34

THIRD WAY

REVIEWS

FICTION

A Girl is a Half-formed Thing

T

Madeleine Davies is a
reporter for the Church
Times.

Sept14back.indd 38

Eimear McBride
Faber & Faber

his book, once consigned to Eimear McBride’s desk
drawer after seven years of rejection by publishers,
is a difficult read. It is the story of terrible, relentless
abuse, and a bloody battle to survive it. The protagonist, a young, nameless Irish woman, plunges the reader
into a world in which ‘the answer to every question is
Fuck. Stitching up my eyes and sewing up my lips.’ It is
unforgettable.
Girl is born two years after a brother who survives a
tumour that runs ‘all through his brain like the roots of
trees’. The threat that these roots will grow again casts a
shadow over their childhood, which is also blighted by
the absence of their father, and
a pious mother who swings
between ‘hard chapel kneelers
bare-kneed real repents’ and
furious, violent outbursts.
McBride herself has pointed out that the subject matter
– sex, death, religion, shame
– is familiar ground for Irish
writers: ‘It’s just there and
it’s going to come out at some
point.’ What is unique is the
style: a jumbled, jolting syntax
devoid of commas but arrested
constantly by full-stops. It is a
stream not of consciousness but
of inchoate impressions and
sensations, regularly invaded by other voices and ‘bile
thoughts’ rising, unwilled,
from the deep. McBride has
said that she wanted to see
‘how far it was possible to
push word order and structure
while still remaining comprehensible’. She hoped that ‘the
decoding would take place
within the readers themselves,
almost as though they were
experiencing the story from
the inside out, rather than the outside in’.
You can approach the text in two ways: either
studying it, like a poem, which can feel like hard work,
or allowing your unconscious to do the work for you. I
was reminded of those tests that promise to demonstrate
the incredible powers of the human brain by presenting
scrambled sentences that are still immediately readable.
In order to really make headway you have to submit to the
text, to let it pull you, relentlessly, onwards. It’s a vertiginous, occasionally nauseating, experience, particularly
during those passages in which Girl herself is barely sentient or seeking obliteration.
At 13, half-formed, Girl is raped by her uncle, in her
mother’s kitchen. It is a violation that leaves her emptied,
‘scooped out’. It is also the beginning of her ‘great work’,
a search for revenge, and sedation, through anonymous,
animalistic encounters with men. ‘Saying yes is the best of
powers,’ she decides. ‘It’s no big thing the things they do.’
Having found ‘No Christ here on the kitchen floor’, she

imagines herself a predator, seeking triumph over trauma
through a compulsive replaying of this first transgression.
For Girl, ‘Sore and used up. Is the way. The best thing
you’d be if you were me. For you’d like that solid feeling.’
It’s reminiscent, in parts, of Steve McQueen’s exploration of sex addiction in Shame, a film which hints at
this destructive behaviour’s roots in childhood trauma.
McBride is excellent on the psychology of the abused: the
confused understanding of autonomy, responsibility, and
power. ‘He thinks he’s bad when he fucks me now,’ says
Girl. ‘And so he is. I’m better though. In fact I am almost
best’. The passages describing her rape – it is repeated – are
brutal. The text comes in gasps; it is invaded by her attacker’s words; eventually it breaks down altogether until even
the individual words are jumbled.
Girl rails and rages against the religion to which her
mother clings. The worst of Christianity is here: hypocrisy,
guilt, shame, intrusion. When the evangelical ministry
missionary fellowship arrive
on the doorstep entreating her
to let in Jesus, ‘whipped and
bled and beaten for you’, Girl’s
response is ‘did I ask him? ...
Christians go and shite’. When
she sets out on her ‘great work’,
she announces that, ‘There is
no Jesus here these days just
Come all your fucking lads. I’ll
have you every one any day.
Breakfast dinner lunch and tea.’
But the text is haunted by
Catholicism, by fragments of
liturgy, even whole prayers.
McBride has said that she is ‘not
as good an atheist as I would
like to be’ and that she finds
the prayers included beautiful.
Girl returns, constantly to a
lake, seeking baptism, cleansing from ‘Those things that
happen in your head when you
are young and cannot fathom
never being clean again’. In
church, she finds that ‘the
words of the prayers are come
coming into me as I have never
been gone. . . After all I am
Mary Magdalenish.’
It is not God, however, who can grant Girl the absolution she craves. It is the boy to whom all her words are
addressed, at whose bed she genuflects in the book’s most
tender scene, reminiscent of Seamus Heaney’s ‘Mid-term
Break’. ‘I think your face the very best,’ she tells her brother. Near to him, she is granted temporary respite from her
‘bloody itch’. It is to him that she makes her confession,
who she asks to ‘remember me when you come into your
kingdom’.
Girl is dedicated to McBride’s brother, Donagh, who
died aged 28 from a brain tumour. She helped to nurse
him and this experience has informed an utterly brilliant
description of the fear and grief that consumes a house in
which someone is dying: ‘It’s clawing all over me. Like
flesh. Terror. Vast and alive. I think I know it. Something
terrible is. The world’s about to. Tip.’
I felt relief when I reached the last page of this frightening, ferocious tale. It demands full immersion and you
come up, eventually, shaken. Madeleine Davies
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