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Molly Keane was born in Co. Kildare, Ireland in 1904, into ‘a rather serious Hunting and Fishing Church-going family’, and was sketchily educated by governesses. Interested in ‘horses and having a good time’, Molly Keane wrote her first novel, The Knight of Cheerful Countenance, when she was seventeen in order 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. But 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, triggering a revival of interest in and respect for her work. Molly Keane died in 1996.
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Introduction

I was thirteen when Time After Time (1983) was published, and I hated it. The cruelty in Good Behaviour (1981), Molly Keane’s comeback novel after a twenty-year absence from fiction, had not much bothered me at the age of eleven, because I had been entirely engrossed in the romantic yearnings of its first-person narrator Aroon St Charles, a ‘statuesque’ girl who is constantly made to feel too big. But Time After Time, with its cast of maimed old farts playing tricks on each other – I read it at arm’s length, and threw it aside with relief at the end.

Only on re-reading it, many years later, did I realise that almost every incident had stuck like a burr in my reluctant memory. Time After Time is an unforgettable book, quite literally. Not ideal for thirteen-year-olds, perhaps; it takes longer than that to develop a taste for an author as sophisticated as Keane, and an interest in the plights and stratagems of unhappy people growing older. But to everyone over twenty I would recommend Time After Time as a dazzling drama of human cruelty and frailty.

When Molly Keane introduces Jasper Swift as ‘the elderly owner of a large and encumbered estate and a house burdened with three sisters, one widowed, two unmarried’, her homage to Austen’s social comedy is audible, but she also has a Dickensian eye for grotesque descriptions and dramatic twists. She is most often placed at the wryly modern end of the Anglo-Irish ‘Big House’ literary tradition, which includes many other mistresses of satire, from Maria Edgeworth to Edith Somerville and Martin Ross.

Time After Time is set in a post-World War II gloom which is only marked as the 1970s by the occasional ‘appalling news from Ulster’ on the radio. The Swift siblings – their name wonderfully ill-suited to their stagnant lives – are bound, by the manipulative terms of their mother’s will, to live together in a sort of four-way parodic marriage. Their ‘big house’ is all decrepitude and decay; every biro has dried up, we are told, and the many shameful human and animal smells cling to the air ‘like grey hairs in a comb’ – a perfectly chosen image for a world grown old. ‘Horrible times’, as Jasper calls them.

But Time After Time manages to be deeply funny. A plot summary would sound like a crude joke: a one-eyed man, a deaf woman, a fingerless woman and a half-wit are sitting in a house when in walks a blind woman. Keane has loaded her characters with almost too much to bear, and they know it. ‘We’re all maimed – what a family!’ cracks Jasper. As well as their various ‘maimings’ and creeping penury, the Swifts have to bear with incontinent dogs, and, worst of all, each other – Hell being, as Sartre puts it, other people. But Keane, with a delicate touch, gives the siblings some compensations: great food, ravishing glimpses of forests and swans, moments of wry alliance, and lots of good lines. Jasper steals the best of them: warding off a woman who is trying to slip into his bed, he says, ‘Dearest girl, let me offer you half a Mogadon. It’s all I have.’ ‘Don’t joke. It’s life and death,’ June tells Jasper when he offers to warm up her little runt pig in the hot roasting oven – but matters of life and death make very good jokes, in Molly Keane’s hands. Not in the least politically correct, she plays games with the readers’ expectations on such matters as homosexuality and the Holocaust. She blithely uses disabilities to create a sense of the grotesque, but her irreverence and unsentimentality make her a very intelligent commentator on their unpredictable side-effects; April’s deafness, for instance, renders her not helpless but blithely aloof; May’s two-fingered hand, far from being clumsy, proves itself over and over in a career of stunningly deft craft work.

Characterisation is the real meat of this novel; Keane creates a tiny battleground full of people who are almost diagrammatically contrasted to each other, each with their particular addiction (April’s pills, June’s handsome farmhand) and their own totem cat or dog. Their possessions characterise them too; Jasper is just like his temperamental Aga cooker, and May takes after her brittle, twice-mended Meissen candlestick. But Keane sprinkles in unpredictable elements to make these people real: elegant, old-world April smokes the odd joint, for instance, and ever-busy May does a little shoplifting for kicks. The Swifts are all too credible as siblings – with their Irish Protestant arrogance, their weary knowledge of each other’s flaws, but also their profound ignorance about each other’s dreams. This crumbling household of isolated beings could be read as standing for a whole nation – perhaps a whole society – of mutual alienation.

‘Who wants sordid details?’ April wonders. Well, readers do, it seems. Molly Keane has an eye for the sordid detail, the shameful intimacy; she always tells us where in a room the brimming ‘po’ is hidden. ‘I know something you don’t know I know’, May tells Jasper; these characters hoard up secrets – their own and others’ – then lash out in scenes of revelation which Keane consistently describes as orgasmic.

The only sex scene in this novel is the mating of two dogs in a caravan, but desire bubbles up on every page. ‘Aren’t we, all five of us, a bit old for these gambols?’ Jasper asks diffidently – but it seems not. The poor old Labrador is on heat again, and June, from her days on the farm, knows that ‘anything was possible, at any age’. Sexuality in Molly Keane’s novels is never simple, and is often rather queer (in both senses). Mostly, these virginal characters sublimate their frustration into a lust for fine clothes, for the perfect soufflé, for small china rabbits – or instead of reading all this as sublimation, one might say that in the palpitating world of Keane’s fiction, sex is only one of many overwhelming passions. Standing in the rain, looking down on the site of his elaborate horticultural plans, ‘Jasper was in love; age forgotten, no age he’.

Time After Time is set up like a tragedy. We have a household riven by jealousies, like an orphaned version of Lear’s own ménage. And then, precisely a third of the way through the book, arrives the catalyst, the visitor from the past, their cousin Leda. As the title proclaims, this novel is about time. The Swifts have been living in ‘a state of dream’; in a significant detail, Jasper never throws away old calendars. When Leda, ‘the lost Princess Doll’ they all once craved to own, arrives to reawaken them, her new blindness turns the clock back because in her mind’s eye the Swifts and their house are still beautiful. ‘I’ve gone through the looking glass,’ she tells them merrily; ‘Time’s a joke.’

But Leda, with her ‘fingers lean and strong as the spring in a rat trap’, uses her new helplessness and undimmed charm to bind each of the Swifts to her again, and aims to bring down disaster on this house from which she was once banished. Wittily Keane hints that Leda stands for the dark side of authorship: ‘Leda might have been wanting to write a book about her cousins, but all she wished for was a power over each against each, and to steal even the secrets they didn’t know they kept.’ So will this ghost from the past destroy the Swifts once and for all?

Molly Keane hates to be predictable, and in the novel’s last few chapters none of the ironic rewards or punishments land just where we expect. Her achievement of what might be claimed as a happy ending for the Swifts is both clever and oddly moving. ‘It had been a brief entertainment, ridiculously exciting,’ thinks Jasper ruefully at the end. After their various indignities, the Swifts finally win a hint of Beckettian dignity. As the famous ending of Malone Dies (1958) puts it: ‘You must go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go on.’

Emma Donoghue

2000
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In the Kitchen

Jasper Swift, owner although not sole possessor of Durraghglass, was back in the kitchen where he belonged. He had been on his weekly shopping expedition. Today he had forgotten his shopping list – something that could happen to the most efficiently equipped person, even to his sister May. He was not going to taunt his own memory, or his age, on the matter.

His elegant, lengthy figure was bent, like a reed in a cold breeze, over the bags and packages in the basket he had put down on the kitchen table. He lifted up his handsome head and cursed – he had left the meat behind. That was a bit senile, he had to admit. And April’s prescription – no harm. Far too many tranquilizers going down that silly throat. There was something June had wanted, was it for the farrowing sow? Well, too late now – let her get on with her farrowing in her own way. At least he had remembered to buy, for himself, a new hot-water bottle. He wasn’t altogether dotty.

Dottiness was the last thing from which Jasper suffered. Uncertain and nervous perhaps, but that was to be expected in the elderly owner of a large and encumbered estate and a house burdened with three sisters, one widowed, two unmarried, each of them with a right of residence. That was the way darling Mummie had left it. Jasper had always accepted her wishes devoutly, even more devoutly since her death.

Now he took off his cap, a dark checked cap – Mummie had bought it, perhaps thirty years ago, from that most classical of hatters in St James’s. It was as graciously becoming to him as any hat dreamed up by Proust for Odette. He wore it with an air and at an angle that saved his blind eye a little from the light. Mummie had chosen the stuff for his tweed coat too. She had purred suggestions to the tailor during the fittings and the resulting coat still moved in a flow of perfection, giving grace with austerity. Perhaps the cuffs, grafted and integrated with their sleeves and serving no more useful purpose than that of pleasing the eye, were its most touching and elegant feature. An ageless antique and needing care, it could fall to bits on him any day now. But Savile Row – he shuddered: three hundred pounds for anything proper today. Forget it. Horrible. Horrible times.

He put his cap on again because the kitchen was cold. The Aga was in a dispirited mood because the wind from the west was blowing towards the mountain. He accepted such natural facts and allowed the Aga to take its own time to revive and recover.

There was a time when kitchens in the afternoon held their distance. Cooks and kitchenmaids used to tidy up the kitchen at Durraghglass, perhaps take a little rest from their duties until it was time to make the Sally Lunn for drawing-room tea. Not any more, naturally. Times change.

In the big kitchen, where Jasper now ruled, nothing was ever tidied up, stored, or thrown away. Cats were the scavengers. Cardboard wine cases that had carried more groceries than wine to the house were piled and heaped and thrown in corners. Cats had their kittens in them – mostly born to be drowned. Jasper’s great tiger cat, Mister Minkles, was the sire of them all. Strangely, he was clean for a tom cat. No dog ever had a more loving heart. Jasper returned his love and respected him as a person. Now he sat with majesty at the centre of the white deal dresser – sat on the breadboard. Behind him tier on tier of chipped and unchipped dinner services (Mason’s ironware mostly), rose upward to the hook-studded ceiling, barren now of hams, and covered in dust thick as ashes. Large calendars from the Allied Irish Banks, year after year of them, hung on a brass hook. There were pictures of duck flighting, stuff like that, which Jasper didn’t want to throw away. His close vision was all right.

Jasper hardly ever looked out of the tall sashed windows, or below them to the slope where he cleared briars and ivy from azaleas and camellias planted long ago, and nurtured his own more recent plantings. Red Himalayan rhododendrons grew like banyan trees behind the choicer subjects; and behind them again wild ponticum formed a second barrier to winter winds from the Black Stair mountain. Jasper had larger horticultural plans that milled around like dreams in his head – expensive ideas which he felt just young enough to develop and direct. Money was the hopeless problem. Lack of it kept everything in a state of dream. But at least he could keep the briars in check down the steep bank with its broken stone terraces falling to gold reeds, blue flag leaves, and low, unseen mountain river.

Across the water and beyond was an infinite distance of sun-filled untidy gorse-grown fields; some fields bent themselves round small lakes for wild swans, or moorhens, or water-lilies. Jasper maintained his lack of interest in all this, he had other things to occupy him. There was the constant unremitting fight he must keep up to maintain his authority and position as head of the family. His most important offensive and defensive here was present, as always, when April, his eldest sister and the only married and widowed Swift, spoke to him.

April glided in. A tall and elderly lady, still beautiful, she stood near the Aga, shuddering a little while her eyes avoided their usual disgust with the kitchen. Her expensive clothes became her very well. They had ease and length and fullness. Some contrivance nipped them always in the right and prettiest directions. Violet, wanda, or dark brown were her favourite colours. She was big and elderly and she swayed gracefully on long thin legs. She had the defensive aloofness of the very deaf. A fierce chihuahua clung and buried his face somewhere under her armpit. She stood apart, humming and murmuring, while the fingers of one hand were devotedly busy round her little dog’s ears. Her eyes rested on Jasper, distantly unconcerned with his work, as though plucking pigeons was some sort of unnecessary amusement. When she spoke it was a different story.

“I just wanted to let you know I’m going off my diet tonight.”

He had to contradict and deny even though it meant more trouble for him: “Nonsense – you’re horribly overweight. Yoghurt and hummus for you.”

“I’m glad it’s pigeon pie. My favourite. And could you let me have my pills? My head’s been more than splitting.”

“O’Keefe’s were shut.”

“No need to shout. How much were they?”

“The chemist was SHUT.”

“I don’t care if it was raining.”

“I said –”

“If you took your cap off in the house, Jasper, you might hear better. At least it would be rather more civilized.”

“Do I have to write it?” He put down a pigeon and crossed over to the dresser where, ignoring the cascade of bills, cooking recipes cut from Sunday papers, keys of all sorts, as well as hoarded sardine tin openers, he looked without hesitation into a two-pound marmalade pot (Coopers of Oxford) and turned from it quite pale with annoyance.

“Now who has taken my Biro? I’ld like to know who has been in the kitchen while I was shopping and taken the kitchen Biro.”

“Ah! Biro!” She was for once abreast of the problem. “Every Biro in the house is dry. It’s a contagious disease. I tried the library and the drawing room and the morning room and the gents’ loo, all the same story. Here’s a Biro. I found one here at last.”

“My own personal, red, private pen! How dare you? Damn you.”

April smiled and spoke indulgently: “Write it down if you can’t hear me.”

“Librium OFF” he wrote on the back of an envelope and handed it to her with a slight air of triumph. He gave back the pen too, as though he too were deaf and she must answer in writing.

“Oh, NO! And I’m down to my last, my very last.”

“Not a bad idea, if you are. Horrible stuff.”

“You forgot on purpose,” she went on, her deaf voice as isolated as echo in a cave. “I know that perfectly well. I know you and your utter selfishness.”

“Steady yourself, dear girl,” he spoke in his most sensible voice, “and may I have my pen? My pen, please – I said: MY PEN.” Jasper knew she couldn’t hear, but in his necessity and annoyance he snatched awkwardly and roughly at the pen in her hand. As he did so the chihuahua raised his head from her armpit, screamed twice, and bit him sharply. Jasper yelled too. “Little bastard – bitten me to the bone.”

April looked at his hand with satisfaction. “Oh, he’s drawn blood. Mum’s own Tiger. Who looks after Mum? Whose does? Zooze does.”

“Give me back my pen and get out of this kitchen, both of you.”

“Who’s afraid of the wee-twee wolf –” she swayed towards the door – “you utter stinker!” She retreated in language to the schoolroom. “What’s more, this kitchen’s filthy – just a dungeon for dysentery.”

Holding her dog to her heart and skirting the kitchen debris with a sort of mournful delicacy, April left the room and went up the stone staircase leading to the ground floor of the house. The curious thing was that the smell on this floor was rather worse than its origins in the kitchen. The old breath of human dinners and dogs’ dinners, chickens’ and pigs’ dinners too, combined with cats’ earths and dogs’ favourite urinals, all clung to the air like grey hairs in a comb.

April had grown accustomed to her tolerant disgust with most things in life except herself. Resigned and lazy in her private world of deafness, she sailed now, lone as a moon, past and beyond tall mahogany doors to drawing-room, library, morning-room, without a thought of turning a brass drop handle or looking for company. Only, on the landing beneath a window where the staircase paused, turned and went on up, the shadow of a memory, from years that lapsed into nowhere, refused denial. She still saw, rather than heard, the footsteps tearing down the long flight from the top landing. Leaning over the upper bannister rail, dressed for that summer ball, she had watched and agonized for darling Leda, her cousin from Austria, her best friend. Leda’s hysteria had been aroused by Mummie’s surprising refusal to bring her with April to the ball. A partner had failed. “In any case you aren’t out yet,” Mummie had said with chill decision.

Standing there, in that previous time, April had seen Daddy waiting while Leda clattered and leapt down, half-dressed – her great white dirndl skirts with their ribboned hems flouncing and billowing behind her: the knob of yellow hair drifting from its hairpins, strands smeared to her cheeks by tears; red shoes jumping and balancing and never stopping until she sprang, like a leaping cat, into Daddy’s arms. And Daddy, always so distant and unloving, held her closely. Were they whispering? April could not tell.

To remember Leda was to be in two worlds, the earliest that of childhood – Leda’s accounts of life in Vienna were vivid and bright as Christmas cards. With her you sped down ski-runs, you skated while waltzes played, you drank hot chocolate through floating cream. Winter came, but it never rained in Vienna as it did so obstinately at Durraghglass.

Leda’s strange, pretty clothes which Mummie disapproved of and Leda wore with such panache, came, not from D. H. Evans, but from Vienna, “city of dreams”, where Daddy’s wild sister, Star, had married … unfortunately not a Count nor even a gentleman. He owned a restaurant, a very famous one. But his name was not often spoken at Durraghglass or other country houses. It was Jewish.

When they were nearly grown-up Leda paid another visit. April was too lazy to admit the possibility that she still came – a perpetual ghost of happiness. That summer Leda had just left her larky finishing school in Paris, and April her sober family in Basle. Happily set apart from their juniors, they whispered together, sighed for unspoken blisses, screamed with laughter at new unseemly jokes (better in French). Romantic novels (Strangers May Kiss) were under their pillows at night and locked in blue leather writing-cases by day.

“Nevermore” – the word belonged to Leda. She was as unreal now as any old dancer in a forgotten ballet, and as sad. Why harry remembrance for her? Half-Jewish and married to a Jew, she perished in some cold unnamed camp, most likely. Who wants sordid details? Better leave Leda’s face as indistinct as a drowned face seen under water. It was simpler, too, to ignore that grey question about Daddy and Leda. It had nothing to do with his death. Shooting accidents can happen to the most experienced men.

In her seventy-fourth year April possessed a fortunate forgetfulness of youth and its strivings with happiness and sorrow. Now she found (or invented for herself) practical importances which fully occupied her mind and her days. Preserving her looks from the hungry years; maintaining her position as the only married – if widowed – member of her virgin family; keeping her secrets; holding her comforts close and her money carefully gave her objects enough about which to think and plan. Grossly over-familiar with the house and the lives it enclosed, she had an absolute refuge where she could scheme out her activities and ignore the penalties of her deafness. She was the eldest. Her bedroom looked south. She put Tiger down gently, unlocked the door, and followed the cheerful little dog inside. Her key turned again in the lock, and from the wide passage-way her door looked as obdurate as the door of any cell.

Irritated and shaken once again into the state of annoyance in which April’s absurdities cancelled out any appreciation of her looks or sympathy for her deafness, Jasper was bending over the kitchen sink (quite a grand affair in stainless steel), pinching the pin-prick bite in his thumb under the cold tap, when his youngest sister, Baby June, appeared: a further worrying interruption.

Baby June came from the farmyard. She wore two old Husky jackets, jeans and gum-boots and a beret as round as a penny. She had stayed Baby June all the sixty-four years of her life on account of her tiny size. There was nothing babyish about her. She could do the work of two men on the place and loved doing it. Her eyes were a pale jackdaw blue with whites as bright as a flag. She was the shape and weight of a retired flat race jockey – too heavy for her height. In her day she had been the terror and success of every point-to-point meeting in the South of Ireland.

June approached Jasper without much confidence. She worked for him and for Durraghglass day-long, and year in and year out, as diligently as though she expiated guilt of some kind. She did too. She could never forget the hurt she had inflicted. But, secretly, she was happy. Happiness steals through you.

“What happened to the poor hand?” she asked.

He didn’t tell her. “April was here, hysterical as usual.”

She looked at his hand again. “I thought I heard Tiger letting a roar out of him.” She was the only Swift who spoke like the people. There had been no English school for her. No one could teach her to read.

“You heard April screaming, I expect. I forgot her Librium.”

“Oh, Jasper, the poor thing! To tell you the truth, I took a couple of tablets myself.”

“You did?”

“My poor Sweetheart is having such a nasty labour.”

“Librium for farrowing sows? You’ll drive me insane between you. How did you know I had a reserve? I forget where I put it myself.”

“In the Colman’s mustard tin. I knew you kept a few back.”

“It saves driving nine miles to O’Keefe’s if April runs out.”

“You’ld never spare me another couple for Sweetheart?”

“No. Try her with an aspirin.”

“Don’t joke, Jasper. Remember it’s her first litter. How would you feel? Imagine now, how you’ld feel yourself.”

“Of course I know just how I’ld feel. Oh, do go back to Sweetheart, Baby, and let me get on with cooking dinner.”

“Christy Lucey’s with her. He put a blanket on her and said four decades.”

“About all he’s good for – more utterly useless every day, every hour. And you spoil him.”

“What’s for the dinner?”

“Pigeon pie.”

She looked doubtfully at the birds on the kitchen table. “Won’t they be a bit on the tough side?”

“Yes. I hope they choke you all.”

“Oh, aren’t you naughty?” She wandered out.

Mollified by solitude, Jasper wondered for a dull moment how it was that so utterly silly a woman and so small a person was able to drive a tractor; deliver a calf; perhaps, if absolutely necessary, kill a lamb. He had seen her glittering, satisfied eyes after an assistance at some birth, blood on her hands and on her clothes. The thought of her versatile abilities, while he accepted their usefulness, made him shudder. He never suspected that her devotion to Durraghglass was not entirely the quick and mainspring of her life. They knew almost less than nothing about each other.

With the acceptance lent by hindsight Jasper saw the place as it used to be, fully staffed in house and gardens and farm, losing money year upon year while a full social life continued undisturbed. He could still see four different puddings displaying themselves on a side table before a Sunday luncheon party, and sweet peas arranged by May in two silver baskets. His mother invited pretty daughters of the County to excite his fancy. They frightened him and he bored them. Besides, he could sense their curiosity about what nastiness went on behind his black eyepatch. He loved only his mother. … darling roly-poly Mummie – always wore violet (her colour), and a mauve hat for luncheon parties on Sundays or before Clonmel Hound Show. Occasionally the judges came to luncheon and when that happened the mixed grill was superlative. Sometimes now he would make one for his own lonely pleasure – his midnight feast a secret from those inquisitive sisters. He sighed, both in retrospect and anticipation, for at least he was greedy – memories of the delicious food of other days were romance to him.

Those were the young, lazy days when widowed Mummie held the reins at Durraghglass, her courage and competence legendary now. Then Jasper had no further responsibilities than a pretence at the life of a country gentleman. For him a day’s shooting or a day’s fishing was far preferable, in its season, to a day’s hunting. When Mummie died (too young and too cruelly) death duties depleted the whole structure of Durraghglass, and afterwards a miasma of overdraft and mismanagement abetted Mummie’s wishes, holding brother and sisters captive for year past forgotten year, locked in inviolable small conflicts and old adventures.

Sighing still, Jasper picked up another pigeon and ripped away quietly at the myriad breast feathers. No need to pluck the wings and legs. He would discard these, of course, treats for Mister Minkles and his wives. A righteous feeling of peace and busyness in creation came over him. Everything to do with the pie was forming a quiet importance for him when May came in. He disliked her, perhaps, a little more than the other two sisters put together.

“Quelle odeur – what a smell!” She arrived, as usual, on a tide of protest. “Grips – Gripper – ’ware cat! ’ware cat!” Gripper was a miniature Jack Russell terrier.

“Pick him up for God’s sake.”

“No. It’s discipline. SIT. Did I say SIT! Good boy! What is that smell?”

“Hearts boiling for all your damn dogs, if you must know.”

“Rotten, too. Why not open a window? The whole house is steaming.”

“Open it yourself. No, don’t. I must think about my cat. Traps up and he’ll wander.”

“Why can’t you have that animal fixed and be done with it?”

“Why not castrate your own dog? Embarrassing little displayer.”

“Don’t be so squeamish – and that cat box is quite scandalous. Weeks of filth. Flies. Diarrhoea for all.”

“Look – I’m only just back from Wednesday’s shopping. Give me time.”

“Time? Organisation, that’s what’s missing. I’ve been to Ballinkerry twice already today. Once for the Countrywomen’s Association, back again for the Flower Arrangers. I’m their President, after all.”

“Yes. Poor things.”

“Now it’s almost the six o’clock news and I need Radio 4. I asked you to get my batteries. Did you get my batteries? One of us must keep up with world events.”

“Keep up with the Archers is what you mean. Your batteries are in the bag with the light bulbs, and you own me £1.70.”

“I owe you nothing of the sort. I put £2 in the House Pool after my win at Scrabble last Thursday. It’s in my account book – check if you like.”

He knew she was right so he didn’t take the matter further.

She rummaged deftly among his parcels. “They’re not with the light bulbs.”

“Try the bag of cheeses.”

“Yes. Got them. And what are you giving us tonight? Not those birds? Far too fresh – look – wing feathers tough as old rope.”

“Dinner will be at nine o’clock.” His voice was icy – ice on the verge of starring and breaking through to black, angry waters.

“Nine o’clock? Good show! Time to finish my tweed picture. Look out! Your cat’s got a pigeon. Gripper, leave it, sir! Leave it!”

The noise that an angry, frightened dog and a furious, greedy cat can make together blazed hysterically through the kitchen, and May’s doggy-discipline voice rose to a wail: “Grippy, sweetie, come back to Mummie.” Only the Aga stayed calm, everything else vibrated until the warm air rifted apart. Fear was in the room. The two humans were afraid to interfere with Nature, Nature, red in its usual places; until May, recovering her nerve, seized a moment when Gripper was noisiest and furthest from the cat, to grab him up and praise his courage. Jasper’s hesitation in removing the pigeon from the possessive, growling cat did not escape her comment.

“Same as ever, aren’t you? Baby June to civilize your pony, and who was sick before the Members’ Race? Afraid of your own cat, now!”

“If you must look back forty years – who cried before every Hunt Ball? No-hope May – and now it’s china mending and tweed pictures and the Irish countrywomen’s floral club.” It was infamous of him to jeer at her skills and frenzied occupations. But he kept his eyes away from her gloved hands.

“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you very, very much. At least I’ve got both my eyes –” there were tears of wounded fury in them. “Take care what you say to me. I know something you don’t know I know.”

Jasper’s hands paused almost imperceptibly as he plucked. “I can talk or keep quiet too, remember,” he said, “so shut up, and let me get on with dinner.” He didn’t know what he was threatening her with.

Left in mid-air for an answer, May hesitated. Could he know? Quite impossible. But she turned towards the door, accepting dismissal.

So there must be something, Jasper thought. He had certainly lit on some small private guilt, too small even to guess at. Her suspicion of him had only touched a nerve for an instant. For what could be more secure than present business done with a Trappist monk? The Silent Order.

*   *   *

May walked briskly (youthfully was the way she thought of it) up the kitchen stairs. Gripper came behind her doing a faithful four-legged-friend imitation of her purposeful steps. She was hurrying away from what Jasper knew of her life and its unkind imperfection. Her teeth chattered like an angry squirrel’s when she allowed herself to think about that. She even preferred a snide cruelty like Jasper’s to the wonder, the admiration and the unspoken sympathy her skills provoked. May knew she was wonderful without anybody telling her so. It had been to please Mummie, to keep a special place with her that, as a child, she had worked so devotedly at her hand-writing and needlework, and had striven jealously to excel April in eating neatly, never dripping the softest boiled egg, or slopping the hottest cocoa. As she grew older, aware of conscious looks averted, she put intense effort into achieving every skill possible to her in Hand Crafts. Her flower arrangements were balanced and poised past perfection. Prizes fell automatically to her tweed pictures. They were the neatest, prettiest works of art imaginable and sold like hot cakes at Church Sales and other important festivals. She could stuff a doll, she could trim out a dog. She never asked anybody to do up a button or zip up a dress for her. She was adept at making chamois-leather gloves, adjusting the patterns for herself, and making others as Christmas presents for her friends – inexpensive and ever welcome. Nothing was beyond her will to prove super-normal dexterity. Some enterprises trembled on a thrilling, scarifying knife-edge between success and disaster. “Of course, I’m a very fulfilled person” – she was fond of saying this to herself. That was what she was saying now, blotting out the ugly moment with Jasper.

She waited, sniffing distastefully in the long smelly hall, before she opened the nearest of the two high doors of the drawing-room where, beneath the dark gilt fringes of an early Chippendale mirror she would create a Chinese arrangement with the grey-green catkins, Garrya eliptica and early white narcissi – quite an oeuvre, she expected it to be.

The drawing-room, its four windows facing back towards the north and the mountains, was tall and cold – the narcissi, soaking in a bucket, hardly made their scent known on the air. To make quite sure of her privacy May turned the long keys in the locks of both doors. Then, before starting work on her flower arrangement, she loosened her glove, the better to deal with stripping leaves and balancing stems and branches. She looked aside as she peeled off the glove. She had never grown used to the sight of the hand she had been born with. It needed three and a half more fingers to complete it.

Jasper’s cat, having eaten as much as he was able of the pigeon, returned to the breadboard where he sat at his ease, making the noises of a sated tiger. “All right, sit there if it gives you the smallest pleasure,” Jasper spoke in a different voice from the nipped-in tone of patient or impatient dislike provoked from him by his sisters. His love for that fierce cat and his predecessors set free in him a benison of indulgence, objectless since little Mummie’s death. Seated on the breadboard within the wreath of carved wheatears, Mister Minkles not only supplied an object for Jasper’s affection and carefulness, he embodied his enduring defiance of those sisters with their clinical, dainty ideas. They were afraid of Mister Minkles, afraid for themselves as well as for their dogs. Not one of them would have dared to lift him off the breadboard. Jasper looked his respect for his cat without touching him. Then he opened an oven door of the Aga to hold his arthritic hands in its level heat. Cooking, cats, and the nurture of exotic shrubs had for a long time provided the shields and defences behind which he evaded interference with his thoughts or his days. No present importance equalled the dream and the possibility which the near future held – a possibility about which his sisters were happily ignorant.

When his hands were warmed and limber, Jasper resumed preparation of the pigeon pie. His mind floated forward in inspired construction. … there were a few mushrooms somewhere in a paper bag, and he remembered rashers of streaky bacon, stiffening in age, too salty for breakfast, perfect for pie. Beef? He shook his head to himself. Wait, wait a moment – where had he put them away, those perfect leftovers for the dogs’ dinners? Actually he had put them in the dogs’ dinners. What went in could come out and go under the scullery tap, perhaps. Yes, certainly, why not? A purist in his cooking, he stood out against stock cubes. Black pepper, coriander, bayleaf, hard-boiled eggs – what had Baby June said about her hens going off? Two hard-boiled eggs were a necessity in a pigeon pie. He gritted his teeth at the thought of that idiot, Baby, and her barren hens. He entirely denied to himself his own lapse in leaving the shopping list behind. Blame fell where he wished it to belong. He screwed up the list and threw it away. Neither he nor anyone else was going to read that again.

Far along a driveway the farmyard was held at a distance from the more civilized policies of Durraghglass. The mountainy fields rose quietly outside it towards gorse and heather. Below its nearly slateless cow-sheds and tumbling iron-gated piggeries, a steep slope drained liquids from all ordure down to the pretty river.

Not in the tumbling piggeries, but in a warm corner of a sound old cow-shed, Baby June and Christy Lucey looked with happy satisfaction at Sweetheart, the long white sow, and her eight piglets, safely delivered. Outside the shed spring rain was falling coldly on wild cherry blossom and through the evening songs of birds. Christy Lucey and June had neither eyes nor ears for these other springtime events. Christy Lucey was finishing a short prayer of gratitude to the saint he had been propositioning through the whole affair. Baby June laid the only unsatisfactory member of the litter on sheep’s wool in a shoe-box. She had plans for its survival.

“I’m going up to the house now with this little fellow,” Baby June said. “Keep an eye on Sweetheart for me the way she won’t lie on one of them while I’m away.”

Christy Lucey lifted up his lovely dark head and listened. Not to Miss Baby. “Do I hear the Angelus?” he asked. “Will I make it, I wonder?”

June could never deny Christy the time off for his religious exercises. He was the support and stay of her every farming activity – without him, what should she do? Life would fail her – she would be so deprived the beat of her heart would stop. “Oh, well,” she said, “I expect she’ll do now.”

“She will, so,” he agreed, “she’ll do all right.” He took his bicycle and rode away from June. He would get out onto the mountain road through the farm gateway; its stone archway, crowned with a bell-less belfry, was not quite high enough for present-day lorries and trucks.

June must follow the long drive that ran below a demesne wall and on past the house for a further half mile, skirting the road every yard of the way. Durraghglass had been built at the date when one of the marks of a gentleman’s ownership, dividing his property from the vulgar public, was a long quietness of avenue.

June walked the distance, back and forwards several times a day. She was familiar with its potholes and long, stony depths and she ignored the riot of briars and nettles on its once orderly verges. Close to the back of the house, a different and more precise archway from that of the farmyard led to the stableyard; a now derelict clock in the archway’s face had once told the time. It still looked pretty. The stableyard was built round rather a grand semi-circle. Loose-boxes, weedy cobblestones to their doors, were empty – all but one. June’s brown hens scratched about on the wide central circle of grass round which horses had been ridden and led and walked and jogged, or made to stand as they should, to be admired by afternoon luncheon guests on Sundays.

Pig in hand, June crossed the yard to open the gate of an old dog-kennel. She put down the pig for a moment while she unlocked a small door and called softly. “Tiny,” she called, “Tiny, Tiny.” After a prolonged rumble and shuffle and heavy sighing an enormous, pale Labrador bitch came sadly out. Her back was dipped, her muzzle was silver, but she was still on heat. June knew that anything was possible, at any age. She trusted no one and mistrusted one person in particular where Tiny’s welfare was concerned. “Sorry, love,” she said, “were you lonely?” She clipped a lead to her dog’s collar, picked up the shoe-box and proceeded along the flagged passageway, deserted offices on its right and left sides, which led to the kitchen.

Before she was quite inside the kitchen door Jasper turned from assembling his pie to ask coldly: “Any eggs? I need a couple for this pie.”

“My little hens are all off laying. I asked you to buy some.”

“Too much trouble to write it down?”

“But so I did, Jasper. I did, so I did.”

He could see her childish writing on the list as he answered, “I wonder where? Not on my list.”

“I’m sorry. I thought I did.” He could always make her feel uncertain.

“Too busy with that precious sow to consider anybody? Or remember anything?”

“I’m very sorry – I am, really. Look, Jasper, put this little fellow in the low oven for an hour or two, will you?” She held the shoe-box and the new-born out to him.

Jasper showed no surprise. This often happened. Once she had brought in a premature calf in a tea-chest.

“I most certainly shall not. The low oven is waiting for my pie.”

“And the smoke blowing towards the mountain? You know the old oven wouldn’t warm a plate.”

“Why don’t you let the little misery die? The sow won’t miss him.”

“Sweetheart? Ah, she’ld guess. She’s such an intelligent pig.”

“If you bother me any longer I’ll stick him in the hot oven. Roast suckling-pig – delicious.”

“Look – don’t joke. It’s life and death. Give him an hour in the low oven with the door a crack open – and I’ll tell you what I’ll do – I’ll rake every manger in the place for an egg.”

Jasper was a little mollified by her offer. “Only an hour, remember. He’s not here for the night. I don’t want the kitchen stinking of sour milk and pig shit, do I?”

“Of course not. He’s too young for that in any case,” she knelt down to the oven, solid as a stuffed toy in her Huskies, and pushed the box quietly into the mild heat.

“Eggs now,” Jasper said, “and quick, too, or I’ll put him in the frigidaire.”

She could tell that was only Jasper’s idea of a joke, before she and Tiny went out again into the rain.


2

In the Dining-Room

Late in the evening there came a civilized pause before dinner. Servantless and silent, the house waited for the proper ceremony it had always expected and still, in a measure, experienced. The utter cold of the spring light shrank away from the high paned windows. A steep distance below the house the river gave up an evening daze of fog. A lavatory clattered and shushed. Obedient to its plug and chain the contents went down the perpendicular drain to the open water. Faint pieces of paper floated among the starred weeds and iris leaves of flags. Very fat trout swam there. Once there had been an open, not a covert, drain. Every morning housemaids lifted a grille and sluiced buckets into a sloped stone spout from which the doings of the night flowed down their paved way to the river. Not any more, of course. Those were the days of tin baths in front of bedroom fires, of mahogany commodes containing pos or bidets, commodes with three steps for the ascent to bed – the days of lots of money.

This evening the Swifts were in their bedrooms changing, as they always did, for dinner. Baths they took by turns. The electricity for both bathrooms was a considerable expense. Tonight was April’s bath night. Wrapped in a pale Shetland lace robe she could just feel the elegant tapping of her brocade mules as she went back to her bedroom. Her Floris bath essence and sponge and soap were in a bag, she would not have dreamed of leaving them behind her. She unlocked her bedroom door to the soothing warmth within. Two bars of the electric fire were not left burning to be spied upon by others. There were many things of a private and personal nature here too – things such as her dividend headings, which were best kept under lock and key. None of the family knew just how much money April had inherited from her husband, Colonel Grange-Gorman. That was part of the married mystique which floated her on a superior cloud above her single sisters and bachelor brother. It was something to balance her deafness – something beside the beauty she clung to and preserved in its tomb of youth. Nothing gave her less satisfaction than for someone to shout in her ear: “Mrs Grange-Gorman, you don’t look a day over sixty.” The fifteen years’ bonus was nearly an insult. She knew her looks to be miraculously unchanged, she willingly endured tortures in their preservation. Her diets, changing down the years, and the difficulties she experienced in persuading Jasper to cook the brown rice, or the seaweed, to hatch the yoghurt or to put the wheat and other germs where they belonged, provided endless argument. To escape their strictures it was no wonder that she slipped off Weight Watchers now and then. A little extra physical exercise would cancel out pigeon pie, she thought, as she took off (“slipped out of” was her phrase for it) her featherweight dressing-gown and put herself through a five minutes’ workout at the open window. In his little basket Tiger shuddered and cuddled lower against the change of temperature. April hated to upset him, but fresh air on the nude body was one of the disciplines. She shut the window, and sighing, lay down on the floor to complete her marathon. After that she stood correctly (as instructed by the directrice of lingerie at Harrods) to pour her tubes of bosoms into the cups provided for them at considerable expense.
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