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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
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