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After This
Alice MeDerme

af, olf

hete is a scene early in Afrer This,

Albce MeDermaort's larest novel,

set in the parking lot of a public
beach on Long lsland. The time is Sun-
day moming, in mid-September, in the
Iave 19505 or early 19605, John and Mary
Keane, the Irish-American parents of
thi
rake a short car trip to the nearby shore.
A hurricane is moving up the coast, and
though still far ro the sourh, irs approach

ng children, have decided o

has stirred in John a wartime “memony

dennes”™ and an uree
= [Em-

bt

or dream of o

1o see what the miling Cape Ven
pest is aivating in “the witers off
Beach.”

Pregnang with their fourth child, Mary
uncharacteristically if gladly accepts |

suggestion o “skip Mass just this once
and head to the beach.” She looks for-
ward to being together as a family, a day

Al MicDiasr

withour obligarions, holy or otherwise,
aAs I|'¢'|.'” i@ III'Ii.II. INOment E'L'II'I!.' |E'l|.' -
r
equilibrium the family has achieved (or
fallen into} and propels them to seck a
new balance,

The reality of a day ar the be

sl of another child upends whatever

b proves
lesz agreeable than the idex Though they
have the beach o themeelves, the rea

son isn't merely because its post-Labor
[Pay. The suef is thunderous and danger-
ous. The wind forces them o huddle in

the dunes. Mary frets o her Biushand dhar
the children are playing too near the
water— some vestigial habit of her mce

o enfoy a day
at the beach are finally defeared when

the w i even the dunes can'y

m the ubig-

]
OSSO I" gt | ey retreat to

the parking lot, where they ear lunch in
the squeezed but sheltered quiet of their
car. Yer, free from the turmeil of sand
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and sea, thisy are still exposed to the ghap
and inescapable crosscurrents of their
own quotidian existence: John's simul-
taneous love for hus children and his mix
of apprehension and resentment at his
elder zon's timidicy; Mary's pain at per-
cedving that “He did nor love his aldest
child as he should™ the children’s own
tangle of emations roward their parents
and each ather

T recount the bare outline of a sin-

gle scene between a couple named John
and Mary, lower middle-class parents re-
siding in the bland-lands of suburban
Long lstand, is to be reminded of whar
an extraondinary artist Alice McDermotr
is. Everything is cedimary about the Keanes,
the protagonist family ar the center of
After This—whire-bread parents, unex-
ceptionil places, lives thar demographers
and actuaries would have lictle trouble
analyzing, graphing, and placing in the
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Appropriate pigeanholes of race, religion,
amied Tecome.

Baut in the way McDermott tells their
story—in her surgeon’s eye for detail, in
her poet’s virmosity with langiage, in her
unrelenting ability 1o penctrate surfaces
and explore the nch and tragic nuances
of the human predicament—the every-
day i5 transubstantiated into art and the
wisheand-wear facrs of o Catholic family
of st {yes, four children, two boys and two
girls) riding out the boom and gloom of
America’s post—World Woeld 11 suburban

s i muade inno the sulf of lirerarre.

Movelist Wallace Stegner maintained
that in the writing of fiction authors
should “have no agenda except to be
eruchfisl.” The rruthfulness Sregner was
concemed about wasn't a matter of his-
torical chronologices or peographical de-
rails. Truthfulness for Stegner resided in
anovel’s characrers, in the way their
smellest gestures and ultimate fare, how-
ever prosie or heroie, seemed ln.lr.-p:l.l
o their being, not only believable but
indispenzable ingredients in the unfold-
ine of their stories.

1 ko aal vy e truehyiul weirer than
Alice McDermotr, both in the sense
Stegner meant—a writer whose charac-
ters are vibrantly real and achingly au-
thentic—and in the accuracy with which
the settings of her stories are explored
and described, Because we are near con-
temporaries, raised in the same New
York-area pre—Varican 1l parish world,
| can’t bait assess and admire her tran-
scendent Capmcity Lo caplure the shared
presumptions and shamp-angled perspec-
uve [“cynical humanism™ in the words
of Williem Kennedy ) of the urban Irish-
Catholic community brought ino exis-
tence in the wake of the Great Famine
and, as chronicled in After This, shaken
and scartered by the relentless, ceaseless
gale-force Blasts of American capitalism
and seculirism,

Lately, as o believer, I've strugrded with
the depressing condition of American
Carholicism—rthe ugly, squalid faces of
the sexual-abuse crisis, the clueless, feck-
|¢.«$]1wnr|.']'|1'. the demosalized |.'.||.'r|n.' amd
increasing predominance of shrill reac-
tionaries intent on retuming the church



to an imaginary golden age. More and
meore I've tumied to Catholic writers and
novelists for consolation and inspiration
o Garry Wills's book on the rosary. To
Graham Greene and Georges Bernanos.
To Alice McDermott's Charming Billy
and Chald of My Heart, complex and ex-
quisice EXAminaions of lifie, death, love,
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disappointment, and Chrstian hope.
Truth be told, when 1 first saw After

This, 1 wondered ro myself whether the

tithe was taken from the Salve Regima, the |
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favorite prayer of my childhood from
which [ lifted the moniker of my first
novel, Banished Children of Eve. Sure
enough, in the recounting of Michaels
drenchingly secular expenience at a state
university {he'’s the Keanes' second son),

Mysticism for Believers
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S Elleen Lyddon
1-56548-243-3, paper, 513.95 [

the praver appears, a telic of memory
and/or, perhaps, a prescient anticipation
of things to come:
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He thought how even after you'd

dizentangled yourself from every-
thing else, the words stayed with
Yo

T thee o we cry, poor banished

children of Eve, to thee do we send | AI‘@IE of Foligno
up cur sighs, mourning and weep- | Passonate Mystic of the Double Abyss

Paul Lachance (ed,)

1-56548-2484, paper, 31295

ing: in this valley of tears. Tum then, |
mest graciows advocare, thine eyes
of mercy toward us; and after this
ounr extle, show unro ws the blesed
fruit of thy womb..
Words you could dismiss as a joke
as readily as you could claim them
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as precise definition of everything
youn wanted,
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Alice MeDermotr is a powerful and
graceful novelist. Her abilitics as a styl-
ist and storpteller put ber in the first rank
of American writers, and .'"._l"tn'.' This will
oaly adkd 1o thae reputation. For me, her
grearest gift s to make her Cathaolic sen-
sibiliry indistinguishabde from the cathalic-
ey ol her lierary imagination, o clement,
lovimg, and sweet (but never saccharine)
embrace of all that is human. =

Peter Chiinn & the author of Banished Chil-
dren of Eve and Hour of the L.‘:il. His next H&LE e WV TIE
book, Looking for Jimmy: In Search of
Irash Arnerica, will be prublished mothe srmg
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