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Kate O’Brien

Born in Limerick in 1897, Kate O’Brien lost her mother when she was only five, and was given a boarding education in a convent before studying at University College, Dublin. She worked as a journalist in London and Manchester, and for a year as a governess in Spain, whose landscape and people were to exert a profound influence on her thinking and writing. Her marriage, at twenty-six, to a Dutch journalist soon ended and she spent the rest of her life alone. Kate O’Brien’s original success was as a playwright but the publication of Without My Cloak (1931) won her rapid acclaim as a novelist. This was followed by eight further novels, two of which, Mary Lavelle (1936) and The Land of Spices (1942), were condemned for their ‘immorality’ by the Irish Censorship Board. Kate O’Brien dramatised three of her novels and That Lady (1946) was made into a film. Noted also for her travel books, an autobiography and a study of St Teresa of Avila, Kate O’Brien was honoured by the Irish and British literary establishments. She died in 1974.
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BOOK I

The Eve of All Saints


The First Chapter

By eight o’clock the last day of October was about as well lighted as it would be. Tenuous sunshine, swathed in river mist, outlined the blocks and spires of Mellick, but broke into no high lights on the landscape or in the sky. It was to be a muted day.

Roseholm, the white house where the Mulqueens lived, stood amid trees and lawns on the west side of the river. Viewed from the town in fine weather, it could often seem to blaze like a small sun, but it lay this morning as blurred as its surroundings. It neither received nor wanted noise or light, for its preoccupation now was to keep these two subdued. And this morning that was easy; there was no wind about to rattle doors or tear through dying leaves, but only an air that moved elegiacally and carried a shroud of mist.

Agnes Mulqueen slept with her curtains open, so that at eight o’clock, though still almost asleep, she was aware of movement and light. She turned in her bed, and the weak sun fell upon her face though her eyelids still resisted it.

One by one the Mass bells ceased to ring in Mellick, and as their last note dropped away the clock in the hall at Roseholm, always slow, boomed out its cautious strokes. Agnes stirred and sighed. Once, when every whisper in the house had seemed to aggravate her mother’s suffering, she had suggested silencing that clock. But Teresa would not have it. ‘When I can’t hear it any more,’ she said, ‘I’ll know I’m at the Judgment Seat.’

Agnes opened her eyes and pulled herself into a sitting posture. Bells and clock and thin autumnal light were calling her back to things she did not wish to face. They had done so every morning for a long time now.

There was a knock at the door. Old Bessie entered with hot water.

‘Good mornin’, Miss Agnes, good mornin’ to you, child.’

Agnes made a reluctant effort at response.

‘Let you get up smart now, Miss. The Master’ll be in from Mass in half an hour’s time.’

‘How did Mother sleep, Bessie?’

‘Ah, betther then, thanks be to God. Sister Emmanuel is after sayin’ below that she had a quiet night, the creature. Ah, the poor misthress! ’Tis she’s the saint if ever I seen wan! God help us all! God help us all!’

Praying and shaking her head, old Bessie waddled from the room.

God help us all. Agnes bent her head into the support of her two hands. The baby frills on the neck and cuffs of her white nightgown, and the silky dark plait of hair that lay on the curve of her long back made her seem younger than twenty-five. She stayed very still, her knees bent upwards to take the weight of her hands and head. But there was more neutrality than weariness in the attitude, as if her soul were a camel, crouched to receive the usual baggage of its day’s march. And here it was assembled for her now, according to routine.

Sometimes at this hour of the morning she found herself inclined to idle and melancholy reminiscence. She wondered then if other lives had more unity than hers, which seemed to have only a circumstantial and not a spiritual consistency. Her early childhood, for instance, except for a few comic and catastrophic memories, and a suspicion that then already her sister Marie-Rose had seemed specially to decorate the scene for her, might have been from her present vantage point someone else’s, uninteresting, normal, happy and unhappy. Schooldays with their violences, their ludicrous peaks and chasms, intellectual triumphs and emotional shames, their crazy, agonising spurts of fun, their priggishness, savagery and vanity, seemed again the experience of another person, neither the child of early memory, nor the young woman who remembered. Though through that time the thread of Marie-Rose indeed ran vividly. The little sister, two years older than herself, had then been for her prettiness and grace and sweet, supporting friendliness an absolute mania, an adolescent craze. Hero-worship had begun to flame, perhaps, on an evening of their first term, when she was ten and Marie-Rose just twelve. A new-made friend of Agnes’s had informed her that she was, by popular vote, the plainest girl in the school. This affirmation of what she herself believed had so shattered Agnes that unwisely she yielded to Marie-Rose’s commands to tell her what the matter was. The savage, ribald public vengeance which she took then, golden-headed twelve-year-old, upon the luckless insulter of her little sister, had been both shocking and delicious – and had turned her for a while, in Agnes’s eyes, into a dangerous, delightful Joan of Arc. But schooldays were not particularly happy thereafter, nevertheless. The idea stayed that she was ugly and awkward, and that Marie-Rose’s denial of these facts was quixotry. Her mental superiority to most of her schoolfellows, including Marie-Rose, was no real comfort, for she observed, through her sister and some other girls, that beauty carried the surest weapons. And she conceded the naturalness of this. So, jealous of every pretty face except Marie-Rose’s, for the empire of which she fought many a vigorous field, she became at school priggish and shy and insolent, a gusty awkward creature, whom now, smiling at her, she could call stranger, except for the linking love for Marie-Rose, which proved her to be very Agnes.

And then there had been another Agnes – gone too, but much regretted. The home-from-school and just-out Agnes, who, encouraged by family standards to be extravagant in adornment, and encouraged and guided most exhilaratingly to that end by Marie-Rose, had discovered cautiously, had at last been unable longer to deny to the long mirror, that she was, after all her doubtings, beautiful. Ah, then the world had blossomed! Marie-Rose, two years her senior, had been a worldly and amusing foil, a merry guide, at her first ball, at her first dinner-party. Sharing this room, sharing this bed, as they had done since nursery days, sharing each other’s secrets and giggles, ribbons and perfumes – the hero-worship long forgotten, they had become the very best of boon companions, and had together grown extremely frivolous. The days wore a radiant inconsequence – flirtations, conquests, billets-doux, and long advisings, long confidings every night in bed with Marie-Rose.

And then they met Vincent – Vincent de Courcy O’Regan – and Marie-Rose married him, and with her going, for ever now, to their beloved Dublin, loneliness settled down for its remaining inmate on the room that had hitherto been only half her own.

Then, her occupation gone, Agnes had time to observe what was happening to the other members of her father’s house. This, from being a noisy place, had suddenly, it seemed to her, grown very quiet. Her eldest brother, Ignatius, who was eleven years older than her, had long been gone away, and now was in Australia, a Redemptorist missionary. Reggie, the next brother, who lately did nothing for his living, hung about at home; Alice, Agnes’s eldest sister, married to a country doctor, lived in the wilds of Galway, overwhelmed by many babies. Daniel was on the Stock Exchange in Dublin; John, a barrister, lived in London, in the Middle Temple – and Marie-Rose had married Vincent. Young Joe, still at school when Marie-Rose was married, went up to the University the following autumn to begin his medical studies.

No wonder then that Roseholm had grown quiet. And it was in that autumn too that Teresa, Agnes’s mother, gave up her pretence of being perfectly well, and entered into the long illness, the chain of operations and treatments, ups and downs, hopes and fears, that was not ended yet. For two and a half years now Teresa Mulqueen had fought a losing battle with life, and as pain alternately half-strangled and then half-released, whilst never ceasing to defeat her, the quiet house grew deadly quiet. People moved creepingly now on the stairs and slid past the board that creaked on the first landing. Teresa herself lay too still and spent to make a noise; Reggie, her son, whose only stay and light she was, was too much frightened by her plight and his to let any protest break that might define it; and Danny, her husband, jealous of the lifted look that Reggie could bring to the tortured woman’s face, and he could not, jealous and sick with pity, could do no more to ease things for himself than potter to and fro in false and chatty cheerfulness. It was too quiet a house, in which the only permissible noise was Reggie’s Chopin-playing.

‘I’ll open both doors, and then you’ll hear fine, Mother darling.’

‘Try to get to the end of it for me this time, will you?’

‘I’ll try.’

But he never got to the end.

It was too quiet a house for Agnes, on whose courage and direction it had come to depend entirely now. And as it had no room for gaiety, neither had it place for the irrelevant griefs of the young and strong. There was no space in it where a heart might scold against a private wound, and so, though Agnes had been mortally hurt on the day when she and Marie-Rose met Vincent, in three years she had learnt to fix her eyes upon the griefs of others and, for her sanity’s sake, ignore her own.

Still, in the hour of waking, she sometimes reflected coldly upon the unrelated phases of her life, through which the only unifying thread was Marie-Rose. The lives she read about in novels were not like that. There one thing always led to another, whereas what struck her about her own span of experience was that no section of it seemed to have offered preparation or warning for the next.

That was not true, however, of her present day-to-day existence. At each falling asleep she knew what she would presently wake to; at every waking her spirit went through the same dull exercise of pulling itself together for the foreseen.

Still with her head bent on her knees, she said her usual Morning Offering – the simple one that she had learnt to say at school:

‘Oh, my God, I offer Thee all the thoughts, words and actions of this day, that Thou mayst make it wholly Thine.’ The formula both saddened and consoled her – and this double effect was, she often thought, one of the menaces of prayer, which made its ideal of purity almost unattainable. Prayer that should humble gave relief by self-inflation. Agnes often wondered how it was possible to accept and honour God and yet steer clear of heroics. Would it be more honest, more prayerful, not to pray at all? But that would be a deliberate spiritual pride, and would lead her further into the desert than she had courage to go.

Desert, indeed? She lifted her head and laughed. She must be feeling very sorry for herself this morning. She got out of bed, pulled on her dressing-gown and crossed to the further window. She had always loved the prospect that it gave, and by now it was so fully associated with memories and meditations that looking at it was an escape from the rigidity of time. To-day its furthest eastern backcloth of high, snowcapped mountains was not visible, for the sky was woolly, but the town spread along the river-bank wore its usual mood of unobtrusive dignity, varied masses of grey and brown broken here by a spire, there by the gentle tones of fading sycamores. There was a pious Sunday morning stir about it now; she could hear the discreet sound of carriage wheels, and see figures moving up and down the hilly side-streets that crossed the town from the water’s edge. She remembered going to tea with her grandfather long ago – she must have been about five – in one of those hilly streets; an ugly old man who had kept tame greenfinches.

There were a good many ships in dock this week, at Vereker’s Wharf, at Hennessy’s and at Considine’s, where her father was director. The river was full and choppy, and by the Boat Club pier deserted wags and pleasure-boats bobbed uneasily around the buoys. How many times had she and Marie-Rose set off for picnics from that pier? Far down the stream she could hear the dredger coughing, and she remembered once again her little sister’s silly joke about: ‘Your poor husband’s asthma is very bad, my dear!’ – a joke so feeble that Agnes had had to forbid it in the bedroom. Nowadays she often heard the fluty, giggling voice repeat it to her memory, catching itself back on a delighted half-breath while she, Agnes, rushed to administer punishment. Foolish doings like that had seemed to be great fun. But here was her father now, turning in at the gate and coming up the drive. He must have gone to seven o’clock Mass. How old and small he looked – he was getting very fat. Through the half-stripped trees she could see him trying to roll his umbrella as he walked. But she must hurry – she was very late this morning.
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