



[image: Cover Image]






To Virginia and George




Copyright


Published by Virago


ISBN: 978-0-349-00755-7


Copyright © 2016 Sally Phipps


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


Preface copyright © Diana Athill 2016


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Virago


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




[image: image]




PREFACE


The arrival of Good Behaviour on my desk when I was senior editor at André Deutsch Limited was less simple than it should have been. Gina Pollinger, Molly’s agent, who before her marriage had been one of our editors, had called me to say that she was about to send us a novel she thought I would love, but the person whose desk it landed on was not me but Gina’s ex-colleague, Esther Whitby, and she, having read it, passed it on to me, fully expecting to get it back. In our firm, the person who first read and loved a book usually became its editor. In this case, however, I said ‘I’m sorry, Esther, but I am going to pull rank. I am going to edit this novel.’ I knew I was being mean.


Esther kept her mouth shut, so I failed to realise that I was just losing one of my best friends. She was furious, and not a person who made light of being offended. I don’t know how long her resentment lasted, but it was for a considerable time. Luckily for me, another aspect of her nature is great generosity and kindness. It was only after that aspect finally prevailed that I learnt how nearly I had lost her.


What had moved me to such bad behaviour was not only the novel’s quality. It was also the extent to which I shared Molly’s background. East Anglia and Ireland are chalk and cheese but there are still resemblances between big-house families (particularly if short of cash) and both of us came from such families. Both of us started out ‘horsey’, and both had learnt to flinch at the word ‘brainy’. ‘Oh, you’re the brainy one, aren’t you?’ said one of my partners at a hunt ball – and he might as well have accused me of reeking of halitosis. ‘Brainy’ was why Molly published all her early novels under a pseudonym. How I sympathised!


But with Good Behaviour it was instantly clear to me that she ought to step forth as herself, and her own hesitation about it was very slight. Molly was essentially modest, but like all good writers, she knew deep down that she was good. I think the shape her modesty took was simply not feeling that being a very good writer was all that important. You did it as well as you could – of course you did! – but so what?


With Good Behaviour she achieved something quite extraordinary. She makes Aroon, her narrator, tell a whole long and complicated story without ever understanding what that story is about. This is so clever, it’s mind-blowing – and the best thing about it is that it is never clever for the sake of cleverness. There are moments when the reader pauses to congratulate him or herself for being astute enough to twig what is really going on – but never any when he or she is exclaiming ‘Clever Molly’. But clever Molly has used her ‘distancing’ technique to turn us into something nearer watchers than story-readers. It is as though we are seeing events unfold which we can then interpret for ourselves, and the effect of this is much more poignant than explication would be.


Her two subsequent novels – Time After Time and Loving and Giving – were less brilliant than Good Behaviour. Although, Time after Time was wonderfully entertaining and Loving and Giving was perhaps the most amazing thing she ever did considering her age and frailty at the time she wrote it.


Because it is many years since I last read Good Behaviour I thought, when asked to write this preface, that I ought to read it again. This turned out to be unnecessary. I only had to pick the book up and there it all was in my head. I could move about in the story as easily as I can move about in memories of my own past. I think I can say that such an experience is true of no other novel I ever published.


As for Molly herself – her personality: well, I liked and admired many of ‘our’ authors, but Molly … Molly I loved.


We communicated mostly by letter, not seeing much of each other – just brief meetings on her infrequent visits to London, on one of which I took her to the Booker Prize-giving dinner. We kept telling each other to suppress excitement, ‘because that damned Indian is going to get it’ – which he did. Molly kept her cool, but judging by my own disappointment, hers must have been horrible.


There was just one occasion when I spent real time with her, and it was then that admiration turned into love.


To celebrate the publication of Good Behaviour we gave a party in Dublin, and it was agreed that after it I would drive Molly back to her home in Ardmore. My idea was that I would spend the night there, then seize the chance for a few days’ holiday exploring southern Ireland. It was only about halfway down our long drive together that it dawned on me that plans had been made: plans for parties. Six of them. A whole week of parties. And I was to stay with Molly at Dysert all that week. Help! Actually staying with someone … it was not something I liked doing. It seemed, however, to be taken so firmly for granted that I had the distinct impression that I must have been told about it in advance – only I knew that had not happened. But what could I do now except sit back and let it happen – which, of course, I did. And that week was the most wonderful fun.


Molly was a perfect hostess, not just because of the kindness and care she put into it, but because of how brilliantly open she was. At once we might have known each other for years. We could talk about anything – we could even understand things unsaid. For example, Molly disapproved of the fact that I lived with a black man – a Jamaican. Not a word was said about it – of course not! – but there it was, and it didn’t matter. It was none of her business, and so many other things between us were acceptable – were amusing – were important – were fun. Molly’s astonishing gift for giving and taking pleasure filled our days together.


And it was not just her. Those parties … It struck me that if I had been condemned to six Norfolk drinks parties with complete strangers, all of whom shared the interests of my dear parents and other relations – hunting, shooting, fishing, plus sailing and gardening if you were lucky – it would have been stupefyingly boring, but here it was not. Generalisations about nationalities are usually silly, but it is perfectly true that the Irish are much better at talking than the English. Those parties were full of surprises and laughter. They sparkled. All the more so for the brief sketches of the people we were about to meet, rarely unkind but always funny, provided by Molly on the way to each party. I shall go on laughing till the day I die at her quotation from one rather grand old woman, spoken in the voice of someone with ill-fitting dentures: ‘I read your book, Molly. I absolutely hated it, but I must say it’s well written – I didn’t find a single spelling mistake.’


One thing I enjoyed slightly less than the rest was the night we spent staying with Molly’s old and valued friend Stephen Vernon. He was by then very ill, paralysed and wholly dependent on a carer. Molly was accustomed to his condition, but to me it came as a shock, and so did the state of his house. That house’s famous elegance was only just still perceptible. Molly, whose perfectionism embraced domestic detail, could not possibly have failed to notice this, but she gave no sign of having done so. I came to the conclusion that she was responding to the situation with a more serious version of her attitude to my Jamaican partner: there was nothing she could do about it, so wipe it out. Indeed she went further: she boosted whatever was good. That seemed to be wise as it was kind.


The dazzle of Molly’s charm sometimes made people suspect it did not go deep. Her relationship with Stephen was only one of the many which proved this to be utter nonsense. This marvellous book by her daughter Sally will reveal how complex she was, full of uncertainties, anxieties, even fears, capable of striking out in anger and of little streaks of prejudice and snobbery, but with every page it becomes clearer that in spite of all of this, Molly’s essential essence was in the generosity, lovely kindness and wisdom which won her so many instant friends. It was almost as though there were two of her, one shaped by class and family circumstances, against which she often rebelled but from which she would never quite escape, and the other which stirred into life whenever she worked her way through to writing-level, and this Molly became able to see through her first self with calm amusement. That second Molly, the more ‘real’ of the two, was as responsive to love as she was to the challenges of her art, so was dominant in her friendships as well as her books. That was why so many quickly made friends remained bound to her for life.


Not long before she died, when guiding a pen over paper had become difficult, she wrote me a little goodbye letter (and I know she did the same to Gina). In it she thanked me for publishing Good Behaviour, with the most emphatic declaration of how much it had meant to her – how it had given her a new life. It was a deeply sad letter to get, being such a clear indication that the end was near, but it was also a wonderfully generous gift. I am not a letter-keeper. Nothing would have made me throw that one away.


Diana Athill


London, August 2016




PROLOGUE


After Molly Keane’s death in 1996 the novelist Clare Boylan wrote of her, ‘If the best should be kept till last then it is fitting that Molly Keane, the very best of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy writers, was also the last of them. Molly’s death last month closed the pages on Anglo-Irish literature. There are no more big houses. There will be no more big-house writers.’ She quotes Molly ascribing what she called her ‘limited talent to amuse’ to having been brought up as a Protestant in Ireland. ‘All the Protestants were poor and had big houses,’ Molly said. ‘We entertained a lot but we had poor food, bad wine and no heat. It was an absolute duty to be amusing.’ Molly cultivated this art in a literary, personal and social sense. She could use it abrasively and wickedly but she also felt that the gift of seeing things as funny was a blessing and a healing bridge across life’s pain.


When talking to Clare, Molly was referring to the ‘big house’ in a social sense. This phrase also had a political meaning which impinged on her life when her family home was burned during the civil war of 1922–3. For the sake of readers who are not Irish it is perhaps necessary to say that the civil war had been preceded by the Easter Rising (1916) and the War of Independence (1919–21). The Treaty (brokered by Michael Collins and Fine Gael) ending this conflict with England gave most of Ireland independence but kept the six Northern counties (largely Protestant) with Britain. Civil war broke out between supporters of the Treaty and those who disagreed with it (De Valera and Sinn Fein). From January 1922 to July 1923 about two hundred Ascendancy houses were burned by ‘irregulars’ associated with Sinn Fein; the reasons for this were complex and connected to the Protestant history of the families concerned and to their interconnection with English rule. It can also be said that, over the decades, a number of Irish Patriots came from these houses. The position of the Anglo-Irish was ambivalent – they did not think of themselves as English, they were rooted in the land of Ireland and few of them chose to look at the uneasy nature of this Irishness – Elizabeth Bowen has described them as only being truly at home when they were on board the boat between England and Ireland.


When Molly suggested that I should write about her she gave me no instructions except to say ‘make it as much like a novel as possible’. I knew that one of her reasons for asking me was simply practical: she wanted to push the work my way but she also knew that I understood the very peculiar Anglo-Irish world in which we all grew up and she liked my essay-like way of writing.


I accepted her request with some misgivings. I was uncertain of my ability to bring her to life as she really was, enchanting and troubled, courageous and fearful, warlike and compassionate – a lover of life and a pessimist. As a child I was swept up in all these paradoxes, exhilarated and sometimes engulfed by them. She was my mother and she was also an artist – a fact which greatly interested me – and I hope it has given me the necessary detachment to write about her with truth and love.


Torn by opposing currents, her stiletto sharpness and her infinite kindness, she was a person both beguiled by the beauty of the world and besieged by dark forces, fascinated and sharp-eyed concerning human nature and above all amused. Her writing reflects this; she knows her world to the bone in an almost Jane Austen manner, and, like her, she transcends her conversational mode and small social scene and reaches out to all her readers. She sometimes said that she only wrote for the money. In fact, she was a serious writer and perfectionist in this as in all things. She had pity for her people ‘trapped in the human condition’ – victims of jealousies, yearnings and willpower – she relished their absurdity and also their courage and humanity.


A child of nature and of the drawing-room, she observes both with the poetic exactness of her profound sense of place. The rooms of houses long gone continue to exist in her novels where the sun still bleaches a hall table and silk curtains rot slowly in the windows, or a master cook lifts a perfectly risen soufflé from her sulky kitchen range. Outside a character tending his garden is ‘bent like a reed in a cold wind’ and azaleas pour out their scent of ‘pepper and honey’.


Her world was impinged on by its fuller, immediate past, and the losses of the future, but beyond that she did not see things historically or politically. She blamed this on her lack of education. It was as much a question of temperament. She was not drawn to the overall view, but to the luminosity of detail (in the Proustian way). She filters her writing sensuously and emotionally, and then structures and calms it with the measure and craftsmanship of her language.


Her long life almost spanned the century. She has to be the last of the Anglo-Irish writers, because she bore witness to the dying away of her world. It is partly this, running parallel with her own fading, and its unreconciled sense of life’s splendour, which gives to her late books their fierce autumnal colours.




CHAPTER 1


Aged ninety, Molly Keane lay on the sofa in her home at Ardmore, surrounded by the driftwood of her life at the time: sewing, which she found increasingly hard to see, a letter half written, and a copy of the Spectator through which she was slowly proceeding. Pleasurable tasks had become marathons. The flowers and the fire in the room were tended by other hands in ways she did not quite approve of, and felt obliged to show gratitude for. It was a dark evening, and the sea from which she drew solace was invisible through the window. Although she did not speak of it, I knew that all day her inner state had been vertiginous. She longed for life and she longed for death, and she felt cheated of both. She struggled with sadness, impatience and a blanketing tiredness that drained her of humour and the small residue of vitality on which she relied. It was six o’clock and the contest was nearly over for that day. She began to relax and to take a few sips from a tiny glass of whiskey. Her eyes, which had the distant, luminous look of old age, changed slightly and recovered a little of their former brightness. She began to talk about the idea of my writing her biography, something that had been said and unsaid between us for years. She was shy of pushing it on me and I was shy of thinking of her as a subject and not as a person, as well as being doubtful of my ability to bring her enchanting and troubled personality to the page. I was fifty-five, she was my mother, fossiled into my psyche by her love and by the happiness and difficulty which this had brought me over the years. We loved each other, but had long wrestled with the dream character we wished the other to be. As well as being my mother, she was an artist, a fact that interested me deeply and I hoped would give me the necessary distance. A sort of deal was done between us that evening as we sipped whiskey in the room, which like every drawing-room she had ever had, smelt in February of hyacinths and turf smoke.


‘I trust you completely,’ she said; ‘the only thing I’m afraid of is that you won’t be nasty enough.’ She spoke as a writer and with generosity because she hated it when people were nasty about her in real life. She knew my weakness, my fear of the scalpel (which she wielded so fruitfully in her own work) and my desire for a serenity which is not always there. She was not averse to serenity herself, but she felt it to be a rare occurrence often tainted by complacency and illusion. I wish I had seen her then as I see her now. Writing about her has given me a synthesis of what she conquered and suffered and enjoyed. Her character was passionate, excitable and easily moved to amusement and anxiety. Her talent was a very personal matter. She wove her writing out of her own colour and bleakness, and very directly from the world immediately about her.


She was born on 20 July 1904 in Co. Kildare. She died at her home in Ardmore, Co. Waterford, ninety-one years later. Ireland encompassed her life, which occupied most of the century. She was the child of a small, vivid world which has ended. Her writing is prismatic, a celebration and a critique of the world she lived and died with, and was entirely enmeshed by.


She was the third child of Agnes and Walter Skrine, born after Susan (1900) and Charlie (1902), and before Walter (1907) and Godfrey (1909). She thought of herself as the cuckoo in the nest. In some respects the Skrine family was the wrong one for her because she had a Latin temperament and a need for drama and demonstrative love. In fact, they were all people of passion but with the others it took the form of a strong, submerged current, whereas in her case it was the mainstream. Yet if she had not been very much a Skrine and a rebel against certain aspects of being one, she would not have written the extraordinarily original books she did. Her family gifted her and wounded her, as families often do. Her reaction to this state of affairs was extreme and voluble. She preferred not to understand or analyse it, but she put it into words all her life, and made it a cornerstone of her art.


Even as a little girl with a longing for involvement she told me she felt apart. In one of the few family photographs which exist, she looks different from the others. Aged three or four, she stares boldly into the camera, as though seeking its attention. Her thick hair is cut in a fringe. Her hair itself was a source of otherness. Red hair was not looked on favourably. It symbolised hoydenishness, Irishness, wildness. Their cook in Kildare referred to her as ‘that right red rip’, and she seems to have lived up to this title in childhood. She was light-boned, thin with a translucent complexion. Her dark eyes were expressive and flashed with amusement or fury. Most of these physical attributes stayed with her into old age including her youthful skin. She inherited the long nose of her father, and complained always that it spoilt any aspirations she might have had to beauty. All the children were stamped with this Skrine nose.


Molly’s mother, Agnes Nesta Shakespeare Higginson, was born into a family from Antrim, Northern Ireland, many of whose sons became soldiers and colonial administrators. She was one of seven children and when she was twenty-nine, in 1895, she married an Englishman, Walter Skrine, and went to live with him at his ranch in Alberta, Canada. She was a published writer before her marriage, a poet and a contributor to Blackwood’s Magazine. On a visit to her parents she wrote a poem telling of her love for Ireland, for her husband and for the prairie:






I dreamt of gentle Ireland beneath the Northern Light


The waves that broke on Ireland were callin’ me by night


Till back across the salt sea, back against the sun


I took the way the birds know, and woke in Cushenden


Not with you.


Oh what about the roses then, and what about the strand!


For now ’tis wantin’ back I am to that lone land;


’Tis the other house I’m seein’ on the green Hill’s breast


An’ a trail across the prairie that’s goin’ south an’ west


Back to you.








Susan was the only child born in Canada but they all had a romantic feeling for the Bar S Ranch and spoke about the prairie in a particular tone as though it was something familiar, revered and free. This must have been an attitude learned from their parents. Walter seems to have been a natural rancher. He loved and understood land and was a good stockman and horseman. Since he put the acres of the Bar S together it has only had three owners in total. He is still a hero among those who work his ranch today. Despite being so happy there, the Skrines sold up in 1902. When they began to have children they felt, like most of the Anglo-Irish, that it was their duty to give them an English education (ironically, in the Dotheboys Hall establishments which damaged their sensibility and contributed to the odd melancholy and asceticism afflicting most of them in later life).


Also people of their caste, unlike many Irish immigrants, tended to live abroad for a limited period only, and then come home to the relations, hunting fields and trout streams of their youth. In their case, neither returned precisely to their roots but they came back to familiar ground, settling first in Kildare and later moving to Ballyrankin House, Ferns, Co. Wexford. Nesta was within a train journey of Antrim, and Walter belonged to that species of Englishman who falls in love with Ireland.


He grew up in Somerset where his family lived in elegant houses of Bath stone presided over by chatelaines, some of whom made his Irish children feel like mountainy poor relations when they stayed with them in later years. He was the youngest of twelve. Molly had the Bath Skrines in mind when she mentioned younger sons of limited means with graceful names from the mother’s side such as Vivien, Sholto or Hyacinth. Walter’s middle name was Claremount. There were not enough Bath stone mansions to go round, so younger sons were expected to join the forces, or the Church or to travel, as he did. Prior to his generation the Skrines had been a rich landed family, their property passing from father to eldest son in an unbroken line from the fifteenth century to the end of the nineteenth, when it began to be dispersed by an abundance of daughters. After the Canadian prairies, Walter Claremount was drawn to Ireland, perhaps by the hunting and certainly by his Irish-born wife and his own cousins who lived in Kildare.


Molly described her first memory thus: ‘Life in early youth is not amusing, events are either tragic or dramatic. I think my very earliest memory might be classed as a drama. I can’t explain why at the age of about three, I was left unattended on a grass lawn with a view of the stable yard. I only know I saw my father crucified against the door of the saddle-room, with his hunting boots legless standing on the cobbled verge beneath him …’ This hallucination induced by the sight of his empty hunting clothes airing in the sun shows perhaps that the dark aspect of her imagination was present from an early age.


Molly’s childhood was frightening. She was not shielded from fear as much as is possible, as children are today. A Victorian ideal of courage was held up to the little Skrines. ‘Fortune favours the brave,’ they were told, especially in matters of horsemanship. She was a very courageous person, but she was intrigued by fear. She mentioned it, understood it and wrote about it often, perhaps because it was a taboo subject in her family.


Fear was also present, together with many delights, in the almost unlimited freedom to roam which she experienced from a very early age. Children were parked out of doors at all seasons, among insects, birds and beasts in a perpetually seeding and dying universe of gardens, fragrant flowers and smoking manure heaps, soft grasses and stinging nettles. Frequently alone, or accompanied only by a small dog, she absorbed this universe as a child does, until it became indelibly part of her inner landscape. This was really her chief education. Although she was very bright she was not much drawn to thinking, but to learning through feeling, perceiving and doing things in the world around her. This was the foremost influence on her sensuous style of writing and the reason why she so frequently intertwined the deepest feelings and moods of her characters with the landscape in which she placed them. Except for short sessions with governesses (brief compared to the times she spent wandering) she had almost no abstract schooling whatever.


Her love of words crept up on her later. Wordsmithing was possibly in her genes. It came from both sides of the family. The Skrines, particularly during the nineteenth century, were men of letters, extensively quoted in the Oxford English Dictionary. Her mother published Songs of the Glens of Antrim in 1901 to huge success. It sold sixteen thousand copies, far more than Yeats could aspire to at the time. These poems are written in a misty, romanticised dialect which seems somewhat patronising today, but in that era it was an acceptable convention used by many poets. In keeping with her dialect, her nom de plume was Moira O’Neill. Her poems have a deep, gentle feeling for landscape and sea. They were frequently set to music and they possess their aficionados to this day, especially in Ulster. Her prose lacks the sentimental aspect of the Victorian convention she utilised in her verse. It is simply and elegantly expressed with a certain sharpness reminiscent of her daughter’s own sharpness, although she did not possess Molly’s mastery, the deadly accuracy and witty, exquisite preciseness in matching feelings to words.


Relations between the two of them were complex. When Good Behaviour made Molly for a time the grand old lady of Irish letters, she was much interviewed by young feminist journalists anxious to hear about her mother. The line she had adhered to over the years – ‘I was the unloved, unattractive child, and I was often sick. My mother hated me and I hated her’ – did not quite stand up. By then she was seventy-eight and had long reflected on the pains and joys of her own motherhood and could not hold to an opinion forged when she was a young thing in rebellion. In some ways she never ceased to be a young thing in rebellion but the truth was ambiguous. There are indications of love in their attitude to one another. They are both attracted and repelled. In time they settled for being mutually disappointed while displaying signs of an awareness that there was something extremely special about the other which fascinated them, and on rare occasions drew them close. Mrs Skrine came to expect the worst and expressed her feelings in quiet disapproval. In time Molly embarked on a witty loquacious ‘hatred’ which fuelled her funny stories, influenced her writing and masked her hurt at her mother’s view of her. A little girl in search of passionate affection and attention, she grew up in an era when, as Molly said, children were there ‘to field tennis balls with sulky diligence’ and to serve the adult world not vice versa. When she was small they seem to have been on friendly terms. They kissed when she went to wake her mother, accompanying the maid who carried in the early morning tea tray with bread and butter ‘cut thin as veils’ on it. They kissed at night after the children’s evening visit to the drawing-room. Molly remembered the misery of being forbidden to partake of the grown-up delicacies on the tea table, but she relished her drawing-room dress of blue velvet and lace, and the romance of the children sometimes being allowed to take lanterns and rush around the dark garden with them. She was a sensuous connoisseur of childhood kisses. The cheek of an elderly cousin searched for through lace veiling and silver strands of hair was soft and slack, her father’s was a little prickly, but her mother’s cheek was delicious, ‘filled like a peach to the skin’.


It is not surprising that the tiny Molly liked to dress up in her blue velvet, seize a lantern and have fun. She was born with a serious love of fiesta and a talent for creating it. In a sense what she most reproached her mother for was a lack of celebration. ‘When I was very young, Christmas was not at all that glamorous. Although we lived in what today would be considered an unmanageably large house, perfect for parties, my mother, for all her other wonderful merits, was a determined recluse, indifferent to food or drink, and averse to parties in her own or other people’s houses.’ This need of Molly’s included parties, but went beyond them into the more modest celebrations of everyday existence which put a softness and warmth into living. She credits her mother with taste in the arrangement of her rooms and with being a good gardener but she was ‘stringent’, with little interest in comfort or treats; fires went out, bath water was chilly, food was seldom delicious and flowers in the house were ‘a rare occurrence’. A small silver goblet stood, as permanent decoration, at the centre of the dining-room table in lieu of flowers. Her mother’s disinterest in such matters nourished Molly’s tendency towards them. In adulthood, the sensuous, consoling, celebratory attributes of domestic life were deeply important to her; she was always making a champagne cocktail to enhance some victory or anaesthetise some sorrow, filling a hot-water bottle, piling driftwood onto the fire or brewing barley water and beef tea to soothe an ailing body. She offered people those things with love. Her mother did not go about life in that way. ‘She had an enormous distaste for housekeeping. She did not really like children – she did not like dogs either and she had no enjoyment of food.’


This critique of the mother in Good Behaviour could fit Mrs Skrine except in its harshest detail. She did like children. She was not cold as Mrs St Charles in the novel was cold, but she could not show love as Molly wanted it to be expressed. When fumbling for memories of her childhood and making belated efforts to be fair, Molly said, ‘She was a star. I loved her to distraction, and she loved me in an abstracted sort of way.’


Later their mother said to Susan, ‘I made so many mistakes with Molly.’ They clashed and tried to change each other by the wrong means. Disapproval was a disastrous alloy with Molly’s emotional make-up. Coaxing might have worked better. Mrs Skrine was not a coaxer, she was an Ulsterwoman, direct, low key and possessed of Victorian certainties about right and wrong. As a child, Molly was undoubtedly an actress and a show-off. She said of herself: ‘I was born dishonest and a social snob’ and ‘I always knew how to flatter and yearn’. Mrs Skrine was bound to find such traits undesirable. For her, modesty was the important thing. This meant modesty of mind, or amour propre and, above all, of the person. Despite her mother’s efforts, Molly retained through life a rather free view of the body, characteristic of her twenties generation. Mrs Skrine’s point of view was utterly Victorian. Molly described an incident in which her youthful sense of justice is outraged and her older self makes a real effort to understand.


‘I was lying on the grass kicking my legs in the air and exposing my navy blue knickers with elastic around the knees when my mother saw me from the window and summoned me inside, we had the most awful row. I was very embarrassed … Neither could I understand my mother’s reaction to my childish abandon. I queried my sister on this much later in life, and she simply said, “Well you know Mother’s generation just felt that modesty could not be instilled at an early enough age.” ’ She referred to this behaviour in uncharacteristically patient terms as ‘not quite Puritanism’, yet she is right. Mrs Skrine’s poetry bears witness to the fact that she was not a Calvinist. She partook of the sensuous world just as Molly did, but they did so in completely different circumstances for different reasons.


Mrs Skrine was comely, the shape of a slender pigeon. She wore Henry Heath hats out of doors and favoured muted colours and touches of lace. All her children could adopt the tone of quiet chilling acerbity which she sometimes used to devastating effect. She was a social recluse and given to reverie. Molly, while being extremely social, also needed – like most writers – a certain amount of reverie but she feared it as laziness. In adulthood, all the Skrines deplored laziness; this fear was connected psychologically with their mother. In old age her mother succumbed entirely to reverie; wrapped in gossamer shawls and sustained by egg flips with a whiff of cognac in them, she took to her bed for years. Her younger grandchildren, my cousins, who had never seen her on her feet, called her ‘Our Granny-in-bed’. She spoke little and depression overtook her. This was the burden of melancholy which her children inherited, and with varying degrees of victory battled by means of their diligence, passion and high standards.


If she was not quite a puritan, she was not quite an intellectual either. She would not have wished to think of herself as such, although she translated Dante and, apart from gardening, all her inclinations were cerebral or inward, writing, reading, music and prayer. She was born into an extroverted colonial age and her real life, that of the mind and the imagination, was carried on quietly as a sort of subtext to the booted and spurred country life going on around her, which she would have considered more important and real than any of her own concerns. She refused an invitation from Lady Gregory asking her to stay at Coole at Yeats’s behest. The Republican movement may have thought of them as Protestant grandees, but she felt that Lady Gregory and Yeats were dangerous Sinn Feiners themselves.


The Victorian emphasis on form and surface was impenetrable in some ways. This powerful surface was bulwarked by axioms. Two of them frequently quoted by Molly in her early writings were ‘Mother knows best’ and ‘Father says so’. An affectionate obedience to that situation came naturally to her mother’s generation, together with an adroitness, in some cases, for doing as one wished within it. Most of the Skrine children accepted the status quo, but Molly questioned it, and almost from the beginning kicked against it. Her mother could not understand her passionate refuting of something she herself considered right and natural. There is no doubt that childhood was easier for boys. Her mother admired and indulged them; you could hear it in the voices of the Skrine men when they mentioned the word ‘Mother’. When they said the word as grown-ups, they were looking back on something magic. Molly envied the love she saw going out to the boys. She wrote about it in Mad Puppetstown – ‘He loved his mother to the edge of romance. Hardly ever did he sulk at her, hide from her or keep her waiting for his pleasure.


‘ “Time for milk and nap,” she said. “Time for chocolate,” amended Evelyn. Easter was given one too before she climbed back into the dim room that would be her own some time. She envied Evelyn with a sudden flashing envy because he was a boy and could presume with so much grace and success over matters like chocolate. That was to be a boy. Easter felt a girl, and out of it as her lagging feet carried her up again to the nursery.’


Feeling out of it was something which troubled Molly. As a child she was like a magpie on the watch for something bright and special all the time. This displeased her mother but rather intrigued her father. He showed a softness towards Molly which she could have benefited from if she had not been so preoccupied with her mother. She used to tell the story of her father’s apples. These did not grow in his orchard, but arrived in a crate from New Zealand via the Army & Navy Stores catalogue (this all-purpose cornucopia of provisions for Anglo-Irish households of that date was one of their strongest colonial links). The older children descended to the smoking room to chat with their father and watch him eating his pre-breakfast apple after their own miserable repast of lumpy porridge and milk with skin on it. ‘You must not ask’ was a cardinal rule. ‘We would stand, eyes glued on the apple as he stripped it with a silver knife, making small conversational openings about bantams or rabbits or the pony … On my fatal day, I longed so ardently for that instant of satisfaction that I stepped forward, as it were to the footlights, and recited from Reading Without Tears what I thought was an appropriate and tactful suggestion – “‘A’ stands for apple, so juicy and sweet, which when ripe in autumn we all like to eat!” Here followed a dreadful pause when Daddy’s face took on its sternest and least approving expression. “So that is what you children are here for,” he said. Everything in his tone implied condemnation of greed, and I knew what the retribution could be. I was wrong. When he turned his back, as I thought in disgust, it was to stoop over the crate of delights and take out another, an entire apple, to be divided into 3 fair parts between us.’


It was his habit also to take them on a Sunday outing in the pony trap. In summer they went to the woods where he read aloud from The Jungle Book or Tales of the Blackfoot Indians, and sometimes lit a campfire. Molly referred to these trips as ‘a dreadful chore for him … A task, a duty he had to do.’ Her brother Godfrey did not agree with her interpretation. He had warmer recollections of picnics in the ‘Wild Wood’ and said he thought his father was particularly charmed by Molly. If that was so, it is hard to tell why she did not respond. She often wrote about the ‘absolute distance’ between parents and children. In her case, it was an emotional distance more than a lack of love. There was always strong covert feeling in the Skrine family but unspoken feelings never suited Molly. She craved the words of love and (untypically of her time and caste) spoke them throughout her life, to her children, her dogs, and to all the people she cared about. Her brothers called each other ‘old chap’ and looked into one another’s eyes and shook hands when they parted or met. For Molly, that was inadequate, smoke signals instead of flesh and blood. This is perhaps why she misread her father’s feelings for her. She looked for an intimacy which was not possible (or only very rarely) between parents and children in her milieu. Intimacy came obliquely through shared interests, specially sporting ones. Here, too, the boys had the advantage. ‘Charlie got on marvellously with my father. He was terribly good on the pony, and a very good shot, so he had much more in common with him than the rest of us had.’


Although she may have exaggerated, being good at things was important. All the children grew up to be perfectionists, to be competitive, and to be unself-forgiving if they fell short of their own high standards. Although this was a generalised Victorian notion, it was very strong in their father. He was a beautiful horseman but he did not really teach his children to ride. He believed that horsemanship was God-given. You were born with a correct seat, light hands and burnished courage. His offspring displayed these attributes to varying degrees, when he mounted them on obstinate donkeys, headstrong ponies and horses that were too much for them. He expressed quiet appreciation of their triumphs and disappointment at their failures. Charlie inherited his grace in the saddle, and his fearlessness. Molly, with her embryonic writer’s imagination, knew about fear and struggled very successfully with the secret shame of it. She genuinely believed that the only way to please her father was to be good at things. His fostering of competitiveness bit into her psyche a little too deeply, in a way that could not be softened by his gentleness when she asked for the apple, nor his affection in the ‘Wild Wood’.


Throughout her life she suffered from occasional but painfully deep feelings of loneliness and exclusion. This became a constant theme in her writing and it forms part of a secret armoury of feelings not quite acknowledged by her or her characters which sometimes exploded like tiny subterranean bombs rippling the finely focused, nuanced surface of her narratives. She described an episode which perhaps encapsulates the seed of this harrowing emotion in herself. Miss Bell, a charming, youthful governess, had told the children in ‘a fascinatingly awful way’ the facts of sex and birth. Molly, intrigued and troubled, turned to her mother: ‘… I tried to confess to my mother after the bedtime prayer recital at her knee. I tried. Bedtime drew near and very near and still I could not get it out. She urged me to tell, but without giving a hint on the subject to help in this terrible unveiling. She was sitting on the low window sill of her bedroom, and I knelt on it, a guilt still locked inside me. She must have been close to exasperation, when from her window she saw the sweeping arrival of the dog-cart drawing up at the hall door to dislodge my father, home from a grouse shoot, and his pointer dog, Romulus. He got down and gave the reins to the groom who was waiting to take the horse round to the stable yard.


I knew the opportunity was nearly lost. I was going to lose her. Between sobs I blurted out, ‘It’s awful, things we shouldn’t know.’


‘What things, Molly?’


More sobs, then, ‘Things like how babies are born!’


‘You mustn’t pay any attention. It’s not true. Bedtime now.’


She gave me a quick kiss and ran out of the room and on down the corridor and the long stairs. I could hear her hurrying across the hall and through the window I saw them meet on the flight of steps and kiss, not quickly.’


She sees this scene through the telescope of her adult artist’s eye as a tragedy ransomed by humour (always for her the supreme healer). Yet the raw pain of the child is still sharp. How does such a child of such parents survive? Molly, like many others, was saved by the servants in the household. She did not often speak about her rescuers but her work is full of tributes to them, and to ‘the divine endless patience, wherein the servants of Ireland are, with rare exceptions, steeped and endowed – at any rate insofar as their employers’ children are concerned’.


Mad Puppetstown (1931) was the first of her novels to be published by William Collins and the first concerned with childhood. She manoeuvred the powerful story of her early life more skilfully perhaps in later books, but here it is at its rawest and truest because it is fresh in her consciousness and closest to its actual time. One cannot pretend that the relationship with the workforce was equivalent to the parental one, but it was an ongoing love always there to be visited, a secure bulwark against the emotional reticence in the family, which was abhorrent to her, and even a healing antidote to it. There is a direct portrait of Paddy Fortune, the real stud groom at Ballyrankin, in Puppetstown. He had the awkwardly broken nose, and eyes ‘blue as a crow’s’ of an exsteeplechase jockey, and ‘he was an intimate friend and ally of the children. The grass swished smartingly around their bare legs as they ran towards him.’ The real Paddy Fortune had plenty of time to talk as he worked with the horses. He was quite strict and his authority was accepted by Molly because he was calm, and she trusted him completely. She did not have similar feelings for her nanny, whom she left behind in the nursery busy with Walter and Godfrey when she was no longer a baby, and whom she suspected thereafter of being ‘a spy and a reporter’.


Governesses were emotional abysses. The fascinating Miss Bell was a case in point when she told the children about sex, and sometimes laughed at their mother. Molly was attracted to her – ‘I suppose all children like a rebellious person’ – but she did not have confidence in her. Although she often identified with the plight of the governesses when she came to write about it later on, in childhood she regarded them as risky creatures, either seductive and dangerous, or, more usually, pathetic and lonely.


Mary-Josie, the young maid with whom she took in her mother’s morning tea, cuddled and embraced her and sometimes brought her home secretly to the gate lodge to play with her younger brothers and sisters. She learned, like Basil and Evelyn in her book, to hide this friendship: ‘You smiled and you made a face at her and she smiled back secretly – you knew that it did not do for mother in her bed to realise the depth of your intimacy with Mary-Josie.’ Mrs Skrine’s position was partly rooted in the caste system, and partly due to a genuine fear of the nits, fleas, diphtheria and other diseases deemed to proliferate in the homes of the lower classes. The space between two worlds was often where real life happened for an Anglo-Irish child.


Molly’s talent for subversiveness and her talent for diplomacy were both fostered by a childhood spent skirting the frontiers between two worlds. The austerity which maddened her in her family made her feel, albeit subconsciously, that in an emotional sense the world of the poor had a richness about it that was grander than the drawing-room. It is a strange thing to say about someone who became such a connoisseur of the nuances of snobbery, but in the long run her own snobbery, strong as it was on the surface, was shallow-rooted compared to the language of the heart she learned in her second world. That is why when she describes the back-door shrubberies, the boot-rooms, the haylofts – ‘the regions screened by laurel and flowering currant from the sensitive eyes of the gentry’, she endows them with the glamour of trysting places. They represented an escape from the difficulties of both ways of life, and freed people to express something impossible in their regular existence, an unspoilt affection – like that of strangers meeting in a foreign country.


While still very young in Kildare, the Skrine children spent hours in the yard with Joe, the stable boy. ‘He was our dearest friend,’ Molly said when she was eighty. He was scarcely older than Susan and Charlie but much more self-sufficient. He protected Molly from the peacocks when they fanned their tails into a swaying forest and strutted around her, almost taller than she was. He drove them off, and sometimes tortured them by snatching an exotic tail feather to make into fishing flies with Charlie. ‘They frightened me so much that I loved to see them suffer,’ she said, speaking as one who never quite lost the terror and savagery of childhood. The children were attracted to the hay barn, a sheltered oasis that smelt of summer when they were turned out for hours during the cold months. Joe was king here. He took them on rat hunts with the dogs, led them to caches of kittens, and to nests where the hens had just laid, so they could carry warm eggs in to the cook, and sometimes be rewarded with bacon rinds or a freshly baked scone, destined for the drawing-room not the nursery tea.


Molly was being pulled into an upper loft by Charlie when her small wrist slipped through his grasp and she fell into a stable where Joe found her lying half stunned, being warmed by the soft breath of a horse. He consoled her and carried her into the house. When the doctor came to set her broken arm she had to be cut from the new coat of which she had been very proud, and anaesthetised with chloroform on a clean handkerchief. She remembered awaking to the scrunch of pain when the anaesthetic wore off.


Although he is a more sophisticated version, the essence of Joe is encapsulated in her wonderful portrait of Patsy in Mad Puppetstown. Patsy is her type of hero. ‘Whatever he did had about it the stamp of artistry.’ The children were drawn irresistibly to the boot-room where he presided, a bare-foot, gracious host, over his copulating ferrets, bunches of rabbit snares, shoes, oil lamps and feathers. In the novel Easter identifies with his violent, poetically expressed hatred of Mrs Kelly the cook, because it mirrors her personal sense of ‘subservient animosity towards authority’. Easter’s feelings echo Molly’s own. She deeply resented the expected serfdoms of childhood and quickly became subversive when forced to go along with them.


She could sometimes compromise in this respect towards her parents, but never with the Aunts. At a lecture in Paris in 1985, she said: ‘There were five of us. Life should have been an idyll, but we had these two rather tricky Aunts …’ She was over eighty at this time and by then she had written the Aunts almost out of her system (aspects of them appear in almost all her works) and she could afford to take a tone of sophisticated mildness towards them. In childhood, it seems to have been all-out war. At times the children appear to have held the upper hand; staying at Rockport, the family home in Antrim, for months in the summer they disrupted the ‘quietly occupied lives’ of Lou, a gardener, and May, a painter. Drunk on sea air and the long sandy beach, even the virtuous ones like Charlie and Susan succumbed to wildness. Unused to the young, and in an attempt to follow instructions from Wexford, the embarrassed Aunts whispered after breakfast. ‘Have you been?’ The children would answer in the affirmative and rush headlong to their private loos among the rock pools. They spent the morning by themselves roaming the strand. They chatted with a few nuns who strolled by, and with John of the Rocks, a fisherman. They were forbidden to speak to either on religious grounds. Lou and May were staunch Unionists. John of the Rocks was a particular anathema to them for political as well as religious reasons. He is the model for Nick in Full House who is the most idolised man Molly ever put on paper, being almost completely happy with his life, in tune with nature and full of unspoken understanding for the troubles of others. The children went fishing with him at dawn before the household woke up. It was a heady cocktail, the magic hour, the first disobedience of the day, and helping him to draw in the brimming, glittering net, ‘undismayed by pity’.


One year Molly, used to supplementing poor nursery fare with treats she found growing out of doors, ate a great deal of seaweed, sucking out the jelly. She nearly died of the results, causing the ladies deep anxiety.


When the Aunts came south on long visits they bullied their nephews and nieces, with parental backing, although they, too, favoured the boys. They stood, watch in hand, by the strawberry beds, allowing the children precisely five minutes to stuff themselves. Like Nicandra in Loving and Giving, Molly was inclined to squint through her fingers during family prayers. When Lou, acting as chief reader, made the mistake of asking the children to contribute, Molly solemnly prayed, ‘Please God, send us strawberries and cream.’ She was hauled from the room and thereafter frequently cautioned for her greed as well as her lack of modesty. ‘You are far too fond of your own hot breakfast, Miss’, they would tell her. The position of Maiden Aunts was very strong in families, and ‘they felt no dishonour in their dependence’. When her sisters arrived, Mrs Skrine handed over the domestic reins of the house to them, and took thankfully to Dante, or some other literary endeavour. The servants hated them as much as the children did. Although they were nasty to people, they loved plants and were knowledgeable and tender gardeners. In her 1992 introduction to The Knight of Cheerful Countenance, Molly wrote, ‘My Aunt Lou, a tough lady in all things, grew the poppy Mecanopsis baileyii where its blue flowers could float in the shelter of a hazelnut walk, and would go out on the coldest nights to put a stable lantern near some delicate darling, while the woman in the gate-lodge might die in child birth for all she knew or cared.’


Molly felt that most children are born with a sense of guilt and without a sense of humour, which has to be acquired later. There is no doubt that the Aunts fostered both these attributes in her, the first deliberately and the second unconsciously. Her struggles with them helped to make her a highly tuned observer of human nature, because they left room for a third eye. They were not the emotionally engulfing struggles she experienced with her mother. Looking back, in Paris, she acknowledged her debt to her Aunts: ‘I have written, and I expect I shall going on writing, about people like them. I find their manner of getting through life, their grip to the last on the fantasies that support them, absorbing, interesting, even dramatic.’


Certainly the role of Bijou in Spring Meeting, which gave pleasure to many, and launched Margaret Rutherford’s comedy career, was unmistakably drawn from Lou. Molly remembered that the zany character who took flight in the play upset Mrs Skrine. She felt it was a cruel caricature of her sister, when she attended the first night, dressed in a lace fichu pinned with a rose.


Molly’s position as the spitfire in the middle of the family was isolating and detrimental to her craving for a soulmate. The situation with Susan was hopeless. She was four years older and not Molly’s type. They did not become friends until late in life. Molly was an explorer and Sue was a diligent child not keen on the ‘adventure of disobedience’. She was good at things. She wrote plays and sewed beautifully. Molly loved acting in the plays and dressing up her dolls in the clothes Sue made for them but her ‘teaching manner’ stopped the rare moments of intimacy between them. They shared a bed and frequently fought. The nursery maid brought them a supper of warm milk and biscuits and carried in the canary, its cage draped with a shawl, to sleep in their room. There were mice living under the floorboards and ‘between the bird-seed and the biscuit crumbs they had a royal time’, adding to the general unease of the girls’ night.


Susan was even lighter boned than her sister and she did not have Molly’s determined lust for enjoyment. She was dark with an attractive olive complexion. In later life she came to love India, where she lived for some years, and worked as a teacher. Her light, gentle voice could become shrill as a high violin chord when she was nervous or passionate about something. She was intellectual like her mother, elegant, neat, critical and self-critical. Molly said, ‘I had an awful time with Sue, and I used to team up with Charlie against her.’ Teaming up with someone against someone else seems unfortunate grounds for friendship, but it is a fairly common trait in Anglo-Irish life, which Molly appears to have picked up on quite soon.


Although it may have started with them ganging up against Susan, Molly looked back on her intimacy with Charlie in almost romantic terms. ‘Before the Great War,’ she wrote, ‘when my brother and I were 7 and 5, life was static. The freedom of the day belonged to us, we moved into a different world. I had a donkey called Moth and he had a pony. We would start off with him leading me on a rein and when we were out of sight he’d let me go. No one knew where we were.’ Their honeymoon was brief but never forgotten by her, because in it she first experienced the sweetness of friendship with another child, and the pain of its betrayal. Charlie went off to prep school and came back too grand to play. He only wished to ride and fish and shoot, and instruct his brothers in these matters. Her imagination had been full of schemes for his return, and he repulsed her, leaving her like Nicandra ‘alone with her shaken heart and rejected gifts’. This common occurrence in families was a particularly devastating blow to her because of her longing for intimacy. She retold the story several times. Mad Puppetstown reflects the good times as well as the betrayal of her relationship with Charlie. The intensity and instability of childhood friendship is vividly evoked in this book. Brothers are a leitmotif in Molly’s work and they are frequently idealised by the girls. Charlie remained a hero to her. In later life she kept a photograph of him in her room. His picture shows him seated, wearing his uniform, with his sword of honour and naval cap resting on a table beside him. He looks handsome and benign, his dark head sleek as an otter’s, with a twinkle in his eye. Charlie had a tremendous twinkle and a tremendous sadness. He honed his character by being hard on himself. This maddened Molly who sought enjoyment and fun, although she, too, could be hard on herself. She admired him always. Charlie was so good in adulthood that one wonders where the naughtiness which never left Molly and Godfrey went in his case. It became the twinkle in his eye and also went into the passion and occasional recklessness of his horsemanship. He was sometimes referred to as the best horseman in Ireland. Molly’s friendship with Godfrey and Walter came later. They were too young for her to treat them seriously in youth. She took Charlie very seriously. He exerted the power of ignoring her. She always found being ignored extremely hard. She could not let it pass. It chipped into her psyche and hurt. He represented what she loved about the Skrines, the courage, the sporting brilliance, the twinkle, the self-discipline and the search for God. He also embodied the ‘tightness’ as she called it, against which she rebelled.


Even after leaving the nursery for the school room, there were still daily walks with Nanny, collecting sticks and piling them onto the wheel carriage of the pram, for the nanny was much better at keeping a good fire going than the governesses were. In the pram were Walter and Godfrey, the baby brothers. Walter, who became almost insanely brave when he grew up, was an anxious baby who cried a lot and suffered from eczema until it was cured by the magic Miss Bell with applications of buttermilk. The older children teased him. Once when he was a toddler they put him in a cardboard box harnessed to a sturdy spaniel, and drove them across summer lawns and paths until the floor of the box and the seat of his pants were quite worn out and he wept in agony. When Molly told this story, one felt she was ashamed of her cruelty and sorry for it, and yet still a bit exhilarated by the chase.


His parents were shocked when Walter later took to motorbikes instead of horses. He eventually converted to horsemanship and pursued it with passion and courage. He was the most sensitive of the children. The family ethics damaged him. His schools also contributed to his lifelong asceticism and sense of undeserving. At the second string English prep schools attended by the Skrine boys, they were often struck and always hungry. It is hard to imagine in the present era of overfed children that our grandparents, without actually meaning to, almost starved them.
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