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INTRODUCTION

IN THE SPRING OF 2008, I took a train to the foot of Loch Lomond to interview Agnes Owens. By the time I walked from Balloch station to her little wooden-framed council house on a long street, ascending into the churning slate skies over West Dunbartonshire, I was drenched. This was Agnes Owens country, and Agnes Owens weather: the dreichest of spring days. Sheeting rain, pretty young flowers bedraggled long before their prime, and the great stretch of loch, which at first we could see from the window of her upstairs room, resolving into a milky haze and then disappearing altogether as we talked, and talked, and talked.

The interview had taken a long time to set up. I got Owens’ phone number easily enough and started phoning her. Each time she answered after a couple of rings. And then said, when I pressed her for a specific time at which to come, that she probably wouldn’t be around when I turned up. ‘If I’m not in I’ll be somewhere nearby,’ she said vaguely, and with a certain amount of relish. Already I was getting the measure of this brilliant, uncompromising and tough writer endlessly trailed by Alasdair Gray’s description of her as ‘the most unfairly neglected of all living Scottish authors’. She would not be easily pinned down.

When I did arrive that day, she caught me in the un-Owens act of admiring the daffodils outside her home. She opened the door – I think she had been spying on me through the curtains – and I sprang back guiltily; I may as well have been sniffing glue in her front garden. Right there on the doorstep, with a smile as deadpan as her prose, she made me promise not to mention the daffodils in my interview. ‘I’ve had it with journalists comparing the sunniness of my flowers with the darkness of my stories,’ she said with a laugh. Already, she was imagining the clichés that might infect my words about her, and gleefully stamping them out. Already, I was smitten.

We went into her house and up the stairs to a narrow room with a neatly made single bed, set up next to her electric typewriter. She wanted to show it to me. This, she said, was where she had bashed out all her stories over the decades. She never wrote much, she added, and for years after her youngest son was murdered at the age of nineteen there were no words at all. ‘It took all your time just to get through the day,’ she said, gazing out of the window at the loch consumed by the rain. ‘You weren’t ill, no, and you never became ill, but you would have loved to have died.’

She told me, matter-of-factly, that she had never been a ‘sought-after writer’. She wasn’t flamboyant like other women writers: ‘I had no money,’ she said. She told me another writer – whom she disliked intensely, which she intensely enjoyed relaying to me – once advised her to get a leather jacket and short skirt if she wanted to be taken more seriously. Well, she said with the killer timing of the darkest comics, she did happen to have two leather jackets in the cupboard. Stolen. Though not, she added with one of her naughty girlish smiles, ‘by me’. And then she told me that Alasdair Gray once asked her why she thought she wasn’t better known. ‘Maybe it’s because I’m old and ugly,’ she answered. To which he replied: ‘Yes, but it’s not only that.’ And then she roared with laughter. And so did I.

There were many extraordinary moments in that one small day, bright flares of resolve so powerful they jump-started my own writing life. One of them was this: Agnes Owens reached over and plucked my copy of her Complete Short Stories from my hands, the (overdue) publication of which had brought me to her home that day. It was a hefty tome, clamouring with remarkable tales, fourteen of which were previously unpublished, the likes of which I had never read before, nor since – brutal, wise, wicked and true. She told me that for the first time in her life she felt like a proper writer. Her eyes glinted with mischief and something stronger and more unspeakable, like determination mixed with wounded pride. ‘This is the kind of book that writers have,’ she said triumphantly, ‘not like the wee skinny books I do. It’s what I’ve been striving for: a thick book!’ She lifted it aloft. Agnes Owens, by this point, was eighty-one years old.

As for the daffodils, I kept my promise. I never did mention them until I came to write Owens’ obituary for the Scotsman six years later.

Jen’s Party is one of Owens’ ‘wee skinny books’. It was published in 2004 as a double novella with another wee skinny book, Bad Attitudes. This pair were Owens’ last published works – she was seventy-seven when they saw the light of day – though, when we met four years later, she was clearly still writing. Her children, of which she had seven, and grandchildren (she told me that at the last count she thought there were thirteen) often found their way into her stories. Gentlemen of the West, her sublime first book about the life and times of a young brickie, was inspired by one of her sons. Who knows who the model for Jen was, but within seconds of meeting this thirteen-year-old girl, cleaning her nails with a kirby grip and refusing to take a plate of scrambled egg to her Aunt Belle, she leaps from the page. Like all Owens’ characters, she is unbearably real.

The joke – and this being Owens, it’s of the painfully funny, and indeed not actually funny at all kind – begins with the title. For it is not Jen’s party. It is her Aunt Belle’s, which she insists on throwing for her niece against her will. And Jen, for the most part, doesn’t want to go to it. Ten pages in, the confession comes: ‘“I don’t want a party,” wailed Jen. “I’ve changed my mind.”’ By which point the events have been set in motion, and the dreaded party will happen come hell or high water. ‘The birthday party loomed before her like a nightmare,’ Owens writes. Like Pinter’s birthday party, this is a comedy of menace.

Back to the first pages though. The devil, as ever with Owens’ economical prose, is in the detail. The scrambled egg. The kirby grip. The grim mini-farce of Jen reluctantly looking for her aunt first in her bedroom, where the bed is empty and unmade, and then . . . the wardrobe. And what’s this? A mention of a girl’s period, on the second page no less! Not Jen’s – she doesn’t have hers yet, and suspects there’s something wrong with her – but her (sort of) friend’s. ‘“I’ve got my period,”’ declares Betty Woods from next door, explaining why she was off school the previous day. Now this is something to shout about. A period, despite coming every month for the most part of the lives of half the world, is still woefully rare in fiction. And on one of the opening pages. It’s nothing short of radical.

There are two classic tropes at work in Owens’ novella exploring working class single mothers, teenage daughters, sisters, shame, poverty and the echoes of generational trauma. First, the menacing party, which according to Jen, should be a disco – ‘“You know, with records and Coke.”’ Except, of course, the record player’s broken. Second, the visiting relative who brings chaos, but also the possibility of redemption, even a little light relief to the sadness and suffocation of the family unit. Aunt Belle, who in so many other writers’ hands would be a morbid caricature but through Owens’ gaze becomes a larger-than-life tragicomic heroine: equal parts vulnerability and strength. When she arrives on the doorstep ‘like a plump gaudy fairy bestowing gifts such as cheap perfume and hand cream’, it’s like an unending Christmas has come to Jen and her mum, Maude: ‘wine on the table as regular as sauce bottles.’ The two sisters reminisce about the old days – and here comes the classic Owens sucker punch: ‘mainly the laughable bits as the past hadn’t been wonderful’. Belle, by the way, is a chronic shoplifter. Tins of salmon, Hooker’s best sherry, a green blouse from the draper’s shop . . . all find their way into Maude’s pristine home. The more uptight the one sister becomes, the looser the other. Maude pops more aspirins. Belle gets more Belle. Meanwhile, outside the family, Owens masterfully explores the micro-gradations of social class and even, on occasion, race: Maude’s discomfort in the company of ‘foreigners’, Belle’s accusation of her standing around ‘“like some refugee from outer Mongolia”’.

In this
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