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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

I am reasonably convinced that I must be almost the last person in the world to be asked to introduce you to another of the novels of M. J. Farrell—otherwise the now better known Molly Keane. Honesty forces me to admit that this will be a thoroughly biased and prejudiced account. How could it be other?

She is my friend, my confidante, my partner in two or eleven little personal deceits, my model, my teacher, my critic, my correspondent, my main source of Irish gossip, my social guide and my heroine. Do you wonder, then, that I feel a little nervous about this task?

If you have researched such a catalogue of the ties that bind you, it is quite possible that you may have debased some of the currency of introduction. I don’t think I have, or will.

I wouldn’t say that it was love at first sight. I can’t speak for Mrs Keane (I can, actually, but I am in sufficient awe to pretend that I can’t!), but when I read her novel called Good Behaviour and then the bald circumstances of her past private and mainly silent thirty odd years, I made a solemn little vow to myself that I would undertake an investigative pilgrimage. I travelled to her home in Ardmore, near to the complicated city of Cork, hanging on to the estuary of the beautiful Blackwater River, in Southern Ireland, with all the nervousness that I could summon. And that is a quality not lightly to be sneezed at.

In the remotest hope that you are not yet acquainted with the details of Mrs Keane’s life, allow me a minute or two to take you there. When I thought (oh, the foolishness of the innocent) that I had discovered her, she had already been short listed for the Booker Prize. She had already organised her dress, her hotel, even the private celebratory dinner consequent upon what she thought would be a winning night. It didn’t happen. Sometimes, in novels, and even more horrible, sometimes in real life, things don’t work out exactly as you had planned them, in a delirious or an intoxicated moment.

“Prizes are all right if you win them, and hell if you’re short-listed and don’t,” she said.

She had recovered from this slap around the literary teeth when we met. If the truth were to be told and, in truth, who needs the truth, she was riding what our American cousins would call “a high”. The high, in Mrs Keane’s case, was that the sales of the book had permitted her to buy two new tyres for her car. And when you’re thinking of all those people, in their high expectation, sitting in a guild hall in London, smiling at cameras, convinced that literature is important, scornful of television cameras but careful to present their better side to the camera, you can imagine the curling lip of disdain consequent upon the purchase of two tyres.

I have frequently maintained that there are, basically, only two categories of individuals … only two separate lists into which you can place all your friends and enemies. That is, precisely, drains and radiators. The drains we need spend little time on. You turn on your tap, and the fount of your good humour, wisdom and experience, is emptied, like some dull opiate, into these drains. The radiators speak for themselves. You are unhappy when they are not at full regulo, and throbbing in your life.

It was precisely in front of this radiator that I learned the shamelessly dramatic details of Molly Keane’s life. M. J. Farrell, wouldn’t you know, was a name over a pub. She was riding out, elegantly, in the crisp December air, well placed in her saddle, admiring glances cast in her direction, when she spotted this useful pseudonym. She was writing novels by this time, but she daren’t admit it. The county would have been shocked. The invitations would have ceased. A silent, deadly and enervating revenge would have been taken against a woman who had used (as in Loving Without Tears) her recognisable landscape as a backdrop to her fiction. Better a fine seat, at this time, than a sharp quill.

And make no mistake. That same quill was, in those days as in these, dipped into an essence, like ink, that could paralyse, if not poison. Hear her talk of a ball at such a house as we find here. One proud mother took her plain daughter to the ball and vowed to herself that, tonight, the girl would sparkle and that, this same night, she would drive back to the big house with every prospect of a future son-in-law. She would not admit to herself, and could not admit to others, that she had mothered an exceedingly plain daughter. She took it upon herself to practise a little harmless social engineering. She ordered an enormous cellophane box to be delivered to the house just before they left for the ball. When they arrived, the butler was instructed to place the girl in the box, to stand her, like a gigantic doll, inside the entrance, and to wait for a passing beau to lose his mind, but exercise his privilege, and tear the protective wrapping from the now-sweating doll. You, of course, already know what happened … nothing. The cataclysmic end to this plain girl’s big night out was the tearing sound of a ripping knife, from her own mother’s wrathful rescue; humiliation, confusion, tears from the victim, and sniggers from those who bore a discreetly distant witness.

Molly Keane’s own life is the stuff of prickling fiction too. There was, initially, the pamper and privilege of a “big house” and all the seemingly attractive impedimenta of a settled wealth. There are odd glimpses of a past where, maybe, things were not working exactly to an ordained social order. Like the night that the Sinn Fein came to burn down her family home. There were due warnings. Her father sat on a haystack to watch his property burn, mouthing one singular oath; “I’d rather die in Ireland than live in England!” Beat that, if you can, for a set piece of fiction.

It can be beaten, but only by a further domestic incursion into Molly’s private life. She was a fashionable dramatist of the late fifties, in London. It was a time, after the war, after that peculiar period of release called “The Festival of Britain”, when we pretended that life was going to go on as we had known it, except for plastic, something called “contemporary furniture”, the fading of the “New Look”, and the glimmering introduction of a limited television service. All these separate manifestations of a stirring up of the old order should have served as a warning to M. J. Farrell that “things” (whatever “things” may have been) were not going to be the same again. She persisted with Shaftesbury Avenue, where she was a licensed darling.

Then, just before her opening night, her handsome husband became ill. He was taken into hospital. She was busy supervising the final touches to her latest West End play. She had a call from the hospital asking her to come round. The nurse, who believed in the expediency of swift surgery, took her into a private room, where there were pictures of generals and admirals on the brown walls.

The nurse said, “Mrs Keane, take a seat. Your husband is dead.”

You pause.

“I must say, I was rather taken aback.”

Oh, the gentility of it all. And, oh, the horror. And, oh, the power and the command and the style and the guts of someone able to take hold of that wretched moment, and force it into the pattern of what you want your life to be. Which she did.

Since history was being dramatically rewritten, with the arrival of a certain John Osborne at the Royal Court, the pragmatic Mrs Keane decided that a natural end had come to the dramatic life of M. J. Farrell. Her obsequies were unobserved. Quiet. Dignified. Silent. She went back to Ireland, to raise two girls in reduced circumstance. There was no noise. No fuss. Those friends she had made were already grappled by hoops of steel. The others were, perhaps, drains. As far as she was concerned, and she was concerned, make no mistake, the ink was a dessicated deposit in the bottom of the well. The curtain was down.

The same curtain could not have risen more dramatically. As literary history now has it, Dame Peggy Ashcroft, snuffing her way through an attack of mild influenza, staying in Molly’s house, demanded fresh reading. There was a copy of “something really rather ordinary and insubstantial”. A draft of Good Behaviour. Ashcroft read it and recognised it. The machines started up again. Agents, publishers, juries, panels, critics, the lot, jumped upon the new-rolling, fresh-painted, other-named Molly Keane.

This is where I came in. I think it impertinent, if not actually impudent, to forewarn the reader of the subsequent novel exactly what to expect, what to look for, relish or reject. That would be like watching a video of the holiday you are about to take. And unbecoming. It would, in Mrs Keane’s terms, be a matter of delicate bad taste.

Signposts I may legitimately indicate. A certain bitterness. Indeed, a certain cynicism. Her pathological interest in the disadvantaged. Her unaccountable marriage to the sea. Her interest in bodies, and beautiful ones at that. Her obsession with that part of a woman’s life where apple-cheeked innocence gradually gives way to the lay-lines of experience. Ireland. Roots. A certain domestic grandeur. Deception. Gardens. Silver. The table as a bed or a market place. Animals. Sick bulls. Dogs. Croquet. The Army and Navy Stores. The richnesses of a privileged life and the long littleness of it, too.

I need not continue, since the form and order of a well organised radiator follows this current outpouring of an overflowing drain.

Russell Harty, Yorkshire, 1987
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IN THE light of an early afternoon in June, in the flat hour succeeding lunch-time, a man and a woman sat in a room overlooking the sea.

The woman was writing with a tremendous show of intensity. The man was playing the piano. He strummed a little tune with the definite persistence of a woman knitting. As with a knitter his busy hands stole attention from his face. In his hands and through his playing came the impression of gentleness, of emotion controlled. But a disappointed mouth denied the gentleness in hands and music. So did the lines beaten into a long face by some struggle that may have been won or lost; only the marks of its endurance remained. Whatever suffering had been, an absolute sanity looked out from the heavy-lidded hazel eyes when the man raised his head and listened, not displeased, to his own playing. The bones of his flat thin shoulders moved under a tough, rust-coloured jersey; he sang, and sang vilely.

The woman put down her pen with an exaggerated rattle of annoyance and slewed round towards the man, the piano, the sea.

“Oliver, must you sing? Your singing does destroy me.”

He looked across the room. His eyes laughed at her and at himself.

“A tiny drawing-room voice perhaps, but rather sweet I always think.”

She got up and went towards him. Bosom and backside as round as four thrushes’ nests of the current year; long, steely flanks and ribs sprung as neatly as a bird’s cage. She held her chin so high against the flying years that it gave her a silly look, sometimes, as if sheer poise must fling her on her back. Her hair had been white since she was twenty-nine—a dramatic bleaching for her husband’s death. At forty-seven it was vital, plastic and elastic to a frightening degree.

“Forgive me, dear”—the ice melted in that complicated instrument and weapon, her voice—“I’m like some ghastly penguin flapping about. What’s the time?”

He gave her a look, indulgent, reproving, hopeless, and looked down at his watch.

“You’ve been asking that at ten-minute intervals since lunch-time.”

“What a bore I am. Tell me again.” She was rearranging a pile of illustrated papers with vigour and decision.

“It’s three o’clock and your son will be home in one hour from now.”

“It’s the longest hour in the two years he’s been away. Two years! But he won’t have changed.” She sighed, contentedly, and as though to reassure herself of the past, so dear, so unalterable; her eyes fed on the room that was hers as much as the children were hers—only hers.

Oliver knew that possessive contented look of Angel’s. A tiny graveyard chill ran down his bones, the absolute opposite of the greedy life in her. He loved the room, too, as he loved every flying bastion of this absurd Victorian gothic castle. This tiny castle, perched hysterically on the edge of a cliff, like a castle on the Rhine. But instead of a river’s majestic passage at its feet, there was the sea, an inlet of the Atlantic on the south coast of Ireland. Gentle on this summer day, the sunlight and the sea-light flooded in through the preposterously mullioned windows. There were three windows in the room, all looking on the sea, and the centre window was built out in a great bow. To stand in its curve and look down into the clear water and swinging weed was an experience which Oliver never tired of contrasting with the rich vulgarity of the room behind.

Oliver adored Angel’s unaffected pleasure in Buhl cabinets, in richly-carved marbles, in pseudo-Italian painted furniture, in gilt sconces from Austrian churches, in elaborate white wall vases from Mrs. Spry, in flower paintings, in photographs of her children by Marcus Adams, of herself by Lenare, and of her late husband by Keturah Collins. These things were hers and part of her, and so, of course, were the children. She was asking:

“Will he have changed, Oliver? Of course not.”

There was no genuine anxiety in her question, and complacency irritated Oliver unreasonably.

“He’ll be unrecognisable,” he answered sourly. “Face it, dear, this reunion with your young fighter pilot is bound to be a fearful frost.”

“Well, you forget, my own baby after all.”

So he hadn’t got through. She had not a glimmer of doubt about the changes he foresaw in this returning child. She went on, conning it all up:

“Nineteen when he left me, twenty-one now. What’s the difference?”

“Just that you’ll meet a young stranger. A superb young stranger, bronzed by two years of Italian sun, staggering home under a load of medals and embarrassment.”

How would she take that? As he expected she looked out to sea and murmured:

“Home to his mother.”

“Oh, come off it——” At the piano Oliver cracked out a couple of beastly chords, “Home to life, and life starts when mother stops.”

She said, a little reprovingly:

“Julian knows I understand about absolutely everything.”

“Perhaps I’m just a battered old cynic with one lung, but if I was Julian I think I’d prefer a little whoopee with someone who understood about absolutely nothing. Anyway, for a start.”

She countered that easily. “Of course I’ll provide the right young girls for him to play with. That’s what you mean, isn’t it?”

She would, too.

“Right, darling, I give it up. You will provide, you will give, you will take—you won’t just pray heaven fasting to teach you how to leave your son alone?”

Angel was used to this form of affectionate abuse—she much preferred it to any lack of interest, so now she said gently:

“Don’t, please, be such a posing old cynic—you’re just as excited as any of us to welcome Julian home.”

One of the three doors opened and a very small person in a pink dress staggered through it, carrying a glass accumulator vase as big as a church and as full of lilies as St. Margaret’s, Westminster, decked out for a rich June bride.

“Even Tiddley,” said Angel, indicating the little creature, almost invisible behind its burden, “isn’t more thrilled to welcome her cousin home. Aren’t you, petite?”

Tiddley heaved the lilies on to a French piece with a white and brown marble top and a good many brass frills, before she gasped: “Just all the Tiddley can do. C’est tout ma possible, Aunt Angel.”

“Far too much on a hot day, too,” Oliver answered. “And Possi-BLE as in Les Misérables, if you must speak French.”

“Oh, yes,” she was standing on a chair, savaging the lilies into position and balance in the violent way that good flower decorators use, “Ma possible.” There was never a change in inflection. “Thank you, Oliver.”

“Don’t you mind him, darling,” Angel comforted. “We’ve spoken French for years to help the children’s accents. It’s second nature now. And your heavenly lilies—but is that just quite the best place for them?”

“Don’t they look lovely?” Tiddley got down off her chair. She breathed hard with rapture and exhaustion as she gazed up at her beautiful decoration. “I couldn’t cut my lilies for anyone but Julian.” She was small and dark and strong. She looked like a plump little choir-boy whose voice might be just going to break.

“Only fifty minutes till I see him.” Angel skipped any more admiration of the lilies. Tiddley was a bit too pleased with them.

“After two years.” It sounded more like Tiddley’s two years than Angel’s.

“Nearly three,” Angel corrected, taking back her years, “I can’t count seeing him in hospital before he went abroad.”

Oliver thought it was time this competition in sentimental memories stopped.

“Not quite the same thing, is it?” he offered, smoothly. “All those brutal nurses bundling about.”

“The nurses were always lovely to me,” Angel reproved him quietly. “Of course, I have a little way with people. Tiddley, just an idea, shall we move the flowers over here?”

“Where?” Despair.

“Against the sea—White Flowers against the Sea—oo, careful, darling.”

“I believe you about the nurses,” Oliver said as he took the vase from Tiddley and put it in its new position. “You certainly get the best from us all.” Then he picked Tiddley up to fix her flowers. Everyone liked picking Tiddley up, but she was always put down unmolested.

“Perfect,” Angel breathed, “I knew I was right. Now, pet, have you got the vegetables for dinner—the new peas, the mushrooms, the tomatoes?”

Tiddley looked guilty. “I’ll never manage it in time, darling. Julian comes at four.”

“Well, need you see him till tea-time?” There was a briskness here. “And, my sweet, why that silly pink dress? You can’t do any real work in it.”

Confused, Tiddley spoke the truth. “I just thought I’d like to be un petit peu gai peutêtre Julian’s first day.” She started parcelling up a book, meticulous as a saleswoman in Bumpus.

“Oh, Tiddley, he won’t mind what you wear, darling.” Angel’s laugh was the most caressing gurgle. “And he’s used to your old corduroys. What are you parcelling up now, dear? Do get on.”

Tiddley’s fingers flew. “It’s just a little present for Julian,” but she couldn’t resist a boast. “A book he’s always wanted about repairing small marine engines, out of print for years. I wrote to seven different shops and I got it.”

Angel gave her a sweet, unthinking smile, but Oliver said warmly:

“How clever of you, Tiddley. Now he’ll be happy for days performing unmentionable operations on his poor boat.”

“Wait till he sees his Julietta”—Angel had the genuine thrill of giving—“a whole lovely new engine I’ve put in her—such a surprise!”

“Such a mistake.” Oliver’s disapproval was wholehearted.

Tiddley’s reaction was slower. It was a moment before her hands doing up the book lost their quick intention and she accepted disappointment, seeing her silly little gift in its new proportion. She finished knotting the string only because it was begun and put the parcel down on the piano.

“Not much use now,” she said bleakly. She walked into the big bow window—they called it the lighthouse when they were children—and looked out beyond the garden and down into the sea. It was like being alone in a lantern. A refuge for sulky children and disappointed ones.

Angel prided herself on her quickness to see trouble. “After all, darling,” she comforted, “it’s the lovely thought that counts, and Julian will be so touched. You always spoil him, Tiddley, just like you spoil me.”

Tiddley could never resist even the shadow of gratitude. It warmed and restored her. “You’re unspoilable, Aunt Angel.” She turned willingly from the lone sea. “It’s one of the nice things Le bon Dieu gave you.”

“How French all your friends are, Tiddley,” Oliver yawned his reproof; and added, “Run off to your garden, bless you.”

“And dear, put on your corduroys.” Angel never allowed her advice to slip.

Tiddley paused. Her hand was on the door-knob of the lighthouse window that opened on to the flagged terrace, below which well-contrived steps led down through a steep garden towards the sea. Something still troubled her.

“Aunt Angel, I believe that man rang up again,” she said, with the complicated evasion that prefaces an unpopular request.

“What man? What about?” Angel was rearranging Tiddley’s lilies, and at each change Tiddley drew in a sharp breath, but she did not protest.

“The schoolmaster,” she said, “about my little piano. You won’t sell it to him, will you?”

“The little schoolroom piano,” Angel corrected gently. “Well, if he makes a decent bid for it, I must. After all, Funny One, you can play your three tunes on this piano—or on your old mouth-organ.”

“Oh, I’d hate to go back to my mouth-organ.” Tiddley spoke contemptuously, as one does of an out-moded delight. But her voice just shook when she added: “I’m so fond of the schoolroom piano.”

“It’s rattling with photographs and quite out of tune.” Oliver could not resist seeing what might come of this probe. It was unkind, it was faintly surgical, and Tiddley reacted like a frog in a forceps.

“Who asked you to stick your oar in?”

Were there tears? Oh, these poor girls. These poor girls of twenty-three with kind aunts. He played a faint, falling phrase on the piano, a little garland for the pain. Then he teased in contradiction: “Mille pardons, Mademoiselle.”

“You are not to tease my Tiddley.” Angel made admirable use of the diversion. “I want her to have the best piano in the house”—with affectionate raillery—“don’t I, darling? I understand her. You can trust me, can’t you, Toosie? Now off you pop—corduroys, French beans, tomatoes, mushrooms—and, concentrate!”

Tiddley hesitated. Then she went.

Oliver sat on playing his phrase over again. He looked up as the door shut.

“And don’t you dare sell her little piano,” he said, as though in conclusion of an argument.

“Not for anything.” Angel was big with agreement. She hesitated and amended, “Well, certainly not for less than ten pounds.”

“Poor little Tiddley,” he sighed, and crossed over to the fireplace to take a cigarette from an awful jade box.

“None of your own?” Angel suggested.

“None I like.”

“These were meant for Julian.”

Without comment he gave her one and lit them both.

“So monumentally insignificant,” he went on about Tiddley. “So desperately vulnerable, so Tweedie, so tweedissima. So born with a cairn terrier in its lap.”

“Now, no picking on the perfect orphan niece.” Angel’s delicious white head went back against an olive satin cushion. The chin went upwards till it attained the perfect angle. An artist in attitude, her eyes demanded approval. But Oliver was leaning with his arms crossed on the marble chimney-piece and his head laid gently against his arms.

“Weeds the garden, washes the dogs, mows the grass, grows wonderful flowers and tomatoes and mushrooms.” He was thinking of Tiddley still. If he had sketched the least gesture of admiration towards Angel he might quite possibly have won back for her the piano. Ignored, she said sharply:

“And don’t forget she does owe me a little bit of love and service. Haven’t I given her everything since my poor silly sister died. Everything, literally, since she was six years old—but I’ve looked after her, I’ve made her happy and I adore her.”

It was all so true. And Tiddley, in her limited way, so happy. Why did he care? He thought: I’ve twisted myself too close in all their lives. I, that have no other life. I, that Angel delivered surely from sickness and despair and death. Angel, my smug saviour, my loving tyrannous creature, my heavenly example of all silliness, whom I find so touching and so tough. What he said was:

“We all value a really good slave, but if I were you I would not sell her little piano.” He wanted to scold Angel, and he wanted to put into some form of words the grave-wreath for girls’ hopes he had made for the piano.

“And please, why not?” Angel reacted sharply to criticism. “She wastes an hour every day practising, and one hour a day, Oliver, is three hundred and sixty-five hours in a year.”

That gave him a genuine spasm of indignation. “Where would she be if she couldn’t play ‘The Isle of Capri,’ and ‘Vienna, City of my Dreams,’ and that awful new one, in the schoolroom after dinner? Angel, think—when there’s a mist on the sea and her lilies are smelling their heads off out there.”

“Nonsense. It’s too windy for lilies out there. She grows them in the kitchen garden as you very well know.”

“All right, all right, something more homely. Clove carnations, if you like. Quite intoxicating enough, too. Poor little Tiddley—‘Let me not be mad, not mad, Sweet Heaven,’ that’s what she means when she lets herself go on the schoolroom piano.”

“What a curiously unpleasant and unkind light you put poor Tiddley in.” A genuine escapist. Angel spoke from her heart in refutation of Oliver’s outcry. Then she flapped out of touch, like a bird feigning a broken wing: “Any helpful suggestions about my daughter? Just to close the lecture.” She paused, and as he did not speak, went on: “Slaney may be only eighteen but you probably think she’s full of unhealthy yearnings, too.”

“Well, dear”—he threw his cigarette away and decided to forget Tiddley’s cause for the moment, and enjoy himself—“in my opinion it will take more than a schoolroom piano to satisfy Slaney’s yearnings, and I don’t look on them as so unhealthy either.”

“Really, Oliver—the child tells me everything—everything.”

Her Slaney, her beautiful, guarded, wholesome child, so happily too young still for the world and war work. Yesterday only, the curled beauty of children’s parties, to Angel her dresses were still as much a mother’s affair as in those days, so close, so far. Her food was a mother’s occupation, too. As a gardener tends nectarines, so did Angel minister anxiously to skin and hair and health of body. As well, she disciplined the beautiful body towards an excellence in the sports best calculated for its exhibition—a garlanded, shampooed young heifer, her looks a miracle, her thoughts unknown, Angel led her daughter by a ribbon towards the supreme sacrifice and glory of the right marriage.

“So really, Oliver,” she said, “what can you mean? The child does tell me everything. There’s not an idea in her lovely head beyond her sailing, her pedigree Minorcas, her fishing, her swimming; or is she,” the mother pondered, “a little worried about her high dive?”

“You haven’t noticed how involved Colonel Christopher Hawke has become in the pursuit of these outdoor sports?”

“Chris?” The tinge of anxiety in her voice turned into a lovely singing note of relief. “Oh, dear old Chris, the darn decent fellow, the jolly pukka chap”—no words could have conveyed a poor sap more strongly. “Really, Oliver, you’re pathological, dear, if you think Slaney is interested in Chris.”

“Why not? A hearty and brilliant young soldier by profession and an attractive young animal by God’s grace.”

It was more of an attack on Angel’s complacency than a defence of the decent chap.

“I’d have noticed”—she was unperturbed—“Slaney would have told me.”

“She would, would she? I do envy your self-confidence, my dear.”

Angel looked over Oliver’s head and out to the blue June sea. “It’s simply,” she said, “I just happen to trust both my children. I trust and confide in them as utterly as they do in me.”
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