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INTRODUCTION


In a card to his mother, congratulating her for this novel’s inclusion in the List’s 100 Best Scottish Books of All Time, John Crosbie wrote of his pride that Agnes Owens had finally been allowed to take her position amongst the Scottish contemporary canon – and added that one day, she would, too, be part of ‘Scottish cultural history’. Perhaps Crosbie sensed that history would be more respectful of his mother than contemporary media; alongside its praise of the novel, the List had been unable to resist adding, ‘Not bad for a mother of seven from Balloch who joined a creative writing group because it meant “a night away from the kids.”’Owens deserves a critical analysis that can hold her sardonic comments lightly, look past her self-effacement and engage with the work itself. With the reissue of this novel alongside her others, on the year of her centenary, that much-deserved moment has surely finally arrived.


By the time Owens published For the Love of Willie, her fourth novel, she had become well acquainted with both the powers and pitfalls of invisibility. Emerging as fresh Scottish talent at the age of fifty-eight with the publication of Gentlemen of the West, she was met with an implicit incredulity from within the industry: that a working-class woman, a mother, a person in her sixth decade might have developed the skills necessary to express a natural talent in storytelling, and might have something unique and important to say. Of course, readers had much more trust in her, but so much of the media from the time looked straight past Agnes, the writer, and focused instead on her background, her circumstances, her jobs. If she didn’t already know it, she must have learned, during that time, that even as they emerge on the publishing stage, women are always subject to low expectations. But, as she told interviewer Jane Gray in 2008: ‘The underdog can turn around and bite you, same as any other dog.’1


The underdog, in fact, might have more opportunity to bite you, as you continue to look straight past it, sure it won’t attack – and the smart dogs know that this is their advantage. For the Love of Willie is a book that remains both shocking and quietly revolutionary almost thirty years after its original publication, precisely because of the assumptions we, the audience, make of both its characters and its author – and because of the skill Owens has in manipulating us.


The novel begins with Peggy and the duchess – the former middle aged; the latter elderly – relaxing outside ‘a cottage hospital run by a local authority for females with mental problems, some of them long-term and incurable.’ The syntactical ambiguity deployed here hints at the dark humour with which Owens will tell this tale; is it the problems that are incurable? Or the women themselves – their very fact of femaleness? We don’t even think to ask this question until the book’s full story is laid out; until we realise just how skillful Owens has been within its pages.


The premise itself is comfortingly simple: a woman approaching her later years, confined in an institution, is writing a book about her life ‘before they put [her] inside’. This writing is an act of recollection as well as archival labour: her memories need to be made physical and readable. Something happened to her as a woman on the verge of adulthood, something that has remained a secret for far too long. She wants to show her story to the duchess, her older roommate, despite the latter’s lack of interest in what purport to be Peggy’s memoirs. But even this is problematised as the story progresses; Peggy refers to it as a novel several times, confusing the reader – and the duchess – as to what is real and what is imagined.


It is not diﬃcult to read the novel as a critique of the barriers that exist for working-class women trying to have their voices heard; Peggy has to fight for the resources to write her story (quietly struggling to access the paper she might write on), and the only person who is willing to read her work is another woman even more marginalised than her: the duchess, who loudly proclaims how likely Peggy’s project is to be a ‘waste of time’. Peggy asks herself, as she writes: ‘Who would want to read about an old trout like me, in a nuthouse too, and not even mad enough to be interesting?’ Why bother to continue? asks the book, when the odds are stacked against us so strongly. When to even tell our stories takes so much from us.


And yet herein lies the novel’s radical core: the duchess does, begrudgingly, encourage Peggy to continue, and through this encouragement and her own drive, Peggy writes her story. In doing so, she reveals a tale of true injustice, one that rouses all the other women in the institution – all, we are led to infer, victims of situations as unjust as Peggy’s – to begin to revolt. The duchess first becomes restless, then gains a new lease of life, a fresh vitality, powered by some force that the others cannot yet see. Peggy tells a nurse, ‘“I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s on the verge of a breakdown and slashes somebody with a dinner knife”’, acknowledging the capacity for violence that the duchess, and these other wronged women, have held inside them for so long. There is an inherent danger, the book tells us, in working-class women revealing their own circumstances – but the danger is to the institutions that oppress them, not to the women themselves.


This defiant energy leaks from the duchess (alongside many other fluids, for which Owens refuses to shame her) to the rest of the institution’s residents, even as the system and the staff within it attempt to subdue and degrade them. The closer Peggy gets to revealing the full truth of her history, the more brutal the institution’s punishments become. Still the women rise, in the face of increasing retribution; few contemporary readers expect a fleet of elderly ladies to be the ones leading the charge against structural misogyny, and yet that is exactly what we get. And still, Owens refuses to idealise these women, who continue to argue and abuse each other, humanly complex in even their most quietly heroic moments. The rebellion may be coming, but it will fight among itself, and it still needs to go to the toilet, possibly with help.


By the end of the story, which is more hopeful than seems possible from a novel this dark, at least one of its many messages is clear: it is never too late to claim back the power that’s been taken from you. The very telling of Peggy’s story undoes the error of silence made by the previous generations, with Peggy’s mother unable – or unwilling – to truly warn her of the dangers she would face in the thrall of shopkeeper Willie Roper, and in the world beyond. Or perhaps the issue was Peggy’s inability – or unwillingness – to listen. The novel does not seek to draw such finite conclusions as who exactly is to blame, within a system that traps women both domestically and institutionally. We cannot ask our children not to be children, it says, nor can we ask our mothers not to be mothers. What we can do is raise a voice against the injustice meted out across society, and see people’s actions for what they are: responses to a system that is not interested in fairness. As Owens told Jane Gray: ‘I want to convey people that are condemned in a better light than what people would think.’2


Throughout her career, Owens was positioned alongside a handful of Scottish writers: Alasdair Gray, James Kelman, Liz Lochhead. There are shared histories and shared themes that tie these writers together, and yet by considering her only alongside this group we do her a disservice; her work reaches out much further than the coasts of Scotland, both in influence and in shared concerns.


The only author Owens regularly cited as an influence was Flannery O’Connor, but it is Shirley Jackson, one of O’Connor’s American contemporaries, that comes to mind most when reading For the Love of Willie. The lives of Jackson and Owens may have little in common – though they both married young, and had four children each within these early marriages, which surely influenced the unflinching way they both wrote about the domestic as a site of both comfort and everyday horrors – but as writers they share what Ali Smith outlined as Owens’ literary hallmarks: ‘a frank irony, a deadpan gothic quality and a down-to-earth insistence on the surreality of most people’s normality.’ That Owens has not enjoyed the same global success as Jackson comes down, as so many things do, to the intersections of class, privilege and regionality, but on the equal playing field of the page, the two can happily stand toe-to-toe.


Specifically, it is Jackson’s Hangsaman that shares DNA with For the Love of Willie’s story within a story – that of Peggy and her coming of age. Both books are concerned with the desires and fates of teenage girls, and the ways in which their interactions with the broader world both diminish and damage them – but also how they respond and find a way to rail against society. In Jackson’s second novel, seventeen-year-old Natalie Waite, the daughter of a writer with great aspirations and a mother diminished and frustrated by the life of a housewife, prepares to go off to college; on the face of it, a life that couldn’t be further than that of Peggy, the sixteen-year-old striving for a job in Willie Roper’s shop. And yet these teenage girls are drawn so similarly, and learn such correspondingly dark things about the world, that the two books could be in conversation with one another. Reading the two side by side, you can almost imagine the debate that their authors might have about the themes within, and what different class positions and circumstances mean for emerging womanhood – vulnerable and strident in equal measure.


For all their differences, neither Jackson nor Owens are interested in sanitising the inner life of the teenage girl, nor prettying their desire or their actions. Their protagonists are full of agency, full of thought and emotion. It is their circumstances that draw their experiences apart; where Natalie is groomed towards a particular type of intellectualism – and therefore a particular type of intellectual – by her father, Peggy is left to the attentions of Willie, two decades her senior, a situation that arises due to her own need for financial autonomy and gender equality; she wishes to have the job any boy might have, to earn her own money and support her family, too, and this draws her into the lair of Willie.


It is here that we see how class operates in the lives of women; whereas Natalie is on the cusp of higher education, trying to learn to be an adult amongst her parents’ social circle, Peggy has only the world of the shop, and the blueprint of her own family’s domestic arrangements, on which to plot her adulthood. To Peggy, marriage and family seem a given. Conversely, while considering her future, Natalie thinks that by the age of thirty-four, she might be married, or – she considers, nauseatingly – ‘senselessly aﬄicted with children of her own’. Perhaps no phrase could better describe the situation in which Peggy actually finds herself by the age of eighteen; her reality manifesting the worst fears of upper-middle-class Natalie. And yet neither girl is shielded from the fact of sexual violence. Class may be a protective cloak, but it is not, it turns out, a suit of armour.


Following the assault that begins her introduction into the life of an adult woman, Natalie thinks to herself:




Someday I’ll be sixty years old, sixty-seven, eighty, and, remembering, will perhaps recall that something of this sort happened once (where? when? who?) and will perhaps smile nostalgically thinking, What a sad, silly girl I was, to be sure.





This is an achingly poignant bit of wishful thinking, one that, as we discover from reading Owens, does not always come true. We may dismiss, even forget these things that happen to teenage girls, and we may choose to let go of the memories of such things happening to younger versions of ourselves. Or perhaps, like Peggy, we may find that, at sixty, or sixty-seven, or eighty, we finally unburden ourselves of the weight these experiences placed on our lives, reflecting that we may have been silly girls, but that we did not deserve the sentences meted out to us for the crime of being young and female. We might even find a spirit of rebellion that has been made dormant, and take our lives in hand after far too long.


In both novels, it is the act of staring down the abyss that allows the girls to find something other than despair, though this is where the class difference of the characters comes into play; it is no coincidence that it is at university that Hangsaman’s Natalie is able to face the possibility of suicide and turn her life in another direction. Peggy, on the other side of the class divide, is pushed towards a more brutal act in the aftermath of her abuse, and is thereafter institutionalised for decades. Her ‘punishment’ for falling victim to the facts of femalehood cannot be avoided as Natalie’s can, and she can only find resolution, many years after the fact, by both speaking her truth and finding an alternative domestic arrangement, by finally being allowed to make herself a home.


Given that the ages of Peggy and the duchess roughly map onto the ages at which Owens published her first novel and this, it’s possible to see their relationship as one that the older Owens has with her younger self, a woman taking her first steps into the world of publishing. There is another, more interesting reading of the novel, however, which considers young Peggy, middle-aged Peggy and the duchess as three parts of the same psyche. Young Peggy is the Id, impulsive and pleasure-seeking, and focused on immediate gratification, marked by memories that she will bury away. Middle-aged Peggy is the Ego, the rational mediator, the moderating influence on the other two portions of the individual, the one who maintains harmony through a detached recitation of the facts. And the duchess, rather than being Peggy’s crochety frenemy, is the Superego, the judgmental part of the self that strives for ideal behaviour, that represents a moral conscience – is ‘imperious’, as the novel puts it. She is the one that tells middle-aged Peggy of her many faults and critiques of her as a person. ‘“You’re nothing but a cruel evil woman”’, she tells her, perhaps knowing, deep down, what she has done.


These three parts of Peggy are struggling with the same knowledge of the world, for they have experienced the same things. It is their responses to it that differ. It is the Id which rages, brutally, against this knowledge; it is the Ego that seeks to report it, to submit it dispassionately into the record so it may at least be acknowledged. And it is the Superego that wishes to believe in a sane order of the world, to get lost in simplicity; it is the duchess, here, that reads Mills and Boon books compulsively to protect herself from the darker, more complicated elements of life. The duchess has long forgotten what has happened to the young Peggy; on the very first page, referring to life outside the institution, she says, ‘“I can hardly imagine it.”’ For sanity’s sake she has blocked out all life outside their four walls. And middle-aged Peggy, throwing the duchess’s romance books into the bin, is determined to remind her of what the real world looks like, and what it has done to them. She is determined to raise her own rebellious spirit, in the, perhaps unexpected, form of the duchess herself.


It is the injustice revealed by middle-aged Peggy, through the excavation of young Peggy’s hidden memories, that feeds the rage of the justice-seeking Superego, the duchess. It is the oldest woman who turns more rebellious as the story progresses; she is the one that proposes acts of civil disobedience: threatening hunger strikes and stirring the institution’s residents towards revolt. But this Superego anger must burn out in order for the psyche to reconstitute itself. When the duchess says, of Peggy, ‘“she stole my True Romance”’, perhaps she means not a specific book, but her ability to believe in the simple fictions she has taken comfort in for so many years. In being reminded of what was done to her – to the psyche as a whole – she is undone, and expires. The truth is just too much for one mind to take.


Facing dismissal from the institution, the last act of brutality against a group of women who have been forced to make it their home, Peggy – as a whole psyche now, as she has absorbed both the duchess and her young Peggy into herself – faces up to the matron and, instead of protesting her innocence or her sanity, damns the other woman with a cursed truth: that the two of them are labouring under the same system, and no amount of attempts to put distance between them can change that. ‘“I’m no more cured than you are,”’ she says. The ambiguity of the first line is revisited, brilliantly: femaleness is a terminal condition for all aﬄicted – and none know it better than Peggy. It is for this reason that the book does not ask us to either forgive or decry its central character; it does not allow us to do either, in fact. It lays out with neither critique nor excuse what Peggy has done, and leaves it up for the reader to understand the landscape upon which she chose to act. And the postscript, once again, refuses the easy understanding of Peggy as a woman without the instinct to care, once again humanising her. She might be an underdog, but she’s anything but a beast.


HEATHER PARRY





1 https://journals.openedition.org/etudesecossaises/89


2 Ibid.
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