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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.
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