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INTRODUCTION

In 1957, the year of first publication of The Comforters, angry young men were all the rage in literary Britain. Writers like John Wain, Colin Wilson, John Braine and John Osborne honed a documentary-realist art that by its fusion of kitchen-sink realism, fury and mundanity proclaimed itself authentic. Imagine a novel like this one, then, turning up at the post-war utilitarian realer-than-thou party, announcing a third of the way through itself something even more fundamentally ‘true’ than any literary realism – that it was, in fact, a novel, that ‘at this point in the narrative, it might be as well to state that the characters in this novel are all fictitious, and do not refer to any living persons whatsoever’.

The Comforters was the first of the twenty-two novels Muriel Spark would write over nearly fifty years (she died in 2006), the first of what would become her recognisable but inimitable oeuvre of slim, intelligent, irreverent, aesthetically sophisticated, sometimes Hitchcockianly grim, always philosophically powerful works of fiction. Each of these – with a paradoxical lightness, and a sense of mixed resolution and unresolvedness which stealthily leaves its readers both satisfied and disturbed – would take to task its own contemporaneity and ask profound questions about art, life and belief. This first one went right to the source of metafictive metaphor – to the source of the novel form itself. ‘Before I could square it with my literary conscience to write a novel, I had to work out a novel-writing process peculiar to myself, and moreover, perform this act within the very novel I proposed to write’, she recalled much later, in the only volume of autobiography she wrote, Curriculum Vitae. ‘I felt, too, that the novel as an art form was essentially a variation of a poem. I was convinced that any good novel, or indeed any composition which called for a constructional sense, was essentially an extension of poetry.’1

In a poem called ‘Authors’ Ghosts’, written three years before she died, she celebrated the unruliness, the mystery, the vibrance held between the covers of books, even books a reader believes he or she already knows well, by imagining that ‘authors’ ghosts’ must ‘creep back’ into houses every night, go to the bookshelves, and alter these fixed texts:


Those authors put final, semi-final touches,

Sometimes whole paragraphs.

Whole pages are added, re-written, revised …

How otherwise

Explain the fact that maybe after years

Have passed, the reader

Picks up the book – But was it like that?

I don’t remember this … Where

Did this ending come from?2




Back at the beginning of the 1950s, Spark’s writing career had been kick-started by winning an Observer short-story contest with ‘The Seraph and the Zambesi’, which is about what happens when natural and supernatural collide – about a ‘real’ angel, who takes a rich and strange, paradoxically fixed but living form, and who turns up at a school nativity play and argues with its petty organisers about whose show it actually is.

This was a living body. The most noticeable thing was its constancy; it seemed not to conform to the law of perspective, but remained the same size when I approached as when I withdrew. And altogether unlike other forms of life, it had a completed look. No part was undergoing a process; the outline lacked the signs of confusion and ferment which are commonly the sign of living things, and this was also the principle of its beauty.3



‘I’ve always tried to make the supernatural into part of natural history’, Spark said in a 1997 interview in Artforum magazine. From the very beginning of her fiction-writing career until the end of her life, she was fascinated by the related disciplines and anarchies which go to make the life of art and the conduits between art, spirituality and reality. The Comforters was her first full-length foray into what would become unique Sparkian territory.

‘Fiction to me is a kind of parable’, Spark said in the early 1960s. ‘You have got to make up your mind it’s not true. Some kind of truth emerges from it.’4 From its opening paragraphs The Comforters is about the act of making things, and people, up, about how and why we make narrative, and about the ‘kind of truth’ which emerges from fiction. It opens with Louisa Jepp, Spark’s delightful ‘perpetual surprise’ of a grandmother character, telling the baker things about her grandson, Laurence, which he, overhearing her voice, doesn’t consider to be true. ‘He won’t eat white bread, one of his fads.’ The charming Laurence shouts back his bantering disagreement.

So far, so mundane realism. But no trivial fact goes astray in The Comforters. Everything has meaning, sometimes annoyingly so, as its heroine, Caroline, later complains when she takes its ‘author’ to task: ‘It’s exactly as if someone were watching me closely, able to read my thoughts; it’s as if the person was waiting to pounce on some insignificant thought or action in order to make it signify.’

Caroline is converting to Roman Catholicism, feeling isolated in her belief and finding the other converts she meets either maddeningly sheeplike and unintelligent or, like the beastly Mrs Georgina Hogg, whose religious impulse is all material, repulsive. Meanwhile there are hidden riches, it seems, in the mundane everyday realist bread, and Laurence is piecing clues together to prove a most unlikely story, about his sweet grandmother running ‘a gang … maybe Communist spies’. But when Laurence asks too many questions of his grandmother’s rather banal-seeming gentlemen callers, they worry, rather suspiciously, about him asking ‘who we are, what we’re doing here’.

Who are we? What are we doing here? The novel’s heroine rents a flat in Kensington where other tenants knock on the wall if she’s too noisy; in other words, she lives a life not unlike that of lots of heroines in British realist literary fiction. But Caroline, who is working on a book about the twentieth-century novel, Form in the Modern Novel (‘I’m having difficulty with the chapter on realism’), is about to be subjected directly to the mystery of reality, when she starts being plagued by regular visits from an invisible being she names the Typing Ghost. The Typing Ghost interrupts her with sounds only Caroline can hear, of tapping typewriter keys and a voice that’s both singular and plural, ‘like one person speaking in several tones at once’. The voice insists on her fictionality, and that of everyone she knows. ‘They speak in the past tense. They mock me.’ Caroline is, understandably, a bit hurt to be told that her present-tense life is already a foregone conclusion, and that she isn’t real.

Is it real, the voice? Is it a literary version of the Holy Ghost? Or, as all her supposedly helpful friends insist, is she ‘imagining things’, suffering from a ‘mild nervous disorder’? The hearing of voices is an age-old manifestation of saintliness, or madness. Caroline is no stranger to madness; she is, as it happens, piecing herself together after a breakdown, ‘forming … words in her mind to keep other words, other thoughts, from crowding in … She had devised the technique in the British Museum Reading Room almost a year ago, at a time when her brain was like Guy Fawkes night, ideas cracking off in all directions, dark idiot figures jumping around a fiery junk-heap at the centre’. But we know, as readers – because we’ve picked up the evidence, and because the Typing Ghost, since this is a novel after all, is every bit as ‘real’ as Caroline herself, and has Brechtianly unsettled our usual acquiescence to the prerequisites of the form – that Caroline, as a character, is full of good sense. We know this particularly because of the way she challenges the frightful non-character, Mrs Hogg (the first of Spark’s holy devils, whose name, whose selfish pride and whose foulness are surely glittering references to James Hogg’s nineteenth-century Scottish fable of the Calvinist elect, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner). The Comforters is, after all, a book about the (quite literal) formation of character, and it’s typical of Caroline’s own character that she balks against the ‘attempt being made to organize our lives into a convenient slick plot’, wholeheartedly arguing with the Typing Ghost. ‘It’s a matter of asserting free will.’

It is all held so lightly, so playfully. But this paralleling of cheap smuggling mystery and Roman Catholic Mystery, this mischievous, merry challenge to British literary realism, this blatant parody of contemporary cold-war surveillance plotting and paranoia, becomes a life-and-death struggle in the end.

Spark, the European and international novelist, was ‘certainly a writer of Scottish formation’, as she put it herself.5 Her upbringing was part Jewish, part Edinburgh Presbyterian; her childhood was spent in the genteel tenements of the Scottish capital, which, it could be said, gifted her a necessary objectivity, a ‘constitutional exile’. Edinburgh was where she ‘imbibed, through no particular mentor, but just by breathing the informed air of the place, its haughty and remote anarchism’.6

It never really helps to consider Spark’s work autobiographically, though sometimes it can unearth an interesting anecdote or two. The narrator’s voice in The Comforters, she made clear, was not her own voice. ‘It’s a character.’7 She said this in a piece entitled ‘My Conversion’, one of the first of her considerations of her conversion to Roman Catholicism in her late thirties alongside what might be called her conversion at the same time from poet and critic to novelist.

But it’s interesting that she was critically objective from the start, thinking the novel a rather low form compared to the precision of poetry; interesting, too, that when she was in her mid-twenties, her time working for the Foreign Office in the last years of the Second World War was ‘in the dark field of Black Propaganda or Psychological Warfare’, where she was part of a team tailoring and delivering a mix of ‘detailed truth with believable lies’ to German listeners, and where, quite surreally, the team learned much of what they needed by the surveillance method of bugging the trees above the paths where German prisoners of war walked and chatted.8

According to Spark herself, the notion of the Typing Ghost came from hallucinations she involuntarily gave herself by taking Dexedrine as an appetite suppressant in the mid-fifties, a time when she was overworking, converting to Catholicism, very poor and severely undernourished. As she relates it in Curriculum Vitae, she was working on a book about T. S. Eliot, when one night the text before her eyes mixed its words up by itself: ‘They formed anagrams and crosswords. In a way, as long as this sensation lasted, I knew they were hallucinations. But I didn’t connect them with the Dexedrine.’ She decided a code must be built into the literature she was reading; the hallucinations lasted for three or four months, then simply stopped when she stopped taking Dexedrine. ‘It is difficult to convey how absolutely fascinating that involuntary word-game was.’9

This blend of strange, puzzle-solving self-absorption and later objectivity produced the core metaphor for The Comforters: ‘I could see that to create a character who suffered from verbal illusions on the printed page would be clumsy. So I made my main character “hear” a typewriter with voices composing the novel itself.’ 10

‘Is the world a lunatic asylum then? Are we all courteous maniacs discreetly making allowances for everyone else’s derangement?’ Caroline asks her friend, the Baron, one of her ‘comforters’. This novel takes its title from the useless friends who comfort Job in the long Bible poem that considers the questions of human suffering and patience, the Book of Job, a text which Spark studied and wrote about in the fifties, and one to which she returned in her later fiction (particularly in her novel about terrorism and morality, The Only Problem, in 1984). Caroline’s comforters in her suffering, like Job’s, are convinced only of their own righteousness: Laurence is obsessed with the cheap smuggling plot; the Baron sees devils in the same silly way as Georgina Hogg ‘hears’ the Virgin Mary telling her which job to take.

But the Book of Job’s real formal characteristic is its dialogue, which allows human and God to address each other, and The Comforters is a dialogue, too, a raging, vibrant argument held in a perfectly disciplined matrix, and a near-impossible blend, in the process, of subjectivity and objectivity. Probably the most exciting formal subtlety of the novel, carried off with such wit on Spark’s part, is the way in which Caroline and the Typing Ghost pass beyond their loggerhead positions in a dialogue between character and form itself to an admittance of something much more fluid – to what you might call a compromise, even an interplay.

The early and middle parts of the novel reveal Caroline’s hurt feelings at the Typing Ghost writing off her reality – and also the Ghost’s hurt feelings at Caroline’s criticisms of its lack of writerly talent. When Caroline challenges the Ghost’s power as author and decides to go her own way, regardless of the plot, the Typing Ghost’s vanity is ruffled. ‘It was all very well for Caroline to hold out for what she wanted and what she didn’t want in the way of a plot. All very well for her to resolve upon holding up the action. Easy enough for her to criticize.’ The Ghost, peeved, spins the car in which Caroline is travelling off the road and breaks Caroline’s leg – which, as it happens, does hold up the plot, even splits the book in two. Only Spark could so slyly, so hilariously, bend her form so as to have, on one page, her main character criticize her author for being too unimaginative to describe a hospital, then to follow it a page later with a full and unnecessary description of a hospital. If Caroline is hearing voices, then the voice is also hearing Caroline. Their working together is the novel’s creative triumph, as well as a revelation of its final benignity.

Above all, the narrator’s power is the ability to highlight time, to reveal the triviality of events themselves when contextualised by the long view: ‘It was a hundred and thirty years after this event that Louisa was sitting down to breakfast with Laurence.’ Throughout, it also draws attention to its own artifice; it makes its reader conscious of its own banality, its repeated structures. ‘His mother told him repeatedly, “I’ve told you repeatedly, you are not to enter the maids’ rooms.”’ By the time we reach the Typing Ghost, which declares itself to Caroline by its literal repetitions, this style is already embedded; in many ways the narrator is a joke, the narration a mocking of bad literary style – and, as we know by the end of the book, it’s been the narrator all along having the joke, and not on us, but with us.

The Comforters is very much a book about what books do, about language and how we use it. It takes issue with empty media and literary and society chatter, it critiques empty-voiced English cliché (‘jolly good!’, ‘absolutely perfect!’); it opens the moral ear to codified social responses and their underlying truths and shamefulnesses, the unsayable beneath what’s said out loud. With objectivity, the context assumes morality. What critics have called Spark’s ‘aesthetic of detachment’ is really a Brechtian mode of connection.

In her address to the American Academy of Arts and Letters in the early seventies, Muriel Spark spoke about the importance of what she called ‘the desegregation of art’: ‘The art and literature of sentiment and emotion, however beautiful in itself, however striking in its depiction of actuality, has to go. It cheats us into a sense of involvement with life and society, but in reality it is a segregated activity. In its place I advocate the arts of satire and ridicule.’11 ‘The art of ridicule’, she says, ‘can penetrate to the marrow’ where ‘pathetic depiction’ only separates those who experience it from any real understanding. She imagines first a play which delivers its notions of suffering and violence via pathos, then its audience members, their ‘moral responsibilities … sufficiently fulfilled by the emotions they have been induced to feel. A man may go to bed feeling less guilty after seeing such a play. He has undergone the experience of pity … Salt tears have gone bowling down his cheeks. He has had a good dinner. He is absolved, he sleeps well.’

Spark wants her readers to think rather than feel. A self-conscious work of aesthetic surface-tension, The Comforters involves its readers by revealing the mechanics of our involvement. It treats madness and evil with a disciplined, liberating lightness, in much the same way that Spark, throughout her career, would liberate her readers from the vicissitudes of history and reality simply by redefining, each time, the terms of this ‘reality’.

It’s worth remembering the influence on her work of the Scottish Border Ballad form, a form where terrible things are reported with a dispassion that’s almost merry; Sparkian dispassion, like Sparkian humour, is always a liberating device, and practically all of Spark’s subsequent fiction has something of this novel’s ‘curious rejoicing’ in it.

That this light, clever, mirthful tour de force was a first novel is astounding. But it was just the beginning of Spark’s studies of authorship and authority, and of her dialogic explorations of the relationship between art, faith and life. It ends with its own genesis, neatly, like a good joke. It disrupts and charms its readers with its combination of wit, precision, intelligence and hilarity. As vibrant as ever, more than fifty years after its first appearance, it still knocks the stuffing out of the realist tradition, and probably always will.

Ali Smith, 2009
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PART ONE




CHAPTER 1



On the first day of his holiday Laurence Manders woke to hear his grandmother’s voice below.

‘I’ll have a large wholemeal. I’ve got my grandson stopping for a week, who’s on the B.B.C. That’s my daughter’s boy, Lady Manders. He won’t eat white bread, one of his fads.’

Laurence shouted from the window, ‘Grandmother, I adore white bread and I have no fads.’

She puckered and beamed up at him.

‘Shouting from the window,’ she said to the baker.

‘You woke me up,’ Laurence said.

‘My grandson,’ she told the baker. ‘A large wholemeal, and don’t forget to call on Wednesday.’

Laurence looked at himself in the glass. ‘I must get up,’ he said, getting back into bed. He gave himself seven minutes.

He followed his grandmother’s movements from the sounds which came clearly through the worn cottage floorboards. At seventy-eight Louisa Jepp did everything very slowly but with extreme attention, as some do when they know they are slightly drunk. Laurence heard a clink and a pause, a tinkle and a pause, breakfast being laid. Her footsteps clicked like a clock that is running down as she moved between the scullery and the little hot kitchen; she refused to shuffle.

When he was half dressed Laurence opened a tiny drawer on the top of the tall old-fashioned chest. It contained some of his grandmother’s things, for she had given him her room. He counted three hairpins, eight mothballs; he found a small piece of black velvet embroidered with jet beads now loose on their thread. He reckoned the bit of stuff would be about two and a half inches by one and a half. In another drawer he found a comb with some of his grandmother’s hair on it and noted that the object was none too neat. He got some pleasure from having met with these facts, three hairpins, eight mothballs, a comb none too neat, the property of his grandmother, here in her home in Sussex, now in the present tense. That is what Laurence was like.

‘It is unhealthy,’ his mother had lately told him. ‘It’s the only unhealthy thing about your mind, the way you notice absurd details, it’s absurd of you.’

‘That’s what I’m like,’ Laurence said.

As usual, she knew this meant deadlock, but carried on,

‘Well, it’s unnatural. Because sometimes you see things that you shouldn’t.’

‘Such as?’

She did not say, but she knew he had been in her room prying into her messy make-up drawer, patting the little bottles like a cat and naming them. She could never persuade him that this was wrong. After all, it was a violation of privacy.

Very often Laurence said, ‘It would be wrong for you but it isn’t for me.’

And always Helena Manders, his mother, would reply ‘I don’t see that’, or ‘I don’t agree’, although really she did in a way.

In his childhood he had terrorized the household with his sheer literal truths.

‘Uncle Ernest uses ladies’ skin food, he rubs it on his elbows every night to keep them soft’ … ‘Eileen has got her pain’ … ‘Georgina Hogg has three hairs on her chin when she doesn’t pull them out. Georgina has had a letter from her cousin which I read.’

These were memorable utterances. Other items which he aired in the same breath, such as, ‘There’s been a cobweb on the third landing for two weeks, four days and fifteen hours, not including the time for the making’ – these were received with delight or indifference according to mood, and forgotten.

His mother told him repeatedly, ‘I’ve told you repeatedly, you are not to enter the maids’ rooms. After all, they are entitled to their privacy.’

As he grew older he learned to conceal the sensational portions of his knowledge, imparting only what was necessary to promote his reputation for being remarkably observant. In those days his father was capable of saying, on the strength of a school report,

‘I always knew Laurence would outgrow that morbid phase.’

‘Let’s hope he has,’ Helena Manders had said. Parents change. In those days, Laurence was aware that she half-suspected him of practising some vague sexual perversion which she could not name, would not envisage, and which in any case he did not practise. Then, it was almost to put her at ease, to assure her that he was the same Laurence as of old, that he said, during the holidays of his last term,

‘Eileen is going to have a baby.’

‘She’s a good Catholic girl,’ Helena protested; she was herself a Catholic since her marriage. None the less, on challenging Eileen in the kitchen, the case turned out to be so. Eileen, moreover, defiantly refused to name the man. Laurence was able to provide this information.

‘I’ve always kept up with Eileen’s correspondence,’ he explained. ‘It enlivens the school holidays.’

‘You’ve been in that poor girl’s room, reading her letters behind her back, the poor thing!’

‘Shall I tell you what her boy friend wrote?’ Laurence said tyrannously.

‘I’m shocked as you know,’ she said, accepting that this made no impression. ‘How you, a good Catholic – but apart from that, it’s illegal, I believe, to read letters addressed to others,’ she said, defeated.

Merely to give her the last word he pointed out, ‘Well, you’ve got them married, my dear. A good Catholic marriage. That’s the happy result of my shocking perusal of Eileen’s letters.’

‘The end doesn’t justify the means.’

Pat it came out just as he had expected. An answer for everything. All the same, incidents like this helped to deaden the blow when she realized that Laurence was abandoning, and finally had abandoned religion.

Louisa Jepp sat at the table writing out her football pools as she waited for Laurence.

‘Come down!’ she said to the ceiling, ‘and leave off your snooping, dear.’

As soon as he appeared she told him, ‘If Manchester City had won last week I should have got thirty thousand.’

Louisa folded her football coupon and placed it under the clock. She gave all her attention to Laurence and his breakfast.

She was half gipsy, the dark one and the youngest of a large red-haired family, which at the time of her birth owed its prosperity to the father’s success as a corn dealer. The success was owing to good fortune in the first place, his having broken jail while waiting to come before the Bench, never afterwards returning to his gipsy tribe. It was a hundred and thirty years after this event that Louisa was sitting down to breakfast with Laurence.

Louisa’s hair remains black, though there is not much of it. She is short, and seen from the side especially, her form resembles a neat double potato just turned up from the soil with its small round head, its body from which hangs the roots, her two thin legs below her full brown skirt and corpulence. Her face, from the front, is square, receding in planes like a prism. The main lines on her face are deep, they must have been in gradual evidence since she was thirty, they seemed carved to the bone. But the little wrinkles are superficial, brushing the surface of her skin, coming and going like innumerable stars when she puckers a smile or unfolds a look of surprise. Her eyes are deep-set and black. Her hands and feet very small. She wears rimless spectacles. She is still alive, not much changed from that day when Laurence came down to breakfast. She was wearing a brown dress, a brown woollen jacket with gilt buttons, and a pair of diamond earrings embedded in her ears.

When Laurence had sized her up, as he always did with everyone, he dipped his fork into a jar and drew out something long, white and pickled.

‘What can this be?’

‘Chid’lings,’ she said. ‘They are beautiful.’

He was accustomed to Louisa’s food: whelks, periwinkles, milts and roes, chitterlings and sweetbreads, giblets, brains and the tripes of ruminating animals. Louisa prepared them at long ease, by many processes of affusion, diffusion and immersion, requiring many pans of brine, many purifications and simmerings, much sousing and sweetening by slow degrees. She seldom bought an ordinary cut or joint, and held that people who went through life ignoring the inward vitals of shells and beasts didn’t know what was good for them.

‘If you won thirty thousand in the pool, what would you do?’ Laurence said.

‘Buy a boat,’ she replied.

‘I would paddle you up and down the river,’ Laurence said. ‘A houseboat would be nice. Do you remember that fortnight on the houseboat, my first year at prep school?’

‘I mean a boat for crossing the sea. Yes, it was lovely on the houseboat.’

‘A yacht? Oh, how grand.’

‘Well, a good-sized boat,’ said Louisa, ‘that’s what I’d buy. Suitable for crossing the Channel.’

‘A motor cruiser,’ Laurence suggested.

‘That’s about it,’ she said.

‘Oh, how grand.’

She did not reply, for he had gone too far with his ‘Oh, how grand!’

‘We could do the Mediterranean,’ he said.

‘Oh, how grand,’ she said.

‘Wouldn’t it be more fun to buy a house?’ Laurence had just remembered his mother’s plea, ‘If you get an opportunity do try to persuade her to take a little money from us and live comfortably in her own house.’

She answered, ‘No. But if I won a smaller sum I’d buy this cottage. I’m sure Mr Webster would sell.’

‘Oh, I’d love to think of you having the cottage for your very own. Smugglers Retreat is such a dear little house.’ Even as he spoke Laurence knew that phrases like ‘your very own’ and ‘dear little house’ betrayed what he was leading up to, they were not his grandmother’s style.

‘I know what you’re leading up to,’ said Louisa. ‘Help yourself to the cigarettes.’

‘I have my own. Why won’t you let father buy the cottage for you? He can afford it.’

‘I manage very nicely,’ said Louisa. ‘Smoke one of these – they come from Bulgaria.’

‘Oh, how grand!’ But he added, ‘How extremely smart and where did you get them from?’

‘Bulgaria. I think through Tangiers.’

Laurence examined the cigarette. His grandmother, a perpetual surprise. She rented the cottage, lived as an old-age pensioner.

Her daughter Helena said frequently, ‘God knows how she manages. But she always seems to have plenty of everything.’

Helena would tell her friends, ‘My mother won’t accept a penny. Most independent; the Protestant virtues, you know. God knows how she manages. Of course, she’s half gipsy, she has the instinct for contriving ways and means.’

‘Really! Then you have gipsy blood, Helena? Really, and you so fair, how romantic. One would never have thought—’

‘Oh, it comes out in me sometimes,’ Helena would say.

It was during the past four years, since the death of her husband, penniless, that Louisa had revealed, by small tokens and bit by bit, an aptitude for acquiring alien impenetrable luxuries.

Manders’ Figs in Syrup, with its seventy-year-old trademark – an oriental female yearning her draped form towards, and apparently worshipping a fig tree – was the only commodity that Louisa was willing to accept from her daughter’s direction. Louisa distributed the brown sealed jars of this confection among her acquaintance; it kept them in mind of the living reality underlying their verbal tradition, ‘Mrs Jepp’s daughter was a great beauty, she married into Manders’ Figs in Syrup.’

‘Tell your father,’ said Louisa, ‘that I have not written to thank him because he is too busy to read letters. He will like the Bulgarian cigarettes. They smell very high. Did he like my figs?’

‘Oh yes, he was much amused.’

‘So your mother told me when she wrote last. Did he like them?’

‘Loved them, I’m sure. But we were awfully tickled.’

Louisa, in her passion for pickling and preserving, keeps up with the newest methods. Some foods go into jars, others into tins sealed by her domestic canning machine. When Louisa’s own figs in syrup, two cans of them with neatly pencilled labels, had arrived for Sir Edwin Manders, Helena had felt uneasy at first.

‘Is she having a lark with us, Edwin?’

‘Of course she is.’

Helena was not sure what sort of a lark. She wrote to Louisa that they were all very amused.

‘Did they enjoy the figs?’ Louisa pressed Laurence.

‘Yes, they were lovely.’

‘They are as good as Manders’, dear, but don’t tell your father I said so.’

‘Better than Manders’,’ Laurence said.

‘Did you taste some, then?’

‘Not actually. But I know they were most enjoyable, Mother said’ (which Helena had not said).

‘Well, that’s what I sent them for. To be enjoyed. You shall have some later. I don’t know what they are talking about – “much amused”. Tell your father that I’m giving him the cigarettes for enjoyment, tell him that, my dear.’

Laurence was smoking his Bulgarian. ‘Most heady,’ he said. ‘But Mother takes a fit when you send expensive presents. She knows you have to deny yourself and –’

He was about to say ‘pinch and scrape’, using his mother’s lamenting words; but this would have roused the old lady. Besides, the phrase was obviously inaccurate; his grandmother was surrounded by her sufficiency, always behind which hovered a suspicion of restrained luxury. Even her curious dishes seemed chosen from an expansive economy of spirit rather than any consideration of their cost in money.

‘Helena is a sweet girl, but she does deceive herself. I’m not in need of anything, as she could very well see, if she took the trouble. There is no need for Helena to grieve on my account.’

Laurence was away all day, with his long legs in his small swift car, gone to look round and about the familiar countryside and coastline, gone to meet friends of his own stamp and education, whom he sometimes brought back to show off to them his funny delicious grandmother. Louisa Jepp did many things during that day. She fed the pigeons and rested. Rather earnestly, she brought from its place a loaf of white bread, cut the crust off one end, examined the loaf, cut another slice, and looked again. After the third slice she began at the other end, cutting the crust, peering at the loaf until, at the fourth slice, she smiled at what she saw, and patting the slices into place again put back the loaf in the tin marked ‘bread’.

At nine o’clock Laurence returned. The sitting-room which looked out on the village was very oblong in shape. Here he found his grandmother with visitors, three men. They had been playing rummy, but now they were taking Louisa’s refreshments, seated along each side of the room. One was in an invalid chair; this was a young man, not more than twenty-four.

‘Mr Hogarth, my grandson; my grandson, Mr Webster; and this is young Mr Hogarth. My grandson is on the B.B.C., my daughter’s son, Lady Manders. You’ve heard him give the commentaries on the football and the races, Laurence Manders.’

‘Heard you last Saturday.’ This was Mr Webster, the oldest guest, almost as old as Louisa.

‘Saw you this morning,’ Laurence said.
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