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Praise for Loitering with Intent

‘A delightful and exquisitely achieved work’ Martyn Goff, Daily Telegraph

‘I read this book in a delirium of delight. In Loitering with Intent, Miss Spark returns to the early flawless form of Memento Mori and The Comforters … robust and full-bodied, a wise and mature work, and a brilliantly mischievous one’ New York Times Book Review

‘It is marvellous how intelligently entertaining she can be … there can be few novelists who command such a formidable technique’ Financial Times

‘This is Muriel Spark in the splendid form of those marvellous and influential novels of her earlier career’ The Times

‘Unflagging wit and inventiveness’ Time Magazine
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Muriel Spark

Muriel Spark, D. B. E., C. Litt, was born in Edinburgh in 1918. A poet and novelist, she wrote children’s books, radio plays, a comedy, Doctors of Philosophy, first performed in London in 1962 and published in 1963, and biographies of nineteenth-century literary figures, among these Mary Shelley and Emily Brontë. She is best known for her stories and many successful novels, including Memento Mori, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, The Driver’s Seat, The Hothouse by the East River, Loitering with Intent, A Far Cry from Kensington, Symposium and The Finishing School. For her long career of literary achievement Muriel Spark won international praise and many awards, including the David Cohen British Literature Award, the T. S. Eliot Award, the Campion Award, the Saltire Prize, an Observer Short Story Prize, the Boccaccio Prize for European Literature, the Gold Pen Award and the Italia Prize for dramatic radio. Muriel Spark was given an honorary doctorate of Letters from a number of universities, London, Edinburgh and Oxford among these. She died in 2006.
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INTRODUCTION


In a novel with a central character who is a novelist, and which contains numerous reflections on how fiction should ideally be written and read, it is little surprise to find a warning to critics – or indeed writers of prefaces to future posthumous editions of Muriel Spark’s work. ‘It it not to be supposed that the stamp and feeling of a novel can be conveyed by an intellectual summary,’ admonishes author Fleur Talbot, recalling the period ‘in the middle of the 20th century’, when she had her first novel, Warrender Chase, accepted for publication. Warrender Chase is one of several books within the book that is Loitering With Intent, Spark’s sixteenth novel, which was shortlisted for the Booker Prize (now the Man Booker) in 1981.

Any attempt to summarise the stamp and feeling of Loitering with Intent needs to note that the turn of the eighties seems, in retrospect, to have turned British fiction inwards. David Lodge’s How Far Can You Go? (1980) intercuts its narrative of the lives of British Catholics with bracketed interruptions from Lodge himself, havering over a character’s name or regretting the time that the manuscript was taking to type. In Martin Amis’s Money (1984), the protagonist, John Self, at one point bumps into a novelist called Martin Amis. On stage, Tom Stoppard’s The Real Thing (1982) was a play about a playwright, in which several key scenes deliberately confused the audience over whether they came from Stoppard’s play about the dramatist or from dramas written by the character.

At a subconscious or conscious level – definitely the latter in the case of Lodge, who taught English literature between novels – these self-referential stories sniffed a wind from France. Roland Barthes had written an influential 1967 essay, ‘The Death of The Author’, incorporated into a 1977 book, which argued that the popular habit of reading a writer’s biography into the work was wrong, and that the meaning of a story was controlled by the reader more than by the writer. These ideas were enthusiastically extended by other critics including Jacques Derrida and Paul de Man.

On the surface, Loitering with Intent interferes with the author–audience relationship less obviously than Lodge, Amis or Stoppard: the cast-list includes no one called Muriel Spark, and the events are described conventionally enough across twelve chapters narrated by a single character. But, on closer examination, almost every line is tugged, twisted, or read between. Compulsively questioning the roles of narrative, character and author, this is a masterpiece of literary playfulness.

The methods of her profession had always fascinated Spark. Her debut, The Comforters (1957), features a woman who knows herself to be a character in a book. The 1970 novella The Driver’s Seat, in which a woman engineers her own death, is an exploration of personal will versus divine predestination (one of Spark’s recurrent theological concerns as a Roman Catholic), but can also be read in terms of the relationship between novelist and character.

And Spark’s career-making book The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie (1961) employed a daring method of foreshadowing, revealing a character’s destiny in a casual bracket. When I talked to Spark for BBC Radio 4’s Front Row at her home in Tuscany during her last major interview before her death in April 2006, she recalled that her editors had been appalled by such anticipation, believing the trick must lessen the tension of the story. Spark, though, instinctively felt that the reader becomes even more interested in characters who have the shadow of death or accident cast across them.

This giveaway trick, though, is minor in comparison with the box of fictional games opened by Loitering with Intent. Foreshadowing is, again, the first of them. During the opening pages, the young poet writing some verse during a London lunchtime at the exact mid-point of the twentieth century (30 June 1950) is quickly surrounded by an atmosphere of presentiment.

The Kensington graveyard, already an ominous location, is made even more so by the fact that the resting places in this cemetry are ‘worn-out’ and about to be ‘demolished’. Fleur’s first recollection is ‘in cold blood’, while her spacious bedsit becomes a ‘double-room life’, with its prescient hint of duplicity, a significant theme in the novel that follows. We soon learn that the quiet moment being described turns out to belong to ‘the last day of a whole chunk of [her] life’. On two occasions in the book, the funerals of major characters are previewed during apparently innocuous paragraphs about them. A reference to Sir Quentin Oliver as a ‘psychological Jack the Ripper’ also increases our awareness that only Fleur, as an I-narrator, is guaranteed to leave the story alive.

This sinister build-up is characteristic of Spark – whose fiction most resembled a Roald Dahl plot rewritten with the literary wit of a Jane Austen or Virginia Woolf – and is soon joined by a secondary, more literary tension: to what extent is Spark writing about her own life and career? Always a keen player with words, she is typically multi-meaning in her naming of the group which Fleur serves as secretary, polishing the manuscripts of would-be memoirists: the Autobiographical Association.

And, for readers who have knowledge of the author’s life, the story is soon sparking off autobiographical associations. If the works of fictional novelists could be sold in bookshops, then by the end of the 1950s, Talbot’s Warrender Chase and All Soul’s Day would be shelved alphabetically just along from Spark’s The Comforters (1957) and Robinson (1958). References to the misuse of diet pills and unreliable literary critics as boyfriends also chime with details of Spark’s own life later given in her memoir Curriculum Vitae (1990).

The hint that Loitering with Intent is in some ways a disguised CV is intensified by several references within the plot to three celebrated autobiographies: John Henry Newman’s Apologia pro Vita Sua, Benvenuto Cellini’s Life and Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past. Although it is characteristic of Spark that Fleur’s reminiscences are not triggered by a genteel sponge-cake, as Proust’s were, but by a rather sinister ‘lard-laden Cornish pasty’ containing merely ‘two small diced cubes of steak’. (Food is a frequent time code in this book; the modern reader learns along the way the timetable of post-war rationing and the ‘black-market delicacies’ sometimes available.)

The autobiographical association which will most interest Spark’s readers, though, is the probability that Fleur Talbot’s comments on the art of the novel are the author’s own. Such as: ‘The true novelist, one who understands the novel as a continuous poem, is a myth-maker, and the wonder of the art resides in the endless different ways of telling a story, and the methods are mythological by nature.’ That sounds like very much like Spark, who preferred to be called a ‘poet’ than a novelist.

Again, we suspect that Spark is answering publishers and critics of her own work when Fleur’s first novel is denounced as ‘sick’. Looking back, she recalls, surely with her creator in agreement: ‘When I first started writing, people used to say my novels were exaggerated. They never were exaggerated, merely aspects of realism.’

This novel by an exaggerated realist, though, would be little use to aspiring authors as a how-to guide, in the manner of Stephen King’s handbook On Writing or Elmore Leonard’s list of rules for creating successful fiction. Many of Fleur’s declarations on the business of making books are metaphysical or even supernatural. For example: ‘Sometimes I don’t actually meet a character I have created in a novel until some time after the novel has been written and published.’

Although Roland Barthes and the other university murderers of the author would have greatly disapproved of the novel’s interest in the relationship between memoir and fiction, they would certainly have enjoyed the many moments, such as the one just quoted above, in which the story starts to question the terms on which it exists. Some of this self-inspection involves small gestures. It is at the very beginning of chapter two, for instance, that we are informed that none of the memoirs written by the Autobiographical Association has reached beyond chapter one. They are put into their place at the precise moment that we move beyond it. Elsewhere, Fleur laments: ‘For a moment, I felt like the “I” of a novel whose physical description the author had decided not to set forth’, which is exactly her predicament.

There is also a larger architecture of argument between the novel, its writer and its characters. One of the pleasures of Loitering with Intent is the frequent slippage between competing realities.

Fleur, working at the Autobiographical Association, begins to fictionalise memoirs which, we strongly come to understand, may already be significantly false. The members of the Association, who fear that Fleur may be writing a novel about them, then begin to behave and speak in the manner of characters in Warrender Chase: the result, we discover, of another overlap between manuscripts. Investigating this leakage, Fleur comes to realise that the she is not the only novelist operating within Spark’s novel.

Throughout the story, different books are calling and responding to each other in the manner of priest and congregation at a mass, though with the difference that doubt and disagreement are permitted. It is representative of the novel’s Sparky mood that Cardinal Newman’s memoirs, written as a defence of his religious position, are attacked within the book, dismissed as ‘poetic paranoia’.

In that connection, while Spark’s books seem entirely modern in their games with the nature of fiction, if anything risks dating them it is their religious concern. Spark comes from an era when four of the major talents in British fiction – Graham Greene, Evelyn Waugh, Anthony Burgess and herself – were Roman Catholics; Burgess by birth, the others by conversion. Their faith was emblazoned on dust-jackets and also provided subject-matter for such key Catholic novels as Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited, Greene’s The End of The Affair and Spark’s The Comforters and The Only Problem. When I was growing up as a Catholic in Britain in the seventies, these books and authors would be proudly invoked by my parents and teachers like the star players on a football team.

The fact that Fleur is specifically a Catholic, who disagrees with her friend Dottie on theology and worship, is another of the book’s autobiographical associations, but even many Catholics today will struggle to grasp the detailed references to Newman or ‘novenas’, a cycle of prayers said over nine successive days. However, Spark’s religious comedy – such as the priest whose heresy involves the belief that Satan was female – is completely non-denominational. And her prose should leave no admirer of stylish English agnostic.

Aphorisms and paradoxes abound: ‘It is typical of a state of anxiety that it seems to attract ever more disaster.’ Or: ‘It is elementary wisdom always to fear weaknesses, including one’s own; the reactions of the weak, when touched off, can be horrible and sudden.’ And, finally, a neat variation on the Occam’s Razor problem of knowing when a liar is telling the truth: ‘She said, sadly, that that no one was ever completely frank, it was an illusion. I said I agreed, and this made her uneasy.’

This wit is Austenesque, although more ominous and chilling, as if the writer of Pride and Prejudice had switched to thrillers. No one found the uneasy as easy as Muriel Spark. An autobiographical novel which is also a novel about autobiography, a gripping story which keeps stopping to examine how it is keeping its hold, Loitering with Intent is among the greatest fictions about fiction.

Muriel Spark believed that there was an unknowable, perhaps mystical, element to the process by which thoughts became prose and experience plot. So it is appropriate that this Booker Prize-shortlisted novel (beaten to the 1981 prize by Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children) should contain a strange piece of Booker foreshadowing: ‘What a lot of books – have you read them all?’ someone asks Fleur. Two years later, during the televised Booker ceremony on BBC2, presenter Selina Scott asked almost precisely this question to one of the judges, Angela Carter. Muriel Spark would not have been surprised by a line from her novel taking on a public life in this way. As Fleur observes, sometimes a novelist only meets a character in real life after creating them.

Mark Lawson, 2006
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One day in the middle of the twentieth century I sat in an old graveyard which had not yet been demolished, in the Kensington area of London, when a young policeman stepped off the path and came over to me. He was shy and smiling, he might have been coming over the grass to ask me for a game of tennis. He only wanted to know what I was doing but plainly he didn’t like to ask. I told him I was writing a poem, and offered him a sandwich which he refused as he had just had his dinner himself. He stopped to talk awhile, then he said good-bye, the graves must be very old, and that he wished me good luck and that it was nice to speak to somebody.

This was the last day of a whole chunk of my life but I didn’t know that at the time. I sat on the stone slab of some Victorian grave writing my poem as long as the sun lasted. I lived nearby in a bed-sitting-room with a gas fire and a gas ring operated by pre-decimal pennies and shillings in the slot, whichever you preferred or had. My morale was high. I needed a job, but that, which should have been a depressing factor when viewed in cold blood, in fact simply was not. Neither was the swinishness of my landlord, a Mr Alexander, short of stature. I was reluctant to go home lest he should waylay me. I owed him no rent but he kept insisting that I should take a larger and more expensive room in his house, seeing that I had overcrowded the small single room with my books, my papers, my boxes and bags, my food stores and the evidence of constant visitors who stayed to tea or came late.

So far I had stood up to the landlord’s claim that I was virtually living a double-room life for single-room pay. At the same time I was fascinated by his swinishness. Tall Mrs Alexander always kept in the background so far as the renting of rooms was concerned, determined not to be confused with a landlady. Her hair was always glossy black, new from the hairdresser, her nails polished red. She stepped in and out of the house with a polite nod like another, but more superior, tenant. I fairly drank her in with my mind while smiling politely back. I had nothing whatsoever against these Alexanders except in the matter of their wanting me to take on a higher-priced room. If he had thrown me out I would still have had nothing much against them, I would mainly have been fascinated. In a sense I felt that the swine Alexander was quite excellent as such, surpassingly hand-picked. And although I wanted to avoid him on my return to my lodging I knew very well I had something to gain from a confrontation, should it happen. In fact, I was aware of a demon inside me that rejoiced in seeing people as they were, and not only that, but more than ever as they were, and more, and more.

At that time I had a number of marvellous friends, full of good and evil. I was close on penniless but my spirits were all the more high because I had recently escaped from the Autobiographical Association (non-profit-making) where I was thought rather mad, if not evil. I will tell you about the Autobiographical Association.

Ten months before the day when I sat writing my poem on the worn-out graves of the dead in Kensington and had a conversation with the shy policeman, ‘Dear Fleur,’ came the letter.

‘Dear Fleur.’ Fleur was the name hazardously bestowed at birth, as always in these cases before they know what you are going to turn out like. Not that I looked too bad, it was only that Fleur wasn’t the right name, and yet it was mine as are the names of those melancholy Joys, those timid Victors, the inglorious Glorias and materialistic Angelas one is bound to meet in the course of a long life of change and infiltration; and I once met a Lancelot who, I assure you, had nothing to do with chivalry.

However all that may be, ‘Dear Fleur,’ went the letter. ‘I think I’ve found a job for you! …’ The letter went on, very boring. It was a well-wishing friend and I have forgotten what she looked like. Why did I keep these letters? Why? They are all neatly bundled up in thin folders, tied with pink tape, 1949, 1950, 1951 and on and on. I was trained to be a secretary; maybe I felt that letters ought to be filed, and I’m sure I thought they would be interesting one day. In fact, they aren’t very interesting in themselves. For example about this time, just before the turn of the half-century, a bookshop wrote to ask for their money or they would ‘take further steps’. I owed money to bookshops in those days; some were more lenient than others. I remember at the time thinking the letter about the further steps quite funny and worth keeping. Perhaps I wrote and told them that I was quite terrified of their steps approaching further, nearer, nearer; perhaps I didn’t actually write this but only considered doing so. Apparently I paid them in the end for the final receipt is there, £5.8.9. I always desired books; nearly all of my bills were for books. I possessed one very rare book which I traded for part of my bill with another bookshop, for I wasn’t a bibliophile of any kind; rare books didn’t interest me for their rarity, but for their content. I borrowed frequently from the public library, but often I would go into a bookshop and in my longing to possess, let us say, the Collected Poems of Arthur Clough and a new Collected Chaucer, I would get into conversation with the bookseller and run up a bill. ‘Dear Fleur, I think I’ve found a job for you!’ I wrote off to the address in Northumberland setting forth my merits as a secretary. Within a week I got on a bus to go and be interviewed by my new employer at the Berkeley Hotel. It was six in the evening. I had allowed for the rush hour and arrived early. He was earlier still, and when I went to the desk to ask for him he rose from a nearby chair and came over to me.

He was slight, nearly tall, with white hair, a thin face with high cheekbones which were pink-flushed, although otherwise his face was pale. His right shoulder seemed to protrude further than the left as if fixed in the position for shaking hands, so that his general look was very slightly askew. He had an air which said, I am distinguished. Name, Sir Quentin Oliver.

We sat at a table drinking dry sherry. He said, ‘Fleur Talbot – are you half French?’

‘No. Fleur was just a name my mother fancied.’

‘Ah, interesting … Well now, yes, let me explain about the undertaking.’

The wages he offered were of 1936 vintage, and this was 1949, modern times. But I pushed up the starting price a little, and took the job for its promise of a totally new experience.

‘Fleur Talbot …’ he had said, sitting there in the Berkeley. ‘Any connection with the Talbots of Talbot Grange? The Honourable Martin Talbot, know who I mean?’

I said, ‘No.’

‘No relation to them. Of course there are the Talbots of Findlay’s Refineries. Those sugar people. She’s a great friend of mine. Lovely creature. Too good for him if you ask my opinion.’

Sir Quentin Oliver’s London flat was in Hallam Street near Portland Place. There I went to my job from nine in the morning till five-thirty in the afternoon, passing the BBC edifice where I always hoped to get a job but never succeeded.

At Hallam Street every morning the door would be opened by Mrs Tims, the housekeeper. The first morning Sir Quentin introduced her to me as ‘Beryl, Mrs Tims,’ which she in a top-people’s accent corrected to Mrs Beryl Tims, and while I stood waiting with my coat on, they had an altercation over this, he maintaining politely that before her divorce she had been Mrs Thomas Tims and now she was, to be precise, Beryl, Mrs Tims, but in no circumstances was Mrs Beryl Tims accepted usage. Mrs Tims then announced she could produce her National Insurance card, her ration book and her identity card to prove that her name was Mrs Beryl Tims. Sir Quentin held that the clerks employed in the ministries which issued these documents were ill-informed. Later, he said, he would show her what he meant under correct forms of address in one of his reference books. After that, he turned to me.

‘I hope you’re not argumentative,’ he said. ‘An argumentative woman is like water coming through the roof; it says so in the Holy Scriptures, either Proverbs or Ecclesiastes, I forget which. I hope you don’t talk too much.’

‘I talk very little,’ I said, which was true, although I listened a lot because I had a novel, my first, in larva. I took off my coat and handed it somewhat snootily to the refined Mrs Tims, who took it away roughly and stalked off hammering the parquet floor with her heels. As she went she looked contemptuously at the coat which was a cheap type known then as ‘Utility’. Utility was at that time the People’s garment, recognizable by the label with its motif of overlapping quarter-moons. Many of the rich, who could afford to spend clothing coupons on non-Utility at Dorville, Jacqmar or Savile Row, still chose to buy Utility, bestowing upon it, I noticed, the inevitable phrase, ‘perfectly all right’. I have always been on the listen-in for those sort of phrases.

But perfectly all right was not what Beryl Tims thought of my coat. I followed Sir Quentin into the library. ‘Come into my parlour, said the spider to the fly,’ said Sir Quentin. I acknowledged his witticism with the smug smile which I felt was part of my job.

In the interview at the Berkeley he had told me the work was to be of a ‘… literary nature. We are a group. A group, I may add, of some distinction. Your function will be highly interesting, although of course on you will depend the efficiency and typewriting – how I hate that word stenography, so American – and of course the stationery cupboard is dreadfully untidy at the moment and will need seeing to. You will have your work cut out, Miss Talbot.’

I had asked at the end of the interview if I could get some pay at the end of the first week as I couldn’t hold out for a whole month. He went aloof, a little hurt. Perhaps he suspected that I wanted to put the job on a week’s trial; this was partly true but my need for speedy pay was equally true. He had said, ‘Oh well, yes, of course if it’s a case of hardship,’ as one might say a case of sea-sickness. In the meantime I had wondered why he had called the interview at a London hotel instead of at the flat where I was to work.

Now that I was actually in the flat he answered that question himself. ‘It isn’t everybody, Miss Talbot, whom I invite to enter my home.’ I replied agreeably that we all felt like that and I cast my eyes round the room; I couldn’t see the books, they were all behind glass. But Sir Quentin was not satisfied with my ‘We all feel like that’; it put us on an equal footing. He set about making plain that I had missed the point. ‘What I mean,’ he said, ‘is that here we have formed a very special circle, for a very delicate purpose. The work is top secret. I want you to remember that. I interviewed six young ladies, and I have chosen you, Miss Talbot, I want you to remember that.’ By this time he was seated at his very splendid desk, leaning back in his chair, eyes half-closed, with his hands held before him at chest level, the finger-tips of each hand touching the other. I sat at the opposite side of the desk.

He waved towards a large antique cabinet. ‘In there,’ he said, ‘are secrets.’

I wasn’t alarmed, for although he was plainly some sort of crank and it struck me, of course, that he might be up to no good, there was nothing in his voice or manner that I felt as an immediate personal menace. But I was on the alert, in fact excited. The novel I was writing, my first, Warrender Chase, was really filling my whole life at that time. I was finding it extraordinary how, throughout all the period I had been working on the novel, right from Chapter One, characters and situations, images and phrases that I absolutely needed for the book simply appeared as if from nowhere into my range of perception. I was a magnet for experiences that I needed. Not that I reproduced them photographically and literally. I didn’t for a moment think of portraying Sir Quentin as he was. What gave me great happiness was his gift to me of the finger-tips of his hands touching each other, and, nestling among the words, as he waved towards the cabinet, ‘In there are secrets,’ the pulsating notion of how much he wanted to impress, how greatly he desired to believe in himself. And I might have left the job then and there, and never seen or thought of him again, but carried away with me these two items and more. I felt like the walnut cabinet itself towards which he was waving. In here are secrets, said my mind. At the same time I gave him my attention.

After all these years I’ve got used to this process of artistic apprehension in the normal course of the day, but it was fairly new to me then. Mrs Tims had also excited me in the same way. An awful woman. But to me, beautifully awful. I must say that in September of 1949 I had no idea at all if I could bring off Warrender Chase. But whether I was capable of finishing the whole book or not, the excitement was the same.

Sir Quentin went on to tell me what the job was about. Mrs Tims brought in the post.

Sir Quentin ignored her but he said to me, ‘I never deal with my correspondence until after breakfast. It’s too upsetting.’ (You must know that in those days the mail arrived at eight in the morning and people who didn’t go out to work read their letters with their breakfast, and those who did, read them on the bus.) ‘Too upsetting.’ In the meantime Mrs Tims went to the window and said, ‘They’re dead.’ She was referring to a bowl of roses which had shed their petals on the table. She gathered up the petals and stuck them into the rose bowl, then lifted the rose bowl to carry it away. As she did so she looked at me and caught me watching her. I continued to watch the spot where she had been, as if in glaze-eyed abstraction, and perhaps, thus, I succeeded in fooling her that I hadn’t been consciously watching her at all, only looking at the spot where she stood, my thoughts on something else; perhaps I didn’t fool her, one never knows about those things. She continued to grumble about the dead roses till she left the room, looking all the more like the wife of a man I knew; Mrs Tims even walked like her.
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