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INTRODUCTION

TO WRITE ABOUT WORKING class lives in any manner is often only commercially viable if you fit into certain barometers. First, you must be a person of privilege of some kind. You will preferably have signifiers that indicate your middle- or upper-class values. Those will help to reduce the intake of fear that arises whenever a so-called marginalised person dares to not only to access culture but to refine, innovate and create it themselves. I will have this on my gravestone: nobody on earth is in the periphery of their own consciousness; their own life or death, every person is the centre of their entire world.

Of course we see stories about injustice.

Often writers who are welcomed by the industry do not disrupt it.

They have signifiers that reduce their threat to the status quo, to ideology and to an industry that has depended often upon financial or social privilege for its duration. Signifiers are hugely important to a writer’s success, access and platform; without that soothing balm, the industry itself may react in a manner of alarm, disdain or outright dismissal. Signifiers may often include an education at an establishment like Oxford or Eton (Orwell); perhaps you become a wealthy landlord after experiences of poverty in childhood showing you have overcome the treachery of inequity by sheer brilliance and hard work which are seen as middle- or upper-class values (Dickens); often there is the comforting cushion of inheritance that allows for the practicality of imbuing one’s day with thought (E.M. Forster). There are so many writers who have somehow sanitised their presence publicly or in other ways to allow the pristine hallowed halls of literary merit to not feel begrudged that your books may be concerned with all people, no matter whom they are or where they come from.

There is a gargantuan ogre that exists within the very marrow of our cultural institutions.

It has a club.

It does not like to be alarmed.

Anything that is different is a cause for concern.

There are also the logistics of finding the time, energy or self-belief that investing your energy in the pursuit of literature is something that someone like you can do; then there is the very real and still present reality that writers are expected to be a certain kind of person, and only if those narrow confines are met, can one read them confidently as an ‘author’ – the authority on any given world, fictional or otherwise. This endless wall is extended to their characters, their likelihood of publication and their persistent erasure from any platform that might validate and extend their work out into the world.

Into this foray steps Agnes Owens.

It is her fourth novel Bad Attitudes that emerges after she has acclimatised to the cold dissonance of malcontent in the literary world, that on publication often finds critics slamming gates like a furious wind has bequeathed them the right to decide who understands truth, honour, pain, heartache, death, life and all the things in between that make up Agnes Owens’ considerable and original body of work. Not only was she unapologetically working class, as were the worlds she wrote about, she also had to go and be a woman as well, not only that, but also a mother of seven who worked all her life often in manual jobs.

It can be a great pain to a critic to have to evaluate the mind of a woman, or anyone in fact who has lived in ways that they have not – so often they don’t do it at all, or they retract all claws only to deeper gouge them.

Agnes sits at a typewriter wholly unconcerned.

Of course she is aware of the void her novella Bad Attitudes may fall into.

Despite all things her calling is absolutely personal to her.

That is the truth of all great writers. Permission is not necessary, outcome may be precarious, a deep unease will arise with the undertaking of returning to the story form anew and ungainly each and every time. In her gaze she can see Shanky Devine, ‘cursed with a bad squint, a nature that endeared him to no one, and who had stubbornly refused the council’s offer of a flat.’ There, too, is Peter Dawson. The demolishers are on their way (soon at some point we don’t know when) and they are going to take a bulldozer to the buildings with broken windows that once had made up the teenage Peter’s home life. Bad Attitudes is a story that begins with a return to a home that has never been allowed even the most tenuous of permanence not in structure, not in culture, not in community.

I would suggest a great many writers who do not have connections or who are overlooked might understand this.

Peter hopes to see a geranium and his mum’s old curtains when he looks up but instead there is only a broken window jagged around a black hole. He has to take a deep breath to reenter a space to which he is not allowed to be in, a space that belonged to his heart, his soul, his sadness, his family.

Agnes Owens does not even wait until the second page to let us see and feel every detail. From the ash that floats up into the air when Peter’s feet hit the floorboards, to the overpowering smell of damp on walls now green with the poison of societal neglect, we are into Peter’s world. Just as sharp and clear as a loud knock on the door, the skill of Owens’ clarity and vision places us exactly where she wants us to be.

Peter’s dog is leashed before returning to their new home lest he, too, be disappeared, just as homes and streets are, by disapproving forces. The relocation of communities in Scotland from slums to high rise, to low rise, to council estates, is an ongoing process of redistribution and dislocation. Agnes Owens understood this profoundly. It is to the world she casts her gaze and creates characters wholly vivid and lean in description, frivolity is never indulged, her form is precise.

The Dawson family have been moved to a wee flat, and their neighbour, old Mrs Webb, has greeted their arrival with foreboding. The Dawson family consists of a mother, a father, two sons and a large dog. To be an upstairs neighbour in a council flat is to annoy a downstairs resident with your footsteps, or your coughing, or even the sound of your going to the bathroom in the night. No indignity is spared! Council flats’ cardboard type sensibility with flim-flam walls and cheap materials offers little privacy, nor are they built for longevity or permanence, those things are not valued for its residents, in fact the prison populations are often moved around in a very similar way lest they bond too well, or develop any sense of actual security – one institution often informs another.

Agnes Owens knows this on a deep level.

When Mr Dawson pounds down the street with a wardrobe on his back perhaps ‘the worse for drink’ and tells Mrs Webb to get out the way or she might get flattened, we are already in the keen fine humour of one whose sharp wit may be uncomfortable for those who could find themselves on the other end of it. Mrs Webb decides that she will ‘tell on’ the Dawsons, to the caretaker for noise, and also, when one of the boys bounces a ball in the stair, she tells him he can’t do that nor can he keep a dog in the flat, and she vows to complain about that also. We are in a world where you will be policed by your neighbours. Our social panopticon has eyes. Mrs Dawson is ready to retaliate. It’s the council to whom she turns, and the father, Harry Dawson, is enraged to be informed that his family’s harassment of his neighbour must stop, or they will be evicted. Pressure is building. Mrs Webb has the dog put down because it runs onto her vegetables. A healthy animal killed needlessly; Peter responds by kicking the vet who agrees with him that it is unfair and upsetting. Mrs Webb is delighted. I wonder when a brick comes through her window who has launched it? Is it Peter? Is it Agnes Owens? Is it fate? Is the life that taught Agnes Owens that unbearable things will happen, yet there will be no respite; from one place to another, your view can be smashed in at any time by the next incoming horror.

Mrs Webb can take no more, yet a swastika arrives painted on her door the next morning.

I am taken somehow into Kafka’s Metamorphosis – one cruelty after another is escalated to wound, but in Bad Attitudes there is not one expendable character in Mrs Webb but also in the Dawsons. It is not incidental that the Dawsons seem to offer no great return to society in the form of productivity, yet neither does Mrs Webb, who appears to think she has some social standing on her side when she truly does not. Peter is a boy with no place that is safe now. He has stopped going to school, a fact he is hiding from his mother; she is protecting him from his father who wants to use the belt on him, and even when he goes back again to visit his old home, a man called old Shanky appears with an unsettling offer to come to his house when he is skiving to drink lemonade and eat biscuits. Agnes Owens’ gaze is uncompromising, and she introduces the sinister potential for violence or child abuse in exactly the ordinary way it is proffered in life. As if it is nothing. Her skillset in painting such depths of human complexity in a way that seems extremely sparse of fanfare is concise, controlled; she reminds me of Iris Murdoch, or Dorothy Allison. She will not waste her talent or the readers’ time for even a second. Owens creates worlds with diﬃcult and diverse characters all thrown far too close together in social housing, and she does not hold back in observing the brittle or strange manifestation of each person’s madness or desperation or meanness, and she does so without overt judgement.

This is a dispassionate eye allowing a world to be exactly what it is.

Her imposition is entirely invisible.

Is the author there or only the world?

To create such in absentia as an author is a gift to the novels which are then all the more vivid.

Yes, she knows these buildings, scenarios, people but we are in an entirely fictional world that exists with its own lay lines shifting underneath the narrative at all times. Peter’s mother siphons off a pound here or there for her son, and the complexity of a son’s lies, and a mother’s acceptance, because she knows how little opportunity he has, has such pathos. The first place of warmth found by Peter is in the tinker’s house, where candlelight and a big log fire create a warm glow for the first time in the novel. The family take Peter in and offer him the first direct concern we have seen when they voice aloud the subtext up until now about Shanky. Their daughter has disappeared, and they are sure Shanky did something to her. Owen’s ability to build on dread, to layer innocence and lack of concern for his own safety in Peter’s actions begins to create a high frequency in the story. We are beginning to wait for the threat to manifest. The reader is privy to an overall viewpoint that is heady and disturbing, yet we are compelled to turn the page because the world itself is so believable. The plot does not rest. Characters reveal motivations that are unexpected. Chapters turn corners opening up new outcomes. We think we know who they are or what they want but we do not. Owens has no time for a lazy reader. She is fine-tuned in her skillset by the time she writes Bad Attitudes, and maybe she is aware already it will be one of the last novellas she will write. Bureaucracy is ever present, circling the lives of individuals in ways that can alter their entire fate. It is shown in all its bumbling duplicity to come with its own intentions or expectations of admiration. The hero narrative is only afforded to those whose personal oblivion will have awful consequences beyond the understanding of their far more comfortable lives. Characters’ motivations are often unseen by others in the story and the reader becomes the only one confidant to all their nuances and hopes.

Bad Attitudes is set in the 1980s, and debates are held on changes delivered by government policy such as children not being allowed to be hit anymore and how that becomes a conversation in some homes and just ignored in others. Society is changing and characters do not always want that. Progress creates division and discomfort, yet it must be undertaken. Peter’s mother Rita suggests to his father that perhaps he should listen to his son rather than seeking to punish him. This was progressive for a lot of families who had been raised by war-time generations where
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