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      Barbara Comyns 

       

      Born in 1909 at Bidford-on-Avon, Barbara Comyns was educated mainly by governesses until she went to art schools in Stratford-upon-Avon and London. She started writing fiction at the age of ten and her first novel, Sisters by a River, was published in 1947. She also worked in an advertising agency, a typewriting bureau, dealt in old cars and antique furniture, bred poodles, converted and let flats, and exhibited pictures in The London Group. She was married first in 1931, to an artist, and for the second time in 1945. With her second husband she lived in Spain for eighteen years. She died in 1992. 
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      The only things that are true in this story are the wedding and Chapters 10, 11 and 12 and the poverty.
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      I first encountered Our Spoons Came from Woolworths in a second-hand bookshop in Lyme Regis. Spotting the familiar dark green spine in among a row of mildewed paperbacks, I pulled it out. I had never read any Barbara Comyns; the name was unfamiliar to me and the title name-checked a shop synonymous with the taste of slightly stale pick ’n’ mix. But as I have a habit of buying up any Virago Modern Classics I don’t already own, I decided to override these misgivings and make the purchase.

      It would prove to be the best fifty pence I ever spent. I began to flick through the pages as I walked away from the shop. Just five minutes later, I was so engrossed that I had to stop and sit down on a bench on the Cobb; I didn’t make it back to the holiday flat for some time. When I finished the novel, I resolved not only to track down all her other books but to find out as much as I could about Barbara Comyns.

      My research yielded stories of a life defined by both variety and instability – which is wholly unsurprising once you’ve read her novels. She was born in 1909 in a Warwickshire village, one of six children. Her father, the managing director of a chemicals firm, was by her own description ‘an impatient, violent man, alternatively spoiling and frightening us’. Her mother was a childlike invalid, lavishing more attention on her pet monkey than on her children. She went deaf at twenty-five, and Barbara and her siblings had to communicate with her ‘in deaf and dumb language on our hands’. The children seem to have spent most of their time in boats: ‘It is extraordinary,’ Comyns remarked, ‘that none of us was drowned because only two of us could swim.’

      She began to write and illustrate stories at the age of ten: ‘I don’t know which I enjoyed most, the writing or drawing.’ By her late teens, she was living alone in a bedsit in London. At twenty-one, she married fellow artist John Pemberton; ‘after two children and many troubles, we parted more or less amicably’. Photographs show her as pale-skinned and large-eyed, with the expressive, ethereal beauty of a silent movie star. She supported herself by working as an artists’ model, by converting old houses into flats, selling vintage cars, and breeding poodles, but ‘all the time [she] was writing’. Her first novel, Sisters by a River, was published in 1947, after being serialised under the unprophetic subtitle ‘The Novel Nobody Will Publish’. Our Spoons Came from Woolworths followed in 1950.

      I defy anyone to read the opening twenty or so pages of Our Spoons Came from Woolworths and not to be drawn in, just as I was that day on the windy Cobb. It is a novel much dependent on voice and this one is engagingly unguarded and instantly intriguing: within the first chapter, Sophia has disclosed that she has met a man called Charles on a train, that they were both carrying artists’ portfolios; they decide to get married but are too shy to ring the bell at the church door.

      They go to view a flat in Haverstock Hill, whereupon the landlady’s medium sister promptly falls into a trance and switches into the voice of a Chinese man called Mr Hi Wu, telling them that they are ‘so lucky to be offered such a beautiful flat for only twenty-five shillings a week’.

      It’s safe to say that this is a novel in which you are never quite sure what will happen next. Over the following pages, we hear of the young couple’s defiant marriage – against Charles’s family’s wishes – and of Sophia’s habit of carrying about her pet newt and giving him swims in water jugs. The newt is even present at the wedding, ‘in [her] pocket, as a kind of page’, and as the ceremony takes place, birds are singing from the church’s rafters, and someone in the congregation is shouting out to ask if Sophia would like a kitten.

      So far, so charming and madcap. But any astute reader of fiction will know that if a couple are happy and in love at the start of a novel then the situation can only turn sour. Such is the way of narrative. A matter of weeks into the marriage, Charles is horrified and appalled to learn that Sophia is pregnant: ‘[He] made me feel,’ Sophia says, ‘I had betrayed him in some way.’ He refuses to give up his life as a struggling painter and Sophia, purely on account of her pregnancy, is let go from her job, thereby losing the only income they have. Their bohemian idyll rapidly descends into a terrifyingly precarious existence, staked out by poverty and malnutrition.

      Our Spoons Came from Woolworths is far from what it might at first appear – a comic novel about love’s trials and tribulations. It is instead an account of a marriage dismantled by poverty. It charts the erosion of a woman’s spirit by her husband’s vain and casual cruelty. By the final pages, the reader is left in a state of suspended shock that such things could ever happen.

      Comyns builds up to the novel’s central, tragic climax with artful clarity; much of its impact lies in the disparity between tone and content. Our Spoons Came from Woolworths is a stream of digressive, conversational confidences and asides – airy, witty and yet concealing great pain. Sophia relates the most dreadful events in the same light tone that she deploys for the adventure of the wedding, which proves to be an upsettingly effective device. The reader turns the pages, lulled by the rhythms of Sophia’s spirited recall into thinking she is about to be treated to another account of painting furniture sea green or a visit to an amusingly lazy sculptor, only to realise with horror that what she is faced with is the death of an infant.

      Words such as ‘unique’ and ‘original’ are overused in describing prose style but it’s tempting to reach for them when trying to convey what is so compelling about Barbara Comyns. Quite simply, she writes like no one else. With other authors you are able to discern the shadows of literary predecessors hovering over the page; with Comyns, you have the distinct impression that she is writing straight from her own subconscious, that her work is untrammelled by influence.

      It’s unsurprising, then, to learn that the events of Our Spoons Came from Woolworths run close to those of Comyns’ own life, so much so that Comyns’ daughter, on reading the manuscript, was moved to protest, ‘But you’ve killed me!’ My relief at coming across that anecdote was overwhelming as so much of the novel has the ring of truth to it and even the possibility that the death of the baby might have come from experience was too much to bear. 

      Our Spoons Came from Woolworths brings to life for us the lost world of interwar bohemian London, as well as illustrating just how badly Britain needed the Beveridge Report. That Sophia survives such hardship and tragedy is a testament to her will and indomitable brio. She is a heroine in every sense – and one you will never forget.

       

      Maggie O’Farrell, 2012 
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      I told Helen my story and she went home and cried. In the evening her husband came to see me and brought some strawberries; he mended my bicycle, too, and was kind, but he needn’t have been, because it all happened eight years ago, and I’m not unhappy now. I hardly dare admit it, even touching wood, but I’m so happy that when I wake in the morning I can’t believe it’s true. I seldom think of the time when I was called Sophia Fairclough; I try to keep it pushed right at the back of my mind. I can’t quite forget it because of Sandro, and often I find myself regretting lovely little Fanny. I wish I hadn’t told Helen so much; it’s brought everything back in a vivid flash. I can see Charles’s white pointed face, and hear his husky nervous voice. I keep remembering things all the time.

      We met for the first time on a railway journey. We were both carrying portfolios; that is what started us talking to each other. The next day Charles ’phoned me at the studio where I worked, and we met every day after that. The sun seemed to shine perpetually that summer, the days were all shimmering and beautiful. It never rained, yet everything remained fresh and green, even in London. The summers used to be like that when I was a child, and in the winters there was always deep snow or hard frost. The weather has grown all half-hearted now; soon we won’t be able to tell the change in the seasons except by the fall of the leaf, like it says in the Holy Bible, and that will be the end of the world; at least I think it says that.

      Charles and I were both twenty when we met, and as soon as we were twenty-one we decided to get married secretly. There was a church next door to the house where I had a bed-sitting-room, so we went there to ask the priest to put the banns up. We dared not ring the bell at first, we felt too shy. Charles said they would ask us in and give us a glass of sherry and some funeral biscuits. We stood on the doorstep rehearsing what to say and the priest must have heard us, because he suddenly opened the door although we hadn’t rung the bell. He took one look at us with his deepset eyes and said ‘Banns’ in a shouting kind of voice. He asked us some questions and wrote down the answers in a black notebook, and said if we had an organ it would cost extra, and confetti cost extra, too, because of all the mess it made, so we said we could do without both those things, and he shut the door again. We went back to my bed-sitting-room and planned how we would spend the ten pounds Charles had just received for painting a screen with Victorian women creeping about. He painted it for one of his Aunt Emma’s friends, and he was offended afterwards because it was put in the maid’s bedroom, but we were glad of the ten pounds because that was all we had to spend on our entire home.

      A few days after we had arranged about the banns we had dinner with a spiritualist friend of ours, and after we had drunk a little wine confided our marriage plans to her. She was highly delighted to be involved in a secret wedding, and when we told her we only had ten pounds to furnish our home she gave us a cheque for another ten pounds to go with it; she also said she knew someone who had a flat to let on Haverstock Hill. Not satisfied with all this help, she offered to give us a little reception at her flat after the wedding.

      The next free afternoon we had, we went to the address in Haverstock Hill she had given us. A woman with very fuzzy black hair came to the door. She had a huge silver belt round her waist, and arty, messy clothes. She kept saying ‘GER-G E R’ after every few words, rather like a giant cat purring. She showed us the flat, which consisted of a large basement room with an old-fashioned dresser, and a small kitchen and use of bath and lav. When we had seen it she said we had better meet her sister ‘GER-G E R’, so we went upstairs and met the sister, who had even more fuzzy hair, but it was fair, and her eyes were round and blue and her face like a melting strawberry ice cream, rather a cheap one, and I expect her body was like that, too, only it was mostly covered in mauve velvet. She spoke to us a little and said we were little love-birds looking for a nest. She made us feel all awful inside. Then she suddenly went into a trance. We thought she was dying, but her sister explained she was a medium and governed by a Chinese spirit called Mr Hi Wu. Then Mr Hi Wu spoke to us in very broken English and told us we were so lucky to be offered such a beautiful flat for only twenty-five shillings a week; it was worth at least thirty-five. So when she had recovered we said we would have the flat, and left the first week’s rent as deposit.

      After this we had a frantic time shopping; we did most of it in Chalk Farm Road, N.W. We bought a massive oval table for seven-and-six, and chairs for one-and-six. A carpenter made us some little stools because I like sitting on stools better than anything else. We painted all our furniture duck-egg green with a dash of sea green; we had the paint specially mixed for us. We found the rugs rather expensive; we had to have two and they were a pound each. The sheets and blankets were a great worry, too. We had to get the divan on hire purchase and for months after were having trouble over it; we nearly lost it several times, but after two years it really belonged to us, and they sent us a large and legal paper to say it did.

      We redecorated the flat ourselves. Because the room was rather dark we painted the walls a kind of stippled yellow; lots of black hairs from the brush got mixed with the paint, but they looked as if they were meant to be there almost.

      We had white walls in the kitchen, and Charles painted a chef by the gas cooker. The thing we were most pleased about was the dresser; there were drawers for our clothes and shelves for the china. We had a proper tea-set from Waring and Gillow, and a lot of blue plates from Woolworths; our cooking things came from there, too. I had hoped they would give us a set of real silver teaspoons when we bought the wedding-ring, but the jeweller we went to wouldn’t, so our spoons came from Woolworths, too.
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      Every evening there was Charles waiting outside the studio where I worked. I could see him from my window, always standing with his back to the railings, looking at the trees in the square garden. The evening before we were married he was there as usual, and as soon as I came out he drew some telegrams out of his pockets and handed them to me. I thought someone must have discovered about our marriage and they were congratulations, but when I read them I felt as frit as Charles looked. One was from my brother saying, ‘Do nothing until you hear from me.’ I did not worry about this much. As a matter of fact, it was over a month until I did hear from him again, but the other two telegrams were for Charles, one from his father and the other from his mother. They were very angry ones.

      Charles had an aunt living quite near, so we decided the best thing would be to go to her flat and ask her advice. It was Emma that I mentioned in the last chapter, and she was the only relation of Charles that liked me. We both admired her immensely. She was a very tall woman with red hair and she wore a cloak and three-cornered hat. She wrote, and was altogether very intellectual and interested in women’s rights, but she disliked children, babies in particular, but perhaps that was because she had never had any and couldn’t very well now Simeon, her husband, had run away. People always talked about her tragic marriage in hushed voices when she left the room; you were never allowed to mention the name Simeon in front of her. I thought it a wonderful thing that she approved of me and tried not to talk too much in case she discovered how stupid and ignorant I was. She even liked my newts, and sometimes when we went to dinner there I took Great Warty in my pocket; he didn’t mind being carried about, and while I had dinner I gave him a swim in the water jug. On this visit I had no newts in my pocket and had the feeling I was going to be most unpopular, but when we arrived at the flat and Charles told her all about the plans for our secret marriage that had somehow gone astray, she was most sympathetic and helpful. We talked for some time. Then she had the bright idea of putting a trunk call through to Charles’s father. Charles did this, and said his father didn’t sound too dreadful on the ’phone, but had arranged to come to London by train, an early one, and we were to meet him at the station, but we were to do nothing until he came; this didn’t sound too frightful to me, although Charles was still very worried. I had a feeling the father would agree to our marriage eventually, partly because Charles’s mother disliked me so much. They did not live together, Charles’s parents, they simply hated each other; there seemed to be a lot of unhappy marriages in that family, perhaps it was kind of catching.

      After we had discussed the trunk call in great detail, Emma said she would meet us at the station to-morrow, and put in a good word for us with Charles’s father. I can’t go on calling him Charles’s father all the time, so had better call him by his Christian name, which was Paul. He rather resembled Guy Fawkes, and was handsome; women were always falling in love with him and it made Charles’s mother even more mad. Her name was Eva. She was like a hard, shiny, rather pretty but horrid beetle, a spoilt, nagging kind of beetle.

      We were feeling awfully tired when we left Emma’s flat and hardly spoke on the bus going home. Charles came with me to the house where I lived, but I asked him to leave me, as I had so much packing to do, but before he left my landlady came running up the basement stairs; she appeared to be in a great flurry, and said that Charles’s mother had been, with a whole host of uncles and aunts, but they had left now and had gone to the house where Charles lived. This was so dreadful, I felt if only we could wait until the morning, but Eva was the kind of woman who would never wait till the morning. My landlady was a kind woman. She did things to people’s feet to make them better, and had a room with plaster feet all over the walls. She was most distressed about the invasion of Charles’s relations. As a matter of fact, it was she who unintentionally gave us away. That morning Charles’s mother had called at his bed-sitting-room, but as he was not there his landlady had sent her on to my house, which was quite near. When my landlady answered the door and Eva explained who she was, she was welcomed in and asked if she had come up for the wedding, so after that Eva spent the rest of the day ’phoning and sending telegrams to everyone she could think of, really rather enjoying herself, I should think; she loved confusion.

      While we were discussing this in the hall, there was a great thumping at the door and when it was opened in tumbled all Charles’s maternal relations. I tried to run up the stairs, but they just fell on me like a swarm of angry hornets. One woman in a stiff black hat gripped me by the arm, and I was pushed into the room full of plaster feet. She said I was an uncontrolled little beast, and when was I expecting the baby. Eva said I was not capable of love, only lust, and it was all a trap to catch Charles. I told them I wasn’t expecting any babies, but it took a long time to convince them, and they seemed almost disappointed when I did. All the time they tried to make out that I was wicked and sordid to want to marry Charles, and eventually I began to feel I was and my teeth started to chatter. Charles just looked very white and scared; he wasn’t very much help. His mother went on talking so much her voice went almost away and she kind of croaked.

      When it was about one o’clock my landlady came up and told them they must go away because everyone in the house was complaining about the noise they were making. Eva tried to make me promise I would not see Charles for a year, but all I would say was that I would do whatever Paul said we were to do when he came in the morning. This made her even more angry. She said if he allowed us to marry she would go to the church and stop the marriage. Then they all went, taking Charles with them. I never expected to see him again. I couldn’t help wondering what would happen to all our beautiful furniture.
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      Then the morning came and it was light. There were half-packed suitcases all around my bed. The posters that had disguised the ugly wallpaper were lying about in long white scrolls. Great Warty looked at me from his glass house, so I took him out and let him walk up my arm until he fell in the bed, then I made tunnels out of the bedclothes for him to walk slowly through and he looked extra prehistoric. All this time I tried to close my mind that this should have been my wedding morning, also I had to give up my room at twelve o’clock because it had been let to another girl. Actually, I supposed I could live in the flat, but felt this would be impossible without Charles. I never wanted to see it again, also the rent would be far too much for me on my own. I earned two pounds a week and my present room was only fifteen shillings.

      Eventually I had a bath and dressed, then I wondered what I should do next, ’phone Mrs Amber, the spiritualist friend, and tell her not to bother about the little reception she had planned to give us after the wedding. Then I started thinking about Charles. Had his mother spirited him away to Wiltshire, and was he as miserable as I was? I heard the front door slam, then there were hurried steps up the stairs and Charles opened the door of my room. At first I thought it was too good to be true and I was imagining things, but it really was Charles. He kissed me and said it was time to meet his father and he thought we should both go to the station. I was so happy to see him again after all my sad thoughts. There he was looking just as if he were going to be married after all. He was wearing his new suit; it had little checks on it and was one of his twenty-first birthday presents, so I pulled off my old yellow linen frock and put on rather a frightful green suit that had a wrap-over skirt that was always coming unwrapped at the wrong moments, but it was my best. Then we hurried away to Paddington Station.

      When we arrived there we saw the tall figure of Emma walking up and down the platform, so we went to her and told her all about the dreadful reception we had had after we left her the previous evening. Then the train came in and there was Paul. He was wearing rather an old-fashioned bowler hat, a thing I’d never seen him in before, so I said to Charles, ‘That must mean there is going to be a wedding, your father wearing a hat like that.’ But when he turned round to talk to Emma, I saw his suit was very shabby; it had been let out at the back with new material and it made a stripe all down his back, so my heart sank, but Charles seemed quite cheerful and said, ‘Don’t worry. Whatever he says, no one can stop us getting married to-day.’

      Paul had a lot of things in the guard’s van, a round table and some hampers and some things he was bringing up for a friend; he disposed of these in the cloak-room, then we all went to Hyde Park, or maybe it was some other London park. There we sat on benches and discussed how impossible it was for Charles and me to marry. He gave us quite a long lecture which he enjoyed very much. We didn’t listen, but managed to say Yes when it was needed. Charles said, ‘Oh yes. Yes indeed,’ and the lecture went off very well. He asked us what Eva thought about it all, and he laughed when we told him, and said it was just like Eva. Both he and Emma were rather shocked about the woman in the stiff black hat thinking I was going to have some babies already. After all this talk he said we had better have some lunch, so we went to an Italian café near the Cobden statue. I always thought that statue was of Crippen to point out what a wicked place Camden Town is, but I was quite wrong; Cobden was an eminent Victorian.

      I thought it a hopeful sign we were having lunch so near the church we had arranged to be married in, and after we had drunk some wine Paul said: ‘Now, Charles, if I allow you two children to marry, I shall stop your allowance. I have enough expense with keeping two homes going as it is, and I can’t manage three. If you can’t keep yourself now you have come of age and are intending to become a married man, you never will.’ Charles said ‘Yes, yes’ several times – he always did this when he was embarrassed. The thought of saving Charles’s allowance seemed to please Paul quite a lot, but we were all in a pretty good mood; we had drunk rather a lot of wine that tasted of ink and the lunch had been quite good; it was an Italian restaurant, not at all the kind of place Paul usually went to. When we were halfway through our coffee he said we had better hurry or we would be too late for the wedding. By this time I had made up my mind he was going to consent to our marriage, and after the remark about Charles’s allowance I was quite sure about it.

      We left the restaurant in a great hurry, because it was already half-past two and in England you can’t get married after three – something to do with the licensing laws, I should think. The church was next door to my house, so I ran in and perched a beret on my head, because there is another law about that; I put Great Warty in my pocket as a kind of page and ran out of the house. Paul and Charles were waiting outside the church. Paul said he would give me away. We had arranged for rather a handsome actor we knew to do this, but as he seemed to be enjoying himself so much we let him do the giving away and an artist friend of Charles, called James, was the best man.

      When we got in the church the priest took Charles right away. I thought it was a trick of his mother’s at first, but no one seemed surprised. Then I saw him standing with James very stiff and still. They made me sit in a pew with Paul and I felt a bit scared in case they married me to him by mistake. There were masses of people in the church, most of them uninvited. There was the man who owned the studio where I worked, and some women I sometimes did typing for, also the place was quite stiff with old landladies; some had big hats all covered in feathers. Charles owed rent to quite a lot of them. There was Emma and some of her friends, and my sister Ann. I had asked her to come as a witness. She looked very surprised to see Paul and all those people at a secret wedding. I smiled at her to show it was all right. I could see Mrs Amber sitting by herself with a worried look on her face; I could guess she was worried about all the people in the church, in case they all came to the reception; she was only expecting about seven.

      Then I forgot all about the people in the church because lovely little noises came, kind of singing, chirping noises. I saw all up in the roof there were masses of little birds, all singing and chirping in the most delightful manner. I felt so glad we hadn’t paid extra for the beastly organ and hoped so much we would make a success of our marriage after the birds being so nice about it.

      A little man called a verger came and told us the time had come to go up the aisle. I looked round the church quickly to make sure Eva wasn’t around somewhere. She had said she would say she knew a just cause and impediment why we should not marry and I was dreading a scene like there is in Jane Eyre, but she did not appear to be anywhere unless she was hiding. I soon found myself going up the aisle very fast on Paul’s arm. I hoped my boss couldn’t see the seam down Paul’s back. People kept smiling at me and I wasn’t sure if you had to acknowledge them or not; the landlady before the last shouted out, ‘Would you like a kitten born on your wedding day?’ as I passed, so I shouted back, ‘Yes,’ just as I reached the altar. Charles was still there and the priest and James, who produced the wedding-ring. Charles and I had to do a lot of talking, but it was not difficult, because we said it after the priest, and we were married in no time, quite safely, because Eva was not there to say about just causes and impediments.

      When we got to the vestry Paul kissed me and I felt rather sad because it should have been Charles, but he was looking rather white and dazed, also he hadn’t enough money to pay them for marrying us. It was quite a lot of money they wanted – about seventeen-and-six, I believe, but we borrowed it from James. Of course, we need not have paid, because they couldn’t unmarry us if we hadn’t. I expect people do that sometimes, but it would be rather unpleasant.
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