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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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What shall I do with this absurdity –

O heart, O troubled heart – this caricature,

Decrepit age that has been tied to me

As to a dog’s tail?

W.B. YEATS, The Tower

O what Venerable and Reverend Creatures

did the Aged seem! Immortal Cherubims!

THOMAS TRAHERNE, Centuries of Meditation

Q. What are the four last things to be ever remembered?

A. The four last things to be ever remembered are Death, Judgement, Hell, and Heaven.

The Penny Catechism


For
TERESA WALSHE
with love


INTRODUCTION

The world according to Muriel Spark is a startling place, constructed with intelligence, relish and extraordinary precision. She displays its curiosities before us with a prosecutor’s skill: its subtle and more desperate energies, its failures and blooms of strange life. Its disinterested natural laws can frighten and damage, may even incinerate not particularly harmful young women. Her Peckham can accommodate a bump-headed agent provocateur with demonic pretensions. Her nuns may feed on Mew brand cat food and specialise in electronic surveillance. The darkly comic and the quietly tragic may dance together within intense, sealed ecosystems: a girls’ school, a castaways’ island, a factory, a nunnery, dense and complicated households, unpredictable and flawed minds. Pain is permitted, although not necessarily deserved, analgesics are scarce and may be counter-productive. She leads us through a savagely well-observed landscape within which no interesting thought is closed and no motivation goes unexamined, as humanity’s greeds, lusts, fears, cruelties and petty competitions tangle around us, choke each other, triumph, breed, exalt and die.

Our constant companion as we make our pleasantly demanding journeys is an authorial voice of exceptional authority, clarity and economy. Spark wrote short stories as well as novels and this can mean she is described as a miniaturist – that, or variations on the theme of smallness, pettiness, ladylike daintiness. Spark, of course, delights in being as ladylike as a scalpel and it would be far more accurate to say that her novels retain the compression, the dense layering and the mastery of point of view essential to the demands of the short story. There are no long Spark novels – someone with her startling gift of observation and her ability to combine relatively sparse and simple vocabulary into breathtaking punches of description simply doesn’t need to wander about for page after page, feeling a way towards characters or themes – the way has been found, opened, pinned back and considered. Thus, we find that a geriatric patient in the Maud Long Ward ‘… set up an infant-like wail, yet not entirely that of a child – it was more like that of an old woman copying the cry of an infant’. As with the scalpel, in Spark’s prose there is a sense of slightly unnerving speed – the pace of a pursuing mind, the pace of the world’s cruelties and accidents, the body’s frailties. There is the shine of accurate metal, a sense of irreversible observation and of forensic appetite, a sense that each scene has been perfected until it resonates, suggests larger and larger echoes.

Spark is also described as a Catholic writer – on occasions the term can seem to suggest that all writers who are Catholics may be usefully and meaningfully identified as a group with unique characteristics. Spark accepted Catholicism in her late thirties and believed this commitment gave her the confidence to become fully a writer. This being her belief, the confidence duly arrived. It could be argued that Catholic frames of reference supported her understanding in reaching towards the hyper-real, hallucinatory and extraordinary levels that seemed to attract her, while Catholicism’s methods of analysis and meditations provided an essential lens through which to view reality and its inhabitants.

And few meditations are more deep, troubling and potentially energising than those upon our own mortality. Memento Mori is Spark’s third book and probably marks her real debut as a mature novelist. Her previous novels – The Comforters, which plays with its protagonist’s reality, and Robinson, with its strictly limited canvas and cast – perhaps show symptoms of a writer testing her powers, keeping hold of some stable points as a ridiculously powerful and unusual imagination whirls away. With Memento Mori we meet a varied and large assembly of characters, motivations and viewpoints – all in what was then a beautifully rendered contemporary ’50s setting – while deftly, playfully, insistently and wisely Spark spins us out until we are face to face with death itself. Our death, the character’s death, the death of abilities, capacities and joys – the death of everything. Not exactly the least challenging subject for either side of the literary equation, but here it is embraced. This is where Spark steps off into the abyss and trusts in her abilities to keep her own and her reader’s head.

Memento Mori is exactly what it says – an aid to the contemplation of our demise, a reminder of our one, irreversible truth. It is also a crime story. On the surface of the narrative a number of elderly men and women, including Dame Lettie, a blue-blooded reformer, Godfrey, her petulant and mildly perverse brother, his once-feted novelist wife Charmian and Alec Warner, an obsessive amateur gerontologist, slowly begin to receive anonymous phone calls which tell them, ‘Remember you must die’. The mystery voice and the tone varies, the message does not. A suitably ancient detective is hired to investigate, but it becomes more and more clear that the book’s investigation is aimed beyond him, is looking with a kind of wonder at the force that walks amongst us, stealing youth and then life, the killer that will never be apprehended, never stopped.

Spark’s work delights in mentioning the unmentionable: that nice people think nasty thoughts and do nasty things, that dressed people can also be naked, that sex is rarely as elevated or romantic as we’d wish, that the idea of strangers, or old people, or ugly people having sex can be appalling, that forgetting death renders us foolish and that dying can make us seem more foolish still. The eccentric joy and energy of this novel, what may be the rush of the author’s enthusiasms, her mature passions, is part of what makes a book on an unsupportable subject not just philosophically stimulating but also delightful.

It is characteristic of Spark’s doggedly thorough intellect that she takes us beyond the fact of extinction and widens the spiritual challenge she offers into a meditation on mercy. The book’s characters are largely venal, conniving and emotionally blunted. Godfrey constantly underestimates his wife Charmian, who lives in a childishly self-centred world of suddenly piercing fears. Her old companion, Jean Taylor, is trapped in a brisk yet appalling geriatric ward, survivable only in a state of voluntary or involuntary detachment. Almost everyone believes they are still sound in mind and body, that they are the centre of things, that they are good and right, that they are not really going to die. Almost everyone is wrong. Memento Mori steadfastly repeats that we are all destined for destruction, but is able to suggest that we are therefore deserving of compassion, the loving kindness which Spark allows to shine for brief, poignant moments. Observing beside the author, the reader sees a world largely robbed of compassion and how terrible that is, what a death in life can produce. Memento Mori shows perhaps the world’s greatest crime, the avoidable wrong, the human fault, the death of mercy.

A. L. Kennedy, 2009


CHAPTER 1

Dame Lettie Colston refilled her fountain-pen and continued her letter:



One of these days I hope you will write as brilliantly on a happier theme. In these days of cold war I do feel we should soar above the murk & smog & get into the clear crystal.





The telephone rang. She lifted the receiver. As she had feared, the man spoke before she could say a word. When he had spoken the familiar sentence she said, ‘Who is that speaking, who is it?’

But the voice, as on eight previous occasions, had rung off.

Dame Lettie telephoned to the Assistant Inspector as she had been requested to do. ‘It has occurred again,’ she said.

‘I see. Did you notice the time?’

‘It was only a moment ago.’

‘The same thing?’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘the same. Surely you have some means of tracing—’

‘Yes, Dame Lettie, we will get him, of course.’

A few moments later Dame Lettie telephoned to her brother Godfrey.

‘Godfrey, it has happened again.’

‘I’ll come and fetch you, Lettie,’ he said. ‘You must spend the night with us.’

‘Nonsense. There is no danger. It is merely a disturbance.’

‘What did he say?’

‘The same thing. And quite matter-of-fact, not really threatening. Of course the man’s mad. I don’t know what the police are thinking of, they must be sleeping. It’s been going on for six weeks now.’

‘Just those words?’

‘Just the same words – Remember you must die – nothing more.’

‘He must be a maniac,’ said Godfrey.

Godfrey’s wife Charmian sat with her eyes closed, attempting to put her thoughts into alphabetical order which Godfrey had told her was better than no order at all, since she now had grasp of neither logic nor chronology. Charmian was eighty-five. The other day a journalist from a weekly paper had been to see her. Godfrey had subsequently read aloud to her the young man’s article:



… By the fire sat a frail old lady, a lady who once set the whole of the literary world (if not the Thames) on fire … Despite her age, this legendary figure is still abundantly alive …





Charmian felt herself dropping off, and so she said to the maid who was arranging the magazines on the long oak table by the window, ‘Taylor, I am dropping off to sleep for five minutes. Telephone to St Mark’s and say I am coming.’

Just at that moment Godfrey entered the room holding his hat and wearing his outdoor coat. ‘What’s that you say?’ he said.

‘Oh, Godfrey, you made me start.’

‘Taylor …’ he repeated, ‘St Mark’s … Don’t you realize there is no maid in this room, and furthermore, you are not in Venice?’

‘Come and get warm by the fire,’ she said, ‘and take your coat off’; for she thought he had just come in from the street.

‘I am about to go out,’ he said. ‘I am going to fetch Lettie who is to stop with us tonight. She has been troubled by another of those anonymous calls.’

‘That was a pleasant young man who called the other day,’ said Charmian.

‘Which young man?’

‘From the paper. The one who wrote—’

‘That was five years and two months ago,’ said Godfrey.

‘Why can’t one be kind to her?’ he asked himself as he drove to Lettie’s house in Hampstead. ‘Why can’t one be more gentle?’ He himself was eighty-seven, and in charge of all his faculties. Whenever he considered his own behaviour he thought of himself not as ‘I’ but as ‘one’.

‘One has one’s difficulties with Charmian,’ he told himself.

‘Nonsense,’ said Lettie. ‘I have no enemies.’

‘Think,’ said Godfrey. ‘Think hard.’

‘The red lights,’ said Lettie. ‘And don’t talk to me as if I were Charmian.’

‘Lettie, if you please, I do not need to be told how to drive. I observed the lights.’ He had braked hard, and Dame Lettie was jerked forward.

She gave a meaningful sigh which, when the green lights came on, made him drive all the faster.

‘You know, Godfrey,’ she said, ‘you are wonderful for your age.’

‘So everyone says.’ His driving pace became moderate; her sigh of relief was inaudible, her patting herself on the back, invisible.

‘In your position,’ he said, ‘you must have enemies.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘I say yes.’ He accelerated.

‘Well, perhaps you’re right.’ He slowed down again, but Dame Lettie thought, I wish I hadn’t come.

They were at Knightsbridge. It was only a matter of keeping him happy till they reached Kensington Church Street and turned into Vicarage Gardens where Godfrey and Charmian lived.

‘I have written to Eric,’ she said, ‘about his book. Of course, he has something of his mother’s former brilliance, but it did seem to me that the subject-matter lacked the joy and hope which was the mark of a good novel in those days.’

‘I couldn’t read the book,’ said Godfrey. ‘I simply could not go on with it. A motor salesman in Leeds and his wife spending a night in a hotel with that communist librarian … Where does it all lead you?’

Eric was his son. Eric was fifty-six and had recently published his second novel.

‘He’ll never do as well as Charmian did,’ Godfrey said. ‘Try as he may.’

‘Well, I can’t quite agree with that,’ said Lettie, seeing that they had now pulled up in front of the house. ‘Eric has a hard streak of realism which Charmian never—’

Godfrey had got out and slammed the door. Dame Lettie sighed and followed him into the house, wishing she hadn’t come.

‘Did you have a nice evening at the pictures, Taylor?’ said Charmian.

‘I am not Taylor,’ said Dame Lettie, ‘and in any case, you always called Taylor “Jean” during her last twenty or so years in your service.’

Mrs Anthony, their daily housekeeper, brought in the milky coffee and placed it on the breakfast table.

‘Did you have a nice evening at the pictures, Taylor?’ Charmian asked her.

‘Yes, thanks, Mrs Colston,’ said the housekeeper.

‘Mrs Anthony is not Taylor,’ said Lettie. ‘There is no one by name of Taylor here. And anyway you used to call her Jean latterly. It was only when you were a girl that you called Taylor Taylor. And, in any event, Mrs Anthony is not Taylor.’

Godfrey came in. He kissed Charmian. She said, ‘Good morning, Eric.’

‘He is not Eric,’ said Dame Lettie.

Godfrey frowned at his sister. Her resemblance to himself irritated him. He opened The Times.

‘Are there lots of obituaries today?’ said Charmian.

‘Oh, don’t be gruesome,’ said Lettie.

‘Would you like me to read you the obituaries, dear?’ Godfrey said, turning the pages to find the place in defiance of his sister.

‘Well, I should like the war news,’ Charmian said.

‘The war has been over since nineteen forty-five,’ Dame Lettie said. ‘If indeed it is the last war you are referring to. Perhaps, however, you mean the First World War? The Crimean perhaps …?’

‘Lettie, please,’ said Godfrey. He noticed that Lettie’s hand was unsteady as she raised her cup, and the twitch on her large left cheek was pronounced. He thought in how much better form he himself was than his sister, though she was the younger, only seventy-nine.

Mrs Anthony looked round the door. ‘Someone on the phone for Dame Lettie.’

‘Oh, who is it?’

‘Wouldn’t give a name.’

‘Ask who it is, please.’

‘Did ask. Wouldn’t give—’

‘I’ll go,’ said Godfrey.

Dame Lettie followed him to the telephone and overheard the male voice. ‘Tell Dame Lettie,’ it said, ‘to remember she must die.’

‘Who’s there?’ said Godfrey. But the man had hung up.

‘We must have been followed,’ said Lettie. ‘I told no one I was coming over here last night.’

She telephoned to report the occurrence to the Assistant Inspector.

He said, ‘Sure you didn’t mention to anyone that you intended to stay at your brother’s home?’

‘Of course I’m sure.’

‘Your brother actually heard the voice? Heard it himself?’

‘Yes, as I say, he took the call.’

She told Godfrey, ‘I’m glad you took the call. It corroborates my story. I have just realized that the police have been doubting it.’

‘Doubting your word?’

‘Well, I suppose they thought I might have imagined it. Now, perhaps, they will be more active.’

Charmian said, ‘The police … what are you saying about the police? Have we been robbed?’

‘I am being molested,’ said Dame Lettie.

Mrs Anthony came in to clear the table.

‘Ah, Taylor, how old are you?’ said Charmian.

‘Sixty-nine, Mrs Colston,’ said Mrs Anthony.

‘When will you be seventy?’

‘Twenty-eighth November.’

‘That will be splendid, Taylor. You will then be one of us,’ said Charmian.
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