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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


Mad Puppetstown published in 1931, was the fourth novel by the new young writer, M.J. Farrell, who had already established an avid following with her previous horsey, housey romances, starting with The Knight of the Cheerful Countenance, begun when she was seventeen, finished not long after, and, she says, best forgotten. This first book was published by Mills and Boon and had attracted the attention of the head of Collins who then published her next two novels, Young Entry and Taking Chances. This last had blown her cover. Until then, though everyone knew that M.J. Farrell was a pseudonym, her real identity was a well-kept secret.

There was speculation about this writer who was obviously not just privy to the world she wrote about but an integral part of it. She got the details right; nothing got past her; not a foible, not an affectation. She wrote with an amusement that was amusing; she wrote affectionately but pounced on base motives, dishonourable actions, mendacity and pretension. She had a kind heart and a sharp pen; and there was the glimmering of the wit that later became so evident in her writing. The huntin’ shootin’ Anglo-Irish society who had read about their own activities in Young Entry with intrigued delight were more ambivalent about Taking Chances. It was thought to be going it a bit, to be somewhat risqué and cynical. Reading it now it seems so innocuous and whimsical that one can scarcely believe this.

“One of my best friends let out that M.J. Farrell was me” says Molly Keane ruefully. There was astonished reaction: and acerbic reaction too. Yet it was not surprising that young Molly Skrine, as she was then, should be a writer, as well as a horsewoman of skill. Her father, Walter Skrine, was a fanatical horseman and rider to hounds and her mother was famous for her poetry written under the pseudonym Moira O’Neill—“the poetess of the seven glens”. Her sweet, sentimental and touching poems about the “people” of Ireland were an acceptable product of “scribbling” and caused no shivers in polite society. Not so Taking Chances.

“I’d kept the writing thing a secret really rather well until then. I hadn’t set out to be a writer. I’d really only started because when I was seventeen the doctor said there was a threat that I might have T.B. and I had to stay in bed. There was absolutely nothing to do, no-one paid me the least attention and I started to write.” She told herself stories: and the first one was The Knight etc. “An awful book, but I thought I was Shakespeare—I wrote it—and all the next books—under the name of M.J. Farrell” (a name she saw over a pub on her way home after a day’s hunting) “and no-one connected them with me. I didn’t want to be recognised as a writer. I only wanted to be good in the hunting field and to be popular at hunt balls. I was so starved of fun when I was young, and loved fun so much.”

She’d grown up in a rather isolated way in her parents’ house in County Wexford. They all had one passion in common, her parents, brothers and sister—horses and hunting—but otherwise there seemed hardly any of the normal family connections of laughter and shared pursuits. Even in riding the children were simply expected by their father to be able to ride well and stylishly, as though through some genetic inheritance. One just rode, naturally, as one walked, which made for many a terrified child. “It was extraordinary,” Molly Keane recalls, “at dinner, people would tell about some incident involving a small child shrinking at a wall, blue with terror, or taking it clinging on for dear life as though it were the most amusing thing.” Molly Keane’s brothers and sister went to school in England, which she refused to do. She was educated by governesses, by her mother, and for a while at a school outside Dublin, and as soon as she was old enough escaped to Woodrooff, a lovely house belonging to the Perry’s, where for some years she spent the greater part of her time, hunting and generally living the sort of life that her nature craved. She was a good horsewoman, so much so that she caught the eye of Snaffles, an assured and faithful recorder of the pain and pleasure of foxhunting—and no-one had a more discerning eye for a likely horse and exhilaration. His drawings of her taking a fence at speed are among the few to have survived the war, when many of his plates were destroyed in air raids.

But her life at Woodrooff was productive in other ways—it was here that she first saw how life was lived in “civilised” houses; here she met sophisticated, charming people who, best of all, liked her; here that she met those who could and would introduce her to London life; and here that she began the friendships with the children of the house, Sylvia and John Perry, which would later lead to the collaboration with John Perry on her plays, two of which had a great success in the West End. There was a great gap of decades when she ceased to write, partly as a result of the death of her husband Bobbie Keane, partly because her work seemed to go out of fashion. “Bobbie couldn’t have liked my books more. He was very sharp though and wouldn’t read them until they were published. I think he was afraid he would suggest things and influence me. He was quite right.”

She speaks with reluctance about her writing. A reticence springing from a mixture of modesty and the ethos of her class and times in which talking about oneself in any obsessive way was quite unthinkable, and in which being décontractée was and is far more acceptable than appearing to be vain or earnest. Art was a word not much used in her society, “scribbling” was an unembarrassing way to describe writing. Such debunking has its charms but it’s a difficult way of living and of thinking to transcend.

What seems to have happened with Molly Keane was that she started each novel through expediency and need, but as soon as she started, became obsessed by what she was writing and didn’t leave it until she was finished. The artistic imperative in fact, though she would anxiously eschew such namings. She was, and still is, reluctant to recognise herself as a writer, and every time, what began as a racy, lightweight novel about hunting and houses and the only way of life she knew, ended up as something more than the sum of the parts of it. Her books are, in some ways, an indictment of her own social milieu, portrayals of a vicious snobbery and genteel racism, a world where philistinism was a virtue and horses were gods and the native Irish were heard with amusement but never seen at all. And more; her books became social testimonies, accurate in their detail and made more valuable because the way of life they recorded had vanished, though their memories and effects still play a part in the Irish Zeitgeist. Indeed the privileged way of life she recorded as the ordinary daily life of great houses still pertains in atavistic pockets of Ireland; but as a whole system it vanished, as did the Raj in India after 1948 or the ancien régime with the French Revolution. In Ireland it came to an end after the Troubles and the Treaty of 1922.

What was extraordinary about Ireland of the time in which and about which M.J. Farrell was writing was that the two classes, some might say the two races, Anglo-Irish and Irish, each considered themselves to be living the “real” life of Ireland in which the others played bit parts. For the gentry, the native Irish supplied the local colour and the local labour; for the Irish the Anglo-Irish were their erstwhile masters, there by default and remaining only on sufferance, a sufferance that in Mad Puppetstown comes to an end. The two ways of life were so closely linked that to tear one from the other was to rend both almost to pieces.

Puppetstown is a large, fictitious house in County Westcommon owned by the Chevington family. Open any book on the ruined houses of Ireland, or on existing great houses, and you will find its match. It is based, as so many of Molly Keane’s creations are, on a composition of houses she knew and admired. Though by 1908 when the book opens the great period of the Irish demesne, when a house belonging to the Anglo-Irish gentry stood in thousands of acres, had ended, life still went on undisturbed in these houses. Their time was running out, but no-one within these enclaves seemed to realise it. Puppetstown was, like so many other houses, left standing in a little isolated island of fantasy, a marooned dream of tranquility and largesse with the lodge keepers at the gate there for show rather than protection.

In Mad Puppetstown we are shown the life of these houses in the sweet years before the two great upheavals of the time—the 1914 War and the Irish uprising. The two are linked in the book, as they were in life in Ireland. Indeed it was the fact that the Irish “took advantage” of England being at war with Germany to start their own war that made so many English and Anglo-Irish particularly bitter. Molly Keane conveys the sadness of the ending of that ostensibly tranquil way of life.


All the servants at Puppetstown looked back on the days of the Major as on a golden age—a splendid time the like of which they were never to see equalled again. They would tell tales of fox-hunting and racing; of days when all the quality would be gathered from the country round to ride schools over the fences at Puppetstown; of the winners the Major had bred and trained and ridden they would tell; of the wine in the cellars, the horses in the stables, the foxes in the coverts, and the notable runs they provided. They had scores of stories wherewith by contrast to darken the leaner years that followed the Major’s death and the Great War and the little bitter, forgotten war in Ireland.



This is a setting and a cast with which Molly Keane is utterly familiar. She marshals the organic throbbing life of the house, its servants, horses, stables, old Aunt Dicksie overseeing its smooth running, the delicious food; the pretty, selfish widow, sister to Major Chevington the owner of the house and mother to Basil and Evelyn the young cousins all of whom live at Puppetstown. There are the officers from the British army, in and out of the house for dinner, tea, supper, for boating, bridge and tennis. It is Somerville and Ross territory, but mapped with less of the heavy irony which they employed, less of the stiflingly patronising tone which suffuses their books. And then there is Easter Chevington, the daughter of the house, an appealingly gawky child with a secret life of her own, who sounds remarkably like Molly Keane herself, growing up with the century. It is through Easter’s acute sensual observations of her environment that Puppetstown’s atmosphere and gardens are so vividly conveyed. “Silence burnt like a still flame behind green grass.” It is these sense-memories that exert their pull on Easter when she has returned to England and all but forgotten Puppetstown.

The decay and disintegration of the way of life that seemed so true and certain to Easter as a child, happens in kilter with her personal chronology; and her gradual realisation that she cannot take her security for granted, and that the house she loves is a place of danger, synchronises with her own lack of confidence in herself. All of this has its counterpart in Molly Keane’s life, save that she did not leave to live in England.

“Today the house we lived in would count as a big house—oh lord, what is a big house?—and it was burned in the Troubles. It was a god-awful shock for my father who was a belligerent little Englishman. Everyone had warned him, had said you must come back and live in England and bring the children there, but he said ‘I’d rather be shot in Ireland than live in England.’ He wouldn’t leave when they came to burn down the house. The top man in the I.R.A. bunch who had come to burn the house down said to him, as he hopped about, shouting and threatening. ‘If you go on like that we really will have to shoot you.’ They tied up both my parents and left them sitting on the lawn outside the house.” Her father’s defiant cry is echoed in Mad Puppetstown when Basil and Evelyn, grown-up and living in England, try to explain to their English hostess why their old aunt had stayed on in the decaying Puppetstown. “She’d rather be shot there by accident than live here on purpose.”

In Mad Puppetstown the house is not burned—it is saved because old Aunt Dicksie’s glimmering presence as she flitted like a moth from room to room persuaded the Sinn Feinners waiting to fire it that it was guarded by the militia. This story too had many precedents in reality. Ballynatray House, for example, was guarded all through the Troubles by the wife of the owner (who had taken his pack of hounds for sport in England); Elizabeth Bowen gives a vivid description in Bowen’s Court of how her own house survived. “The Republicans took over the house, mined the avenues, wired the house to blow it up and then waited.” They waited for four days and, as Elizabeth Bowen says, “Even prejudice must allow they behaved like lambs, were great readers and especially were attracted to the works of Kipling. Then Aunt Sarah, vexed by a series of circumstances, drove to the house, moved in and sat down to consider what she would say to the Republicans when they came back from their daily reconnaissance. They never came back and Aunt Sarah remained convinced that it was her presence that deterred them—that, or the ‘nice feeling’ she attributed to all Irishmen. In the matter of the Troubles and Ireland and houses and behaviour on both sides no fiction could improve upon or exaggerate reality.”

The book moves in episodic fits and starts and when the whole setting decamps to England the movement of the book becomes more stilted and awkward. Basil and Evelyn go to Eton, thence to Oxford. Easter comes of age and they all grow up locked into the convention of English upper-class life. It is hard to believe how stifling the atmosphere is, especially in the country house setting of Lady Anna and her exquisitely beautiful, exquisitely boring daughter, Sarah, with whom the by now unspeakable Evelyn is in love.

The portraits of Lady Anna and her daughter Sarah are drawn with an unerring eye. They are prigs of the first water: so is Evelyn with whom Easter, alas, is in love; they are archetypically high Tory English and regard Ireland as a wild, savage and far-away country. Both Easter and Basil are far more likeable characters, more romantic, unpredictable, amusing, unconventional—they love Ireland, long for it and return home. People as representatives of a country: often in Molly Keane’s books the characteristics of the characters dovetail with what she sees as the characteristics of their country. And in her book the Irish are far more sympathetic—whether they are Anglo-Irish or native Irish—than the stolid, pedestrian, perfectly beautiful overlords. Basil and Easter seem ineffectual, but in fact act far more decisively than either Evelyn or Sarah who diminish life. Basil and Easter, insecure as they are, are on the side of passion and so, always, is Molly Keane. Her portrait of Lady Anna and her life is gently done, but it reveals the real lack of life and art in such a life; what might seem like a facade is in fact the same the whole way through; quite unlike the Irish, whether epitomised by Patsy, the servant at Puppetstown, or Easter and Basil on the other side of the social fence. The only time that Lady Anna seems to be in touch with the hidden life of dreams, emotion, yearning and spirits is in her recognition of the ghosts in her house.

It is a theme that Molly Keane returns to again and again—the way that the spirit of a house is comprised of the remnants of lives lived there. Her great friend Elizabeth Bowen, writing about her own house, Bowen’s Court, once wrote “I was not conscious of the lives of the dead there … but the unconsciousness, the unknowingness, the passivity, in which so much of those finished lives had been passed did somehow reach and enter my own. What runs on most through a family living in one place is a continuous semi-physical dream.” In many of Molly Keane’s books the spirits play even more of a role than this: and in Puppetstown itself, the whole house is animated by a spirit which resists the efforts of Basil and Easter to change it until they have found the magic route into the heart of the house via its guardian, Dicksie.

This old woman, who is, in her quiet and sometimes quaint way a memorable Keane heroine, has in effect turned Puppetstown into a hermitage; or has become an exile whilst never leaving the place she calls home. Most important of all, and most telling of metaphors, she has learnt how to survive by co-existing with the other marooned outcast, Patsy, the “pure” Irish kitchen-boy, whose terrible position in the miasma of Ireland, ripped apart by civil war, is revealed in all its pitiful and painful ambiguity. It is because he trusts in, and believes the words of his masters, and, at horrible cost, tries to protect them, that tragedy strikes. Nothing could be more ironic than this bitter twist, not of fate but of venality, which brings what Thomas Hardy called “the cruelty of circumstances” into the story and is the sign of a fine novelist. The point is never laboured. As Molly Keane peels away the layers and the wounds seep, the reader can only read on, appalled at the toils the people of the place, both the innocent and the cynical, have got themselves into. And it is, as ever, the innocents who suffer most. Like old Aunt Dicksie, Patsy learns to shift within the ruins of his life—he can do no more than be silent, collude and survive, and it seems that their hungry existence during the years of the children’s absence, in a displenished house built for luxury, has had a shriving effect. Divested of its voluptuous input, it gains, as does Aunt Dicksie, an ascetic, almost savage, quality. Many of the houses in Molly Keane’s novels are invested with this anthropomorphism. Here Puppetstown lies waiting for Basil and Easter, a new, nervous generation and, it would appear, an ultimately sterile one, rendered so by their frightened retreat into romanticism.

For they too, in an instinctive way that may be their salvation, seem to recognise that the house has been scorified. Lovely, ordinary, level-headed living is, as yet, beyond them and so they reach for a precious way of life that will leave their violence and passion undisturbed, will leave them unattached to anything other than their semblance of Irish life, on Ireland’s surface. Basil, Easter and their like will take nothing for granted in Ireland again. Those days are over. It is as though at some profound level, a level operating beyond the reach of their intelligence, they recognise that the bubble world of Puppetstown has been shaken too hard for the atmosphere ever to settle peacefully again. The new Treaty is based on qualities new enough to the Anglo-Irish—compassion and respect and finally fear. Love has always been there. It is a far cry from the arrogant takeovers of earlier days. These Anglo-Irish who gave so much and who took so much and never learnt the balance, have crept back home to roost.

Puppetstown has survived the Troubles. Only just: and not because of Basil and Easter, but because one old woman, representative of her admirable, indomitable race, kept faith with the house and the only way of life she wanted to know. Yet, in showing what happened to a great house in Ireland as its way of life perished, in writing of the demise of a civilization, Molly Keane was also pointing out the way to a new dispensation.

Polly Devlin, Somerset, 1985


PART I



I


THEN:—

They said: “You naughty man!” They wore hair nets and tortoise-shell combs.

It was more than fast to accept presents from men.

You bought a blood four-year-old up to weight for £60.

There was no wire.

They talked about “the ladies” and “motor-cars.” “By George!” they said, but never used Americanisms; such were not known.

Their top boots were shorter and their spurs were worn lower down on the heel.

You loved with passion.

You did not trouble to keep your sense of humour ready in the background.

Love mattered.

Manners mattered.

Children mattered.

Places and dependants mattered too.

Money bought much more.

People drove about in dog-carts and pony traps. Invitations were issued to tea.

Tea parties mattered too.

Women who powdered their faces were fast. Women who painted them—bad.

Hunting, low wages, feather boas, nipped in habit coats, curly bowlers, bunches of violets, black furs and purple hats were much in vogue.

A book called Three Weeks was both enjoyed and abused.

Champagne was a very frequent drink. Women never drank whisky.

And in those full-blooded days Easter Chevington was a child—an unattractive and intelligent child.

Now at the outset of life the most serious handicaps of the young are—an entirely lacking sense of proportion and the presence of a conscience. Very few children are born with a sense of humour, and very few are born without a sense of guilt. While age does not invariably develop humour, advancing years may generally be considered to endow the possessor of a conscience with the faculty for keeping that unhappy commodity within better control.

Easter Chevington reached the age of eight years, and had not even yet worked off either of these two distressing handicaps. She still repented her crimes almost with agony of mind and saw little to amuse, though much to interest, in a serious world.

Easter was a small, mousey-looking child. Her nurse scraped all her hair straight back off her forehead and away from her ears, plaiting just a very little of it on the top of her head, and tying this unattractive morsel with an infinitesimal piece of brown ribbon. The rest was allowed to lie in straight uninteresting strands down her back. This unbecoming method of hair-dressing laid bare every inch of Easter’s forehead, which was high and intellectual and bulged hard and round like a cricket ball. Her eyes were grey and very shortsighted so that they always appeared to be screwed up into slits. However, Easter’s father, Major Chevington, hated to see children in spectacles, and therefore attributed Easter’s headaches to over-eating or imagination. Easter’s mouth was large and at the moment very untidy, what with teeth coming and going and with the difficulty of breathing through adenoids. However her nose (though full of adenoids) was the tidiest thing about her (if one excepted her feet and hands), and her laugh was splendid. She would roar with laughter sometimes, though not often, as her sense of the ridiculous was limited.

She wore blue serge sailor suits nearly all the year round, with a flat square collar ornamented by three rows of white tape and a white anchor on her chest. She wore long brown stockings and black or brown laced boots. In the winter months she wore a round blue cap with H.M.S. Victory written on it in gold letters, and in the summer months a white straw hat that sat on the very top of her head and was held in place below her chin by a very much bitten piece of elastic. This hat had H.M.S. Dreadnaught written in gold on its blue ribbon—by way of variety, perhaps. She wore, too, a white cotton petticoat made of stoutly embroidered calico beneath her blue box-pleated skirt.

Easter’s clothes were chosen for her by her aunt, and did not, in those far-away days, appear nearly so horribly grotesque as they sound now. Even if her mother had lived long enough to select more than the first garments (which were luckily ready in time for Easter’s premature appearance), it is improbable that her daughter’s clothes would have reached a higher artistic standard. Almost every little girl in those dim years wore a sailor suit, and had Easter been dressed in any more becoming garment she would have suffered agonies of embarrassment. Nor would her companions have spared her their criticisms.

Easter had many young friends. Although she was an only child her life was far from lonely. She lived in a large house called Puppetstown in County Westcommon. She saw her father quite often; while he was shaving in the morning and sometimes before he went down to dinner, or, as was more usual, went out to dine with a neighbour or in the officers’ mess four miles away.

Before he drove away in his tall dog-cart he would come into the clean half dark nursery and kiss Easter good-night as she lay in her bed—a plain little shrimp in her thick flannel nightdress. Easter’s kiss smelt of the bath she had just had, with a faint added flavour from her blue mug of milk, and there was about it, too, a lingering crumbiness of Marie biscuits. Major Chevington’s kiss was much more exciting and left a memory of eau de Cologne, Egyptian cigarettes and his last drink. His chin was smooth because he was one of those unhappy unfortunate men who must shave twice a day—and often do.

“Hallo, Daddy!”

“Hallo, Easter! Been a good girl to-day?”

Easter would roll her head upon the pillow in embarrassed silence.

“Well, good-night, darling. Sleep tight——”

“An’-don’t-let-the-bugs-bite,” Easter would finish all in one breath. It really was an excellent joke and one that made her shout with laughter. Major Chevington appreciated it religiously too.

“Ha! Ha! Good-night, my mouse!”

“Good-night, Daddy. Don’t go yet. Daddy, Daddy, Daddy.”

“Miss Easter, if you don’t stop roarin’ and bawlin’ an’ tearin’ on the red raw minute ye’ll be gettin’ tally-whack an’ tandam where ye’ll not like it.” Nanny would put her head round the day nursery door to say this and Easter would subside before such a dark and quelling threat.

Besides her father and Nanny and all the maids and Patsy Roche (the boot boy) and Paddy Fortune in the stable yard, Easter had her two young cousins, Basil and Evelyn, and Aunt Brenda, their mother, and Great-aunt Dicksie who was by way of doing the housekeeping at Puppetstown and sometimes did—when she could spare time from the garden.

Basil and Evelyn were very grand and grown up. Their age was nine, one year older than Easter. They were twins and, though inclined to be indulgent with Easter, preferred their own villainous pursuits. They had not been sent to school yet, but it was time they went, for their brogues already rivalled those of the National School children.

Major Chevington, who was their guardian, urged their mother frequently to let the boys go, but there was always an excellent reason why their departure should be postponed yet another term. Last time it was because they had caught ringworm in their heads through kissing the calves, and you cannot let people embark on the most cruel adventure of their short lives while their heads are shaved as bare as marbles. Not that Basil and Evelyn seemed to take their leprous condition in a properly sensitive spirit. Each had painted a face of alarming ugliness on the back of his brother’s shaven head, artistic achievements lacking merit only to the eye of authority. Thus for one sweet summer more they kept wild holiday at Puppetstown.

While Aunt Dicksie thumbed and prodded with a small fork that accomplished much about the garden, and their mother bought lovely new blouses and swaying skirts which were worn with much grace and success at local tennis parties and entertainments at the camp and picnics by the river, Easter played with Evelyn and Basil (out of doors, “Remember, Miss Easter, don’t go too close to them or you’ll ketch that dirty disease too,” warned Nanny).

The days slipped past, bright ships, sailing out far beyond remembrance.

[image: images]

It was morning, a very faint young morning, cold and chaste past belief. The sky was as flat as wax and as green as a leaf. The day had only just forgotten its last pursuing star and the birds’ July singing strained like tiny, creaking wheels in the stillness.

Easter sat up in bed, waking immediately and unregretfully. The alarm clock on the chair by Nanny’s bed could have told her that two hours must still go by before it was time to get up, but Easter could not quite read a clock and tell the time by it—an ignorance of which she felt ashamed and concealed with feverish duplicity.

But it was light. Easter sat upon the edge of her bed swinging her bare shanks. Why at this enchanting hour was everything forbidden? Books, pictures, toys, walks abroad, everything that failed to distract or amuse in its proper hour would entrance at this live forbidden moment.

Easter sighed. A wary eye on the heap that was Nanny slumbering, and her foot reached down to the linoleum—colder than glass. A small shrill wind blew in at the open window, billowing the thin curtains, coming like a knife through the thick shrunk placket band of Easter’s flannel nightdress and setting its long skirts to skirl round her legs. There is a time of life when we do not feel the cold, when adventure is high and purpose dares to win fulfilment.

The day nursery was dead still. John-the-Clarney stood in his corner immobile, his eyes glassily stony, the very scars which Easter had dealt him had lost their kindly familiarity. Easter passed by the rocking horse. He was not friendly.

Fritz-Max-Hums sat stiffly with his back to the wall, his long red-trousered legs flat before him, his Teutonic solidity unimpaired by the near presence of lovely Angelina, who openly languished towards him, her flaxen head drooping, her apple-blossom complexion surviving even the day’s most disenchanting hour. Easter passed them by. She passed, too, the Young Mechanic, leaving this intricate and baffling pastime shut still in its red cardboard box.

Good bed toys are difficult to find. A book, now, with satisfying detail of pictures, pictures that told you lots and suggested more. Easter had such a book, it was large and heavy, bound in brown and gold, and within, enriching the tales of “Bluebeard” and the “Sleeping Beauty,” were illustrations of surpassing choiceness and exactitude. In one picture a macaw swung in a thin hoop of gold, while Fatima and her girl friends sat gossiping and eating sweets (drawn and coloured so plain that one could count them where they lay in their dishes) and fruit, each seed of which was clearly to be seen. The very rings on their fingers, and the embroidery of their clothes was painted with unstinted labour.

But this was a Sunday book; together with The Life of a Chinese Baby, it diverted the long after-luncheon hours of the Sabbath day. It certainly was not a book to be brought to bed of a Tuesday morning. But what was this to Easter lusting unbearably after its enclosed delights; after the fruit that she could touch and the rings that she could count? Nothing. It was the work of a moment only to scramble on to the heavy table from which she could, with a certain amount of effort, reach up to the top of the book-shelf where the Sunday books were kept. The Youngest Girl in the School, The Madcap of the Lower IV, even the entrancing Dora’s Doll’s House and Cushions and Corners, each brimful of entertainment for a week-day morning, she left in their places, and with the chosen prize heavy between her hands, lowered herself into a sitting posture upon the table. The chill of its American cloth covering struck unpleasantly through her nightdress, but Easter heeded it not. Her fingers were red and bulging with cold, her feet blue and shining, but what matter? The pages she turned satisfied even her longing. Faintly sniffing, Easter gazed upon a fairy godmother in a white dress that shone like stars. She swung on the dark bough of a fir tree and discoursed with a messenger whose seven league boots curled frantically behind him.

Turn over: A wicked godmother in apple-green and russet gown laid her comprehensive curse upon a richly-clad baby princess, while the queen fainted, and court ladies screamed by the dozen, their jewelled hands held up in execration. “Sweet little baby.” Easter touched the picture, stroking the baby gently with a forefinger that traced round the back of its shawled head. Her eyes gloated on the magnificent furniture that surrounded this infant princess.

Turn over: A prince hacking his way through a forest. Dull. She knew the end. Ah! here was the unfortunate merchant who must give his daughter to the beast. But this was one of his lucky moments so happily immortalised. He sat alone, while before him was spread a feast so delicious, that Easter’s eyes bulged as she counted the many exotic dishes. Roast peacocks jostled heaps of pomegranates, grapes and bursting purple figs. Long-necked flagons of amber wine were set to cheer the guest and a ship for spices, each thread of its rigging and each porthole distinctly to be seen, ornamented the centre of the table. The merchant’s nimble fingers (used to cracking nuts and selling the shells by retail) peeled with a curling gold knife a fruit of surpassing richness and delicacy, while his eyes and his brown face glistened with quite excusable greed at the prospect of the good things in store. Was there a baby monkey chained in a far faint corner? Oh, there was!

Rigid now with cold, Easter turned page after page, lost, indeed, to all sense of time and place. A faint, at first only half-heard creaking hardly penetrated her understanding, till in sudden wild panic she realised what it meant.

Nanny was waking up.

Softly Easter closed her book; back on to its shelf it went; and without accident she slid to the ground, padded across the floor and fumbled her way carefully through the door that divided the night from the day nursery. One more minute fraught through with anxiety, and her grimy, icy heels were kicking down through the bed-clothes. She was safe. Warmth stole upon her, easing her to comfort, betraying her at last to sleep.

“Waken up now, Miss Easter.” It was Nanny, another incarnation of the slumbering heap that you never could quite think to be the same person.

“I declare you got a great sleep this morning. That’s better for ye than to be persecuting me to let y’ out o’ the bed from six o’clock on, to go out to yer scheming for the day.”

Easter assented. Yet as (hampered this time by prosaic blue felt slippers) she approached the wash-hand stand for her morning ablutions, there was born within her a sense of guilt that endured maddeningly even after her boiled egg and a second cup of milk had been despatched where they belonged.

“Can I go’n see Daddy?”

“No, dear, no.” Nanny untied the strings of the cotton feeder. “He’s asleep yet—why wouldn’t he and him not in the bed at four o’clock o’ the morning”—(but this was an aside). “Take a race round and look for Master Evelyn—and mind and don’t go strealing off to the farmyard now,” was Nanny’s parting warning as her charge, equipped in the H.M.S. Dreadnaught hat, and a Holland smock that strained viciously round her neck, opened the nursery door and sallied forth.

Puppetstown was a large house, large enough to permit of the nursery wing being situate at a vast and peaceful distance from the rest of mankind. Not that Easter was of a noisy or in any way riotous disposition; but, as generations of Chevingtons had been brought to maturity in that dismal locality, there was no reason why Easter should not do as her forbears had done before her.

To-day her brown sandals carried her quickly down long clattering passages, past the chosen haunts of housemaids’ pails and cans; past dusty forgotten windows looking out, God knew where, for only the all-seeing eye looked in or out through them or noticed their dust; past box-rooms where forgotten trunks, bulged grossly with long forgotten clothing, and legions of pictures kept their faces turned to the dark walls; down a bare staircase and along a winding, twisting passage, until a heavy door swung to let her out into the blaze and glory of a July morning.

Easter trotted below a long line of windows, her head not quite so high as their sills: dining-room, drawing-room, billiard-room, study. Outside the study Daddy’s two terriers, Max and Kit, sat aloof on the shadowed window ledge, outraged in their finest feelings that at the hour of 9.30 their breakfasts were still to beg. They paid no attention to Easter beyond a faint uninterested sniff as she trailed her fingers along the rough stone beside them. Easter trotted on—she knew of a better dog.

The garden came first on Easter’s list. She crossed the lawn, starting out at a line of green footmarks through its heavy white dew, plunging from the clear burning morning light into the soaking shadows of trees, along a straight turf path between clipped yew hedges, where the rabbit, the peacock and the elephant (there was an old wren’s nest in the elephant’s trunk) lent a charming zoological variety to the aspect.

The worn iron latch of the garden door was set low, well within Easter’s reach. Tall shrubs leant over the archway shading it darkly. The high garden walls were green and dark behind them. The way into the garden was as cold as a deep well. There was a creeping sense of adventure as you lifted and dropped the heavy latch and passed through the last shadows into the glorious garden.

By the gold fish pond, his legs straddled bravely from the island in the middle to the stepping-stone half-way across, Evelyn was standing. And Basil was not there. Easter’s heart quickened. Separately her cousins made allowances for her feminine mawkishness and squeamishness, together they affected to despise and combined to outrage her nicer feelings.

Easter’s legs quickened, keeping pace with her heart.

“Hello, Easter!”

“Where’s Basil?” Easter asked.

“Gone to get his toof out in Dublin.”

“Ooo!” Easter’s face grew pink, partly from pity for Basil, partly from pleasure at his absence.

“Yes. Aunt Dicksie took him and he’s to go to the penny bazaar, too. I wish I was.”

“Why didn’t you, Evelyn?”

“I roars more than Basil roars,” Evelyn confided with pride. “So I’m to play with you.” He stepped ashore.

“You’ve got ringworm. Yah! Who kissed the calves? Who kissed the calves?” Easter chanted and ran, setting the time for the first act of the day’s play. She fled down a long garden path. Between flights of columbines and spires of larkspur, her brown legs streaked, faster and faster, till, with Evelyn not a yard behind, she whirled round screaming:

“Pax. Pax. I said Pax.”

After all she was only a girl and could be forgiven when she did these blatantly mean things.

“I caught you, though,” Evelyn grasped her hand firmly in his own dry and grubby one. Now, have I got ringworm?” He thrust his round stubble-covered head at her.

“No.”

“All right. Let’s go’n find John O’Regan. Shall we?”

John O’Regan was stooping in the strawberry bed, his vast red beard sweeping the plants, while his careful blunt fingers picked the fruit after the niggardly and grudging fashion of a really good gardener. He affected not to see the children as they stood on the path, still hand in hand, watching his slow, unimpatient work. It was almost unbearable to them to see the ripe prizes he affected to ignore, and the more perfect gems that dropped from his earthy fingers into crisp cabbage leaves.
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