside. They were establishments, symbols, more like Residencies than residences, and as such, when the smouldering resentments of centuries flamed into open rebellion, became targets for the flame—in every sense. And the simile of the Residency can be carried further since the English Government regarded the Irish uprising of 1916 (“The Easter Rising”) as mutiny and executed nearly all its leaders.

The ways of life conducted within these Anglo-Irish houses were alien to the Irish way of life. It was not merely a question of class differences, although it was certainly that too. There was no question of anyone from the Anglo-Irish side crossing the great social divide that lay between what are sometimes called “the races”. The Anglo-Irish had allegiance to the British Crown; England was their mother country, though Ireland may have been their native land: and it was English manners, mores, modes that pertained among them. Perhaps most of all the dividing line was religion: the Anglo-Irish were to a man Protestant—Catholicism or Romanism was “common”. “Even so late as 1932 an Irish Peer who showed leanings towards Rome was taken by his father to look at the Sunday congregation streaming out of the Catholic church on the estate and asked how he could ally himself with them.” (Terence de Vere White, The Anglo-Irish, Gollancz 1972). There is hostility there, and there always was hostility, though it was cloaked on one side by patronage, on the other by subservience or evasion. The way of life in the “big houses” was superimposed on the other way of life in Ireland—that of the vast majority of the population who were Catholics, spoke English as a foreign tongue and whose accent was called a brogue (the other meaning of which, interestingly enough, was a cheat), and who led lives that were more impenetrable, secret and unknowable than those of their Ascendancy masters. What is extraordinary is that so many of the Anglo-Irish, whilst recognising the irredeemable spaces between them and the mass of the people, did not admit to their otherness. Stephen Gwynn, an ardent Irish nationalist, born in a rectory, and who felt himself to be Irish to the backbone, wrote “The new nationalism describes me and the likes of me as Anglo-Irish. So all my life I have been spiritually hyphenated without knowing it.” It’s as good a description as any, and that other hyphen joining the separate existences of the Anglo-Irish and the Irish on Irish soil was wiped out in the Troubles and their aftermath.

Molly Keane, almost inadvertently one might suppose, and one would be quite wrong to do so (for she is artful in her modesty), has preserved as much of the minutiae of the last days of the Irish Raj as any writer with more pretension to posterity. She did not mean to be a writer, never mind a social historian, and claims not to have set out to do anything other than to escape the bonds of her extraordinary upbringing in a large house in County Wexford where her parents lived in a way that was both eccentric yet typical of the gentry of that time. They ignored their children for the most part save for insisting on their skill in horsemanship, which was an essential accomplishment.

Molly Keane—or Skrine, her maiden name—was educated in fits and starts by a series of governesses, and in the gaps in between them, by her mother, whom she now recalls as a remarkable linguist and musician, and who under the pseudonym Moira O’Neill was a successful rhymster writing about the countryside and people of Ireland with charm and sentimentality. “She made no attempt to pass any of her interests or accomplishments on to her children. I now think what an interesting woman she must have been. But I chiefly remember being alone as a child—my elder sister was away at a High School in Oxford and my brothers were at school in England. I never did go to school there.”

When she was older there was an attempt to formalise her education and she went to a French school in Bray, outside Dublin, until a doctor diagnosed incipient T.B., in those days a killing disease. She was sentenced to bed for an indefinite period and out of sheer boredom started to write; or that, at least, is one of the legends. The other is that she wrote, in desperation, to earn pin money to supplement her tiny dress allowance. From the beginning she used a pseudonym, M.J. Farrell. Like mother, like daughter, though her mother never recognised it.

Startled though she was, to discover herself a writer, once started Molly Keane never looked back, and over three decades, in intense and painful bouts of writing, crammed into a few months taken off from her precious hunting, she wrote eleven novels and four plays (in collaboration with John Perry) which were great successes in the West End. Margaret Rutherford made her name in one and John Gielgud directed all four. Her last play Dazzling Prospect, produced in 1961, at a time when the spate of Angry Young Men plays had changed the conventions of West End theatre, was a failure.

Sarah Miles, straight out of RADA, had her first professional role in it and she once ruefully remembered, “Never was there a less apt title than Dazzling Prospect. It marked one of the last times that people actually threw spoiled fruit at actors in a West End production.” Times had changed. As they had for M.J. Farrell whose beloved husband Bobbie Keane died suddenly, tragically aged only thirty-six. She stopped writing; not till the 1980’s did she resurrect herself as a writer, this time under her own name, with the novels Good Behaviour, a wild success, and Time After Time, a dazzling tour de force. (She tells a good story of how, at a dinner party in her honour in Paris, the guests expressed their horror of Jasper the hero of the book “Quel bête” they said, and congratulated her on her ferocious imagination at conjuring up such a horror. “But Jasper” she said, smiling gently, “c’est moi.”)

Two Days in Aragon was one of the last books to be written in her great creative period between the wars. It was written after her marriage to Bobbie Keane “a witty, happy man who loved old furniture, me, his daughters, good food and talk”. Two Days in Aragon sets out to be more deliberately serious than her other books and though it is occasionally portentous and sentimental it is also sympathetic to the Irish cause. It also tackles head on what is either implicit in her earlier work or avoided: the enormous, vexed problem that was Ireland’s turbulent relationship with England which was coming to a horrid head in the times of which she was writing. These years of rebellion and fighting are known as the Troubles, though god knows the troubles had been going on for centuries, but by 1920 the fighting was “a dreary record of reprisals and counter reprisals, burnings, murders and outrages, not between armies but between expert gunmen on both sides” (Edmund Curtis, A History of Ireland, Methuen 1961). The gunman became the new symbol for Ireland.

Molly Keane wrote Two Days in Aragon partly for her beloved husband who, she said, was far more open-minded than she, and saw things more clearly at the time they were happening. But the book was also written as a kind of atonement for her contemporaneous attitude, her condemnations and her lack of understanding. An understandable lack of understanding and one shared by so many of her class, epitomised by the attitude of her mother, who, Molly Keane once surmised, “would have dismissed Yeats as just another Irish patriot. She couldn’t think that the English had ever done anything wrong whereas of course they had behaved appallingly for generation after generation.”

As an artist, Molly Keane saw both sides of the tragic Irish question. She perceived, too, that the young Irishmen her friends thought of simply as murderers and fanatics, were fighting for their basic right to be self-governing. She gives excuses for their behaviour though they believed that they had reasons, moral imperatives, which, were they not to be fulfilled, would constitute treachery not only to their country but to themselves as Irishmen. This was something outside her experience but she accommodated it. Indeed throughout the book one gets the feeling of the author giving her imagination a specific imaginative wrench, jolting it to sympathy and forgiveness.

Two Days in Aragon is a precise title. The novel relates the tragic sequence of events over the last two days of Aragon, a great house by a large river in County Westmeath. Molly Keane took the name from a mountain—Araglin—near where she lived, but its name inevitably invokes the close connections that have always existed between Spain and Ireland; a strange empathy based as much on emotional affinities as on their shared, rabidly Catholic history and heritage.

Aragon is a spectacularly beautiful house, an amalgam of houses Molly Keane knew and loved, many of which were destroyed in the Troubles, and she delivers it marvellously, lying golden and rich in its demesne and valley, its inhabitants living apparently effortlessly in a way that, though long doomed, is still flourishing. Her details are so engaging; the things people eat (she describes the meals with a delicious relish that bespeaks a great cook) the way the house is furnished: the joy of cupboards full of fine linen, the sprawl of a house that is clean and grand and spacious. And, as in all the houses in her books, history and portent hang heavy in all the rooms. “The past doesn’t dwell in people’s minds now in the way that it did” she says, and it’s a sentiment she voices strongly in Two Days in Aragon.


What was there then in the air of the houses that is not now?

Was it more stirred by the emotions of the past than now, when the life of the present is gay and firm in the ether with the radio ministering to the loneliest? Radio has stirred away the hauntings and stillness in the old rooms. The waves of the past cannot lap and lap, quietly encroaching onto the solid sands of now. Houses and memories have less power to injure, less power to assuage.




In all her books houses play an active part—she treats them as though they had an actual awful power for good or ill. Aragon’s power appears benign but occasionally Molly Keane twitches aside the serene veil and shows the malevolence that has accumulated behind the aftermath of evil done there, as in the discovery of a torture chamber built by a sadistic forbear of the Foxes, the family who have always lived in the house.

Mrs Fox, fluffy-headed, childish and widowed since her husband died after a hunting accident, and her two children Sylvia and Grania, are the owners of the house, but at the pivot of the novel is its true inheritor Nan O’Neill. Molly Keane has drawn in Nan O’Neill a powerful portrait of a powerful woman, standing at the centre of the book as she does of Aragon. Our first glimpse of her is as solid and sure as a figure in Chardin or a Brueghel painting as she emerges from the shadows of Aragon into the reader’s vision in a blue blouse and full black skirt and white apron, “its sure soothing shape as sure a shape as a sail”. Nan O’Neill is a melodramatic figure, histrionic, obsessive and compulsive. As its housekeeper, guardian and protector she is the living embodiment of Aragon, which she literally worships. Aragon is her temple, her shrine, and the people who live in it are sacred to her, except for Miss Pigeon, an ancient Fox aunt and scapegoat for Nan’s complex pent-up virulence and cruelties. Not surprising, since the same blood that flowed in the veins of the builder of the torture chamber flows in Nan’s veins. For she is the illegitimate daughter of the father of Hugh Fox, dead father of Sylvia and Grania, and is therefore a cousin.

Molly Keane is firing on all barrels in her outrageous portrait of Miss Pigeon, who is in fact the kind of eccentric gentlewoman who used to lurk, backwatered in the great houses, not just of Ireland, but all over Europe from Sicily to Scotland. “It was extraordinary how many old aunts there were everywhere in all the houses, getting dottier all the time, utterly arrogant and absolutely certain of their right to be there. They were there because they never married—there was a great shortage of men. The arrogance they were born with. I took such things for granted then, as one took so much—the whole of life is so different. None of the owners of these houses worked—they never thought of working. They had their horses, a pack of hounds, shooting, fishing—it was a hard day’s work just keeping up with those things—and one needed so much less money. When I think of how Bobbie [Keane] and I lived at Belleville, I really believe that you would need at least twenty times the income now.” Belleville was the beautiful house near the Blackwater river where Molly Keane and her husband spent their happy married life. Belleville was not the model for Aragon, though the Blackwater is the same river that Aragon looks down on. She remembers that “everything went up and down the river, starting with the Phoenicians—little steamers and boats plying between Youghal and Cappoquin. My father-in-law started up a boat service—the boat was called ‘The Happy Harry’. Of course the service cost money rather than made it and during the Troubles the Republicans took the boat over—I suppose they thought it was bringing soldiers in. It got caught between the two warring parties and was sunk. That kind of thing is what happened to many houses—Woodrooff for example [where Molly Keane spent a formative time away from her parents] was only burnt down because it was on a strategic point between Clare and Clonmel and was caught in the crossfire.”

Aragon as painted by Molly Keane is a representative of these great houses, lived in by people who felt themselves at one with the country, who counted themselves Irish, who were looked after by Irish servants, but who might have come from a different planet as regards how the Irish viewed and regarded them. In Two Days in Aragon Molly Keane inclined to the view that these houses had come to the end of their useful lives, that their span was over, and that their burning was a cremation. Just as many people, looking back, see the 1914 War as inevitable in a way, if only to put an end to a way of life that was inappropriate to the twentieth century, so it appears that the demise of Aragon—and all such houses—was historically inevitable. Ireland after the signing of the Treaty and for many years after it, might be likened to China in the throes of the Cultural Revolution, save that the killing was done. The way of life that loomed ahead had no place in it for gracious living.

The burning of their houses was an enormous shock to the Anglo-Irish who believed themselves to be Irish and believed too that they commanded the loyalty of those who lived around them and worked for them. They deceived themselves. There was loyalty and love, certainly, but of a kind, and it was ambivalent. The Conquered Celt has never been straightforward in his dealing with those who consider themselves to be socially superior. This attitude is perhaps best summed up in David Thomson’s great book Woodbrook in which he speaks about the servants of an Irish house, “They secretly cherished hatred for the major, their present landlord and employer, whom in day to day relationships they loved—cherished this hatred because of his ancestors and theirs and because it might help their advancement.”

Nan of Aragon is not of this ilk … her devotion to the house and its family is total. She serves it like a slave, proud of her chains, and though she herself is a Fox she regards the family as so far removed from her that an alliance is unthinkable. Indeed the leap that Grania, the younger of the two Fox daughters, makes in taking a native Irishman for her lover is almost unimaginably daring and damning. The appalled exclamation in Two Days in Aragon “that a Fox, a daughter of Aragon, should carry on an affair with an O’Neill from the mountain, was as wrong, Grania knew, to Nan as the love of black and white people seemed to her” is utterly in context with such an atmosphere. And even though this particular O’Neill is Nan’s own son, she is as shocked as though she has discovered some arcane form of miscegnation. “A person like that, what can anybody nice think of you if this gets known—it’s a deeply terrible shocking thing, my child, to let a man like that touch you, and of course if anybody gets to know you have then it’s too dreadful, it’s too dreadful then.” This is to do with class. Distinctions were absolute and constituted even more of a chasm in Ireland than pertained in England.

Molly Keane has an acute ear for Irishisms, things that Irish people said that were often treasured up by those who heard them and recounted at dinner for fond patronising amusement. But hers are classic and funny and make absolute sense in their paradox, as in Nan’s comment as she looks in horror at a ferret. “Everyone has their favourite animal that they hate.”

Molly Keane herself seems an amalgam of Grania and Sylvia. Grania is the wild, poetic creature who makes the leap over convention and Sylvia the cool, swift elder sister, sharp as a lemon, willingly locked into a conventional way of life that could as easily be lived in England as in Ireland. Grania, silly, artless, without a grain of common sense, is fired by ignorant, useless bravery. She is culpably innocent; a girl who causes trouble because she ignores convention and because she cannot help it. She is open-hearted and uncalculatingly gullible, a fat little slut who is a great hand at curling her hair but not too good at washing—the reverse of the impeccable, shining Sylvia, street-wise, elegant, calculating, who knows the cost of everything and finds out the price of love.

Yet it is not golden Grania, who would have died for love, who comes nearest to death, but Sylvia, and that because of the code by which she lives, a code which is so much a part of her existence that it impels her to the impossible. Sylvia, the perfect little deputy mistress of Aragon, as one day she plans to be the perfect Lady Purvis in Norfolk, is an unlikeable, though admirable character. Just once does she become human, when she makes that remarkable pact of love with the other side, the enemy. As a result her perfectly ordered life, rigid in its perfection, can never be the same again, nor can her belief in the correctness of things, in good behaviour. Even her attitude towards the man who is to be her husband will be coloured by her secret, shocking knowledge that the call of man to woman is beyond class divide, though it is she who is the cruellest snob in the book.

In Two Days in Aragon Molly Keane looks at the rights and wrongs of a series of traumatic events in the course of two days of Irish history in an Irish house. In doing so she has made a miniature of something very large and sad, the history of Ireland and the people who lived there and loved her. It is a fictional account of bitter events and sad truths. Elizabeth Bowen, her great friend and owner of Bowen’s Court, a house in spirit much like the one called Aragon, concluded sadly at the end of her own Anglo-Irish family history, “The stretches of the past I have to cover have been on the whole painful. My family got their position and drew their power from a situation that shows an inherent wrong. In the grip of that situation England and Ireland each turned to the other a closed, harsh, distorted face, a face their lovers would hardly know.” Molly Keane saw both faces very clearly on both days in Aragon.

Polly Devlin, Somerset, 1985


I



GRANIA FOX was eighteen. She was alone in a wood she knew very well, far beyond the house and above the river. She was waiting. But she never projected herself from one moment into the next, from one day into another, because she had no imagination.

Now she took in through her body the streaming pallor of the spring light spread across the wide shallow valley beneath the woods; the river without any glare on its smooth, lit flowing; the fields, warm and living as flesh under the sun; the smells of honey and gum from the blue larches and the gorse. She knew of a little dog’s hunting lust, and ditches of primroses dry for sitting down, sheltered for love. She had a bunch of primroses, their pink stalks damp in her hand, fisted as in childhood to hold them—their scent was dry as powder—the lightest most affecting scent. Where was her dog now? Where was Soo, her little black bitch?

“Soo, Soo, Soo, naughty one, Soo!”

A little black deer came flying through its forest of game, a little black unicorn without its horn; flying back from its other life, its great and wild life where it was a terror and a menace to the wood things, the birdies, the bunnies, the mice, the moles; back to her slave-love life—eyes shining, unknowing of Grania. A spring into her arms, into her heart, but Grania has no claim on her now. A kiss for a wild hunter and freedom of woods and coverts till the hunter grows weary, and then come back, my little Pompey, my slave love.

Grania had no repose. She flew about doing things all the time. Now she thought she had time to get some watercress before her lover came to her. In the ditch just outside the wood there was plenty of watercress, excellent watercress, growing cleanly and richly in the steep dark ditch. She had better get some watercress.

Grania was a fat little blonde with pretty bones under her flesh; rather a slut, and inclined to wear party shoes with old tweeds. She would be in her bath, and forget to wash very much, but she was a great hand at curling up her blonde hair, of which she was very vain. Three of the most marriageable young men in the County West-common had asked her to marry them; but they had no skill for love-making so she refused them all, and returned to Foley O’Neill, who embraced her in woods and other out-of-the-way places, whereas the eligible young men seldom did more than hold her hand before they proposed. Foley O’Neill did not propose. He was so much her social inferior. A fantastic reason perhaps, but good enough for him, as he did not really want to marry her.

This evening Grania did not see him until he was beside her, she was so occupied with her watercress. He smiled and said to her in that quiet voice, neither quite of the common people nor quite of Grania’s people.

“Arent you going to talk to me at all to-day?”

“How long have you been here?”

“Hours and hours——”

“And hours—What a lie! I must get this bit of cress. Wait a minute.”

Instead of saying, “I can’t wait,” or “It’s not a lie,” he got down in the ditch too and picked cress neatly and seriously beside her. He could put love away while it was closer than at present.

Foley had always been a person of importance. When he was four years old his father died and his mother left the mountain farm and went back to Aragon, where she had been nurse to the Fox’s before she married—there was Fox blood in her and she could not leave the place. Dymphnia O’Neill was her name, but they called her Nan at Aragon.

Foley’s Aunt Gipsy, his father’s sister, looked after him through his childhood, flattering and coaxing him as “the young Master,” “the young Boss.” Aunt Gipsy managed the farm in a sort of a way under Nan’s direction from Aragon.

Nan had always hated the poor twist of mountainy farm she had married into. But when she lived there she had worked and striven on it with all her power, civilising it a little more every year.

Nan never wanted her son to be a farmer. She spent far beyond her means on his education. From his youngest days she had horses in her mind for him—such horses were his life and his trade now. He was brave, hardworking and lucky, and, insofar as maybe in this precarious way of living, he now made a success of horse dealing.

Foley loved and feared his mother. He would discuss the twists of people’s characters and circumstances with her if he wished to get the better of them in a deal. His respect for her opinion was strong. He was very much afraid of her knowing about this love affair with Grania, which she would have condemned utterly.

“Where’s that silly little dog of yours to-day?” Foley thought they had picked enough watercress for the present. They sat together on the bank.

“Hunting. She’s not silly.” Grania always rose in defence of her dog—her beautiful little black bitch.

“Silly and useless. She hasn’t even got a tail.”

“Oh, how dare you! She’s not meant to have one. Who ever saw a Schipperke with a tail. Don’t be silly.”

“Well, what is she good for?”

“Good for love—they’re love dogs.”

“No good. They’re a rotten breed of dog.”

“They’re the Barge dogs of Holland. You know, they pull the barges up and down the canals.”

“You’re telling lies,” he picked up her hand and bit her wrist gently. Deeply. Real pain.

“Oh, Foley, poor Grania.”

“You’re telling lies and you have to be punished.” The shadows of leaves were flickering across her fat white neck, trembling at a certain depth within her eyes.

He said, “I’ve got a present for you.”

“What is it?” She tried to keep her voice steady. But this was too much—this breaking off from love. She had no experience.

“A new ferret. It’s in the car.”

His triangular blue eyes held hers. He was speaking across his pause in love-making.

She answered with difficulty. “Oh, how lovely. Shall we go and talk to him?”

He laughed, putting his arms round her.

“Do you think we need him now?”

“No——No——”

It’s not me. It’s not myself. Grania was transcended, purged of all fret, or small unhappy thought, running home through the woods to her house built above the river. Soo ran beside her, leaping for the ferret that dangled horrid and malign from her hand. Across the valley the woods reached strange evening heights and deeps of shadows. Near her path were little pale blue mosses and water-green patches of bracken. Love sang at her heart no more. She had made a moment’s peace with love, and now she was planning how to get a box arranged for this ferret before dinner.


II



DOWN on the dark kept paths nearer the house Grania met her Aunt Pigeon. Aunt Pigeon was old. She was an invalid they said. She had her own bedroom and sitting-room, and Nan Foley looked after her. She had been tall and fat once but now she looked to be a small old woman, the flesh all fallen from her elegant bones—her body huddled together and dressed in absurdly old clothes.

“We really must get Aunt Pigeon a new dress,” Grania’s mother had been saying distractedly for the last ten years. With her voice she had a way of making almost anything seem impossible of accomplishment; “I must rush to the garden for one instant and try to plant this primrose before it quite dies.” Everything was like that. “I wonder if that tiresome child ought to have a tonic? Cod liver oil? Do try to remind me, darling, if you possibly can.”

Certainly there had never been a new dress for Aunt Pigeon. It was too difficult. She was wearing a waisted black jacket this evening, sticking out over her thin behind and trimmed with braid. She had a yellow-brown skunk fur on her shoulders with topaz yellow eyes, and an elaborate fastening system. The long skirt nearly covered those thick boots that Nan Foley bought in the village, and which were so heavy on her exquisitely made but perfectly flat little feet—and then you had to lace them up. It was a terrible business every morning, every morning of your life. Aunt Pigeon’s face was as white as a sheep’s face. Her eyes still held a little of the blue they had been, so she always liked to wear a blue scarf or a bit of blue trimming somewhere to bring out their colour. To Grania and Sylvia she was part of life. They could never remember a time when they had not known she was more childish than themselves. They were not particularly kind to her. Darling Nan looked after her, and they knew she did not like Nan. Poor Nan had some terrible times with her; for instance, when she would not sleep in bed on account of catching leprosy. The only way to avoid leprosy was to sleep on the stairs. She took terrible fancies when she got a glass of port, Nan said, oh terrible. Such talk of Heathen Gods then, you couldn’t believe it; and saucers of milk for the fairies tripping you up wherever you went. Since earliest days the children could remember finding those little offerings, hidden under leaves, left behind stones or in nooks of trees for her Diblins, as she called them. Dolls’ saucers of curds and jam, scraps of buttered toast from breakfast, sometimes the children ate them, sometimes the dogs. Aunt Pigeon wagged her head solemnly when she could remember where she had put the saucers and saw them emptied.

Finding her this evening in the darkness of the towering rhododendron, among the glossy darkness of the laurel leaves, Grania had a chill moment before the customary way of seeing Aunt Pigeon came back to her, and she was blinded again by custom to that moment’s vision of a different creature; alive, rather wild, strong in its desires. Aunt Pigeon was putting something away in her pocket which she wore hung on a tape round her waist. Complicated explorations were in progress among skirt and petticoat, a prolonged grope for what she called her sporran.

“I keep everything most precious just here,” she would say, patting the hiding-place with a calm and unembarrassed gesture. “You’d be surprised how many people have been after this little pattern of mine. You’d be amazed. It’s so nice for when I travel. Oh, and such a comfort to think there’s one place nobody can pry into.”

To-day Grania detected a good deal of bustle and confusion as Aunt Pigeon stowed away some treasure. It might be an old ring or a letter or some morsel for the Diblins, over which she had been brooding by herself among the dark evergreens.

“What have you got in your sporran to-night, Aunt Pigeon?” she asked. Aloof, benignant, patronising, she spoke from the distance of a world away—from her different star.

“Hush.” Aunt Pigeon came nearer and whispered. “It’s a surprise for my Diblins.”

“What is it?”

“I’ve been bird’s nesting,” Aunt Pigeon said in a tough buccaneering tone of voice. “Three Thrushes’ eggs and two Blackbirds’, what d’you think o’ that?”

“But did you take the eggs away?”

“Safe in my sporran.”

“And take care they don’t hatch there.”

“Ah, they may hatch and flutter their wings, they can’t get out of my sporran.”

“But the poor big Birdies?”

“Oh, they can lay more eggs.”

“Hard on them.”

“Fun for them. It’s nature.”

“And Aunt Pigeon won’t take any more eggs?”

“Aunt Pigeon will come creeping—creeping up to their nests.” She gave an imitation of herself that was a little frightening, moving without a sound on the soft path. “Pigeon will find a brown nest in the silver holly, she will put her hand into it, quiet as a mouse. Oh, it’s so smooth and hot in there, and three warm little eggs all ready for her. She can’t see them, no! but she can touch them——”

“Only three?”

“Much better three, better for eating, my darling. If there were four those nasty little birds might be hatching up in them.”

“Oh, Aunt Pigeon, do put them back.”

“Nothing ever gets out of my sporran.”

“Think of the birds, they’ll be in such a state.”

“Let them cry. Let them cry. We all have a cross to bear. We can’t all expect the best of everything.”


III



NAN FOLEY was coming down the path from the house. She had not yet plunged into the shades and thicknesses of the laurel and the common rhododendron. She was walking in the sun through the flame and salmon and honey-yellow of the azaleas and the great house was long and pale behind her. Straight behind her were the big pillars of the carriage porch. They made a powerful frame behind her, if you had been coming towards her it would have seemed a gorgeous descent. For Nan Foley was a beautiful woman, and as strong as one of the pillars of the Corinthian porch. She was tall, with such wide shoulders that her hips seemed neat and narrow. She had a wide forehead and her grey hair curled strongly on her head. The bones round her eyes were of that full exciting shape which age makes more true and regular. The skin was thick and healthy still, and hardly lined for a woman of fifty (in 1920 she must have been fifty at least). She wore a blue blouse with her full black skirt and a great white apron, white as an advertisement for soap; its pure soothing shape was as sure a shape as a sail seen on the sea.

She turned to her left out of the bright sun, and started walking down some steps cut in the side of the hill, they led to the lower path through the rhododendrons where Grania and Aunt Pigeon were talking. Nan had not heard them, but some sensible instinct always led her directly to her charge’s most frequented places. As she walked along she paused now and then to pull out a weed or twist back an encroaching bough. The actions were strong and neat and calculated to a nicety. She accomplished each little effort with a minimum outlay of strength.

“Ah, now I have you,” she exclaimed gaily as she turned into the straight dark path and bore down on Aunt Pigeon and Grania. “Now I have you located, imagine! And do you know how long it is past your time for supper?”

“I know you want to pack me off to bed. You needn’t tell me that, Nan.”

“No, dear, no, but it’s time for you to come in all the same.”

Nan gave Grania a glance while she spoke, a glance of confidence, suggesting that they were two sensible people who must indulge the tiresome whims of a spoilt child. They two were of another life entirely, the sane life, outside poor Miss Pigeon’s.

“Do go in, Aunt Pidgie,” Grania said, returning Nan’s look with a knowing smile. “I’m sure Nan has a lovely supper ready for you.”

“What’s for the dining-room dinner?” Aunt Pigeon asked eagerly.

“Clear soup.”

“Strong clear soup?”

“Made of the best of shin beef and reduced to pure goodness.”

“Ah, that will do their insides good. After that?”

“Salmon, and lettuce hearts.”

“A nice salmon?”

“Lepping fresh from the sea, imagine.”

“And then?”

“The shoulder of lamb and the first green peas.”

“Was it a black-faced lamb?”

“I believe so.”

“Are they those nasty tasteless Pilot peas?”

“No, the juicy Little Marvel.”

“And a little butter and mint with them, of course?”

“Of course, yes.”

“And the sweet——Don’t tell me, I’ll guess—bottled plums?”

“No.”

“Rhubarb fool?”

“No.”

“Don’t tell me, don’t tell me! Jam puffs and cream?”

“You’re getting warmer.”

“Is it a gooseberry tart from the early bush on the left-hand side of the asparagus bed?”

“It is.”

“Ah, ah, I knew I’d get it right. Oh, that sounds a very nice dinner.” The voice changed. The life in it when she had questioned Nan about the dining-room dinner died, and she said in a voice like the small voice of the smallest bear.

“But what’s for my supper?”

“Oh, a delicious little supper. Come in now and see.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming. Oh, the hill is so steep and my feet are so tired.”

Nan gave Aunt Pigeon one of those strong commanding looks of hers, a look that would have put life back in the dead by its compulsion to action.

“No delay now, Miss Pigeon, or I’ll let the Diblins in to eat your supper.”

“No, Nan, no. I’ll leave them each a little piece, but not all Nan, please not all my supper.”

She started pegging away up the warm path towards the house at an absurd rate; such was her haste that she almost forgot to use her stick as she bundled out of sight round the corner past which Nan had come to find her.

As she disappeared Nan burst into a laugh of indulgent annoyance, the sort of laugh with which one admits a misdemeanour in an old dog.

“Well, isn’t she a caution? Now Miss Grania it’s time you were in too. The dressing-gong sounded as I came out. Oh, goodness, child, what’s that awful thing in your hand?”

“It’s a ferret, Nanny darling. Can you get me a box to put it in?”

O Jesu! Ferrets of all things. I imagine they give me the oh’s—keep away from me with it, will you now, will you, will you, Miss Grania.”

“I can’t put it in among the others yet. It’s a stranger to them, so do find me a cosy box for the night; one we can close up, Nan, mind. I wouldn’t lose it for the world.”

“Where did you get it?—the dirty thing—keep off from me like a good child.”

“I got it, I got it from a tinker on the hill.”

Grania had no intention of telling Foley’s mother where the love gift came from. Nan would be on to this affair if she got so much as a breath, as a hint, as a whisper on the breeze, and the strength of her disapproval, Grania truly felt, would be well matched by the strength and weight of her opposition in the matter. For a Fox, a daughter of Aragon, to carry on an affair with an O’Neill from the Mountain was as wrong, Grania knew, to Nan as the love of black and white people seemed to her. But her secret, her joy and her thrilling refuge, were still her unshared delights. Her foot was set now in a strange country, and its ways were before her. She was not going to share her speculations or tell her present joy.

“God forgive me, I hate them. I think everyone has their favourite animal that they hate—look at the spot on its back—I thought it was only Foley had the breed of the white ferrets with the spot on them.”

Grania held the ferret up, its horrid little hands hung down, its neck lifted and twisted a little as it peered about it with red eyes. Soo, who had been sitting trembling with disgust, made a spring towards it. It was the diversion Grania had played for. Screams from Nan. Screams from Soo. Screams from Grania, and awful hissings from the ferret, mingled under the dark thin boughs of the laurels and rhododendrons.

“Indeed, Soo, I wouldn’t blame you, Petty. Who’s a love? Who’s a little wee? Who didn’t like a dirty ferret? Come to me, love. Kiss for Nanny? Now, pet! Now! I’ll go on and get the box for you, Miss Grania.”

Nan went striding away carrying Soo in her arms as if she was a baby, and for the moment the ferret’s resemblance to Foley’s breed seemed to be forgotten. Grania was glad to be alone again. She went slowly with a delicious weariness up the path, and when she got back into the sunlight she felt overcome by her own well-being and happiness.

The scent of azaleas caught in the back of her nose like a fog of honey and pepper. The harsh almost animal breath that is behind its scent was not here yet, only the wild pungent sweet of its earliest flowers. Great groups almost grown to the size of trees flowered along the wide grass borders of the avenue towards the house. They were above the trees that dropped down the steep bank of the valley. Rooks were flying to and from their nests in the tree tops below. Above the house again, the hill climbed up nursing the sun in its hollows and elbows, sheltering the rare trees, and the rhododendrons, and tender magnolias, and camellias that flowered so freely along the side of this valley.

Aragon stood high above a tidal river. So high and so near that there was only a narrow kind of garden between house and water. It was almost a hanging garden, as Spanish as the strange name Aragon. There was a path under the long line of windows, then a wide short flight of steps with little stone foxes, flying along, stretched brushes out in the air behind them, at the top and the bottom of the steps. Below the steps there were no flower-beds, but a narrow piece of dark grass, and another path, and a very low wall built above the drop to the river. If you sat on the wall you looked down into a grove of ilex and beech and cherry trees. You looked down into the highest places of the trees familiarly from above. Into rooks’ nests and into the stone pine where herons built, you might sit and stare, and breathe up the fogged white scent of Portugal laurel flowers on the heavy river air.

Directly underneath the house and this grove, the river swelled and shrank with the tides. You could look deep into the river bed, and up its slow turns towards the mountains and down its straighter way to the sea. Small ships could come up above Aragon, and it was nice to watch them go up and down on the tides.

You sat on the wall above the steep fall of ground as on a balcony. Leaning, you looked down the full river, and across the shining country of fields and woods and mountains. You looked directly down on wet trees and on the bright backs of flying birds—they seemed to be swimming across the air below.

The house itself was long and pale, but it did not share in the coldness and obscure gloom proper to so many beautiful houses of the Georgian age in Ireland. Perhaps because of the deep shelter that surrounded it there was a calm and a kindness about its lines; lines that had all the strict flow and balance of their period. Beauty so correct and satisfactory since then there has never been; nor so much dignity with so little heaviness. The great stone carriage porch of Aragon was not pompous; the balustrade round the roof edge, with its cut stone urns at regular intervals, had the severity belonging rightly to decoration.

Above the house, and above the wall of the castle that had been here before the house, the pleasure grounds were made. There you went up and down half-circular flights of steps and breathed the hushed air in grassy spaces. You walked among towering rhododendrons, great red castles of flower, and saw the air blue in the bamboos and eucalyptus, and golden in the sticky apricot of azaleas. It was the quietest, most solemn garden. The parliaments of rooks in the woods below, only an echo here, a ring for the circle of quiet.


IV



“OH, GRANIA, my dear child, you naughty thing, why are you so late? Where have you been dear, really? It’s five minutes to dinner, and have I got time to run out and give my Canary Birds a drop of water before the gong sounds?”

Grania’s mother met her in the hall. She was little and pretty and distracted, always on the point of doing some tremendous thing and never having time to accomplish it. Her two passions in life were cards and her garden, and she would sacrifice any one or anything for either. She was a bad gardener and a bad gambler. Yet no disasters ever disgusted her of her two pursuits. Of course, plants were difficult and would sometimes refuse to grow; if cards would not always come your way, what of it? Next time would be different.

Grania and Sylvia were fond of their mother in an unpositive kind of way, but Nan Foley adored and served her with a sort of passion.

“Oh, Mummy, I won’t really truly be a moment, not a second.”

“Well, not too quick perhaps, darling, or I shan’t have time for my watering. I’ll just rush——”

They ran away from each other, Mrs. Fox still talking, and flying out of doors in her mauve tulle teagown with all the bows, her bronze beaded evening shoes hurrying comfortably along towards the newly planted primulas.

Grania went bundling up the wide staircase to her bedroom.

As she reached the landing one of the tall lightly-curved mahogany doors opened and Sylvia came out.

“My dear Grania, how late, aren’t you? And, oh, my dear, how you do smell.” She nipped her thin nose between finger and thumb and continued to talk, holding her skirt away from Grania with the other hand. “You smell of musk and, oh, every conceivable awfulness. Put a drop of something in your bath, but not my Rose Geranium.”

“I wouldn’t touch your filthy Rose Geranium.”

“Then who, one rather wonders, half-emptied the bottle?” Sylvia let go her nose and the question at the same instant.
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