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Omens of Impending Tragedy in “White Shoulders”


In “White Shoulders,” the final story in Marine Life, Linda Svendsen describes, through Adele’s insightful observations of her sister Irene’s marriage, a family life which is a sham, a denial of reality.  While others in Adele’s family, especially June, assume that Irene’s marriage is the “lone success” in a “crumbling domestic empire” (145), Adele unveils the true nature of the relationships in the de Haan family.  Using metaphors, stark contrasts and disturbing parallels, Svendsen steadily builds tension, creating feelings of uneasiness and dread and an atmosphere of impending tragedy.


Throughout Marine Life we encounter Adele’s uniquely perceptive view of her family’ s inclination to deny the reality of what is unpleasant.  In “Klingons,” for example, Adele discloses June’s propensity for “letting life blow over” (73) and in the very first story in Marine Life, “Who He Slept By,” Adele’s thoughts about her brother tell us that the easygoing Ray is somewhat less than perfect:  “He blamed his laziness on a dose of mononucleosis that had lasted thirty-two years” (18).  In “White Shoulders,” Svendsen reveals that Adele’s opinion of her sister’s husband has not been well-received by their siblings or parents:  “Nobody else in the family agreed and Mum had even hinted that I’d become bitter since the demise of my own marriage” (147).  Irene, like her mother, avoids direct confrontation with reality:  “Irene didn’t intend to allow her illness to interfere with their life.  She wanted everything to proceed as normally as possible” (146).  When Adele first sees her sister, Irene is reluctant to surrender to her emotions:  “Don’t get melodramatic.  I’m not dying.  It’s just a cold” (148).  As for Irene’s wish to see the bright side, Adele suggests a measure of desperation in Irene’s optimism:  “She was my oldest sister, who’d always been zealous about the silver lining in that cloud” (153).


In contrast to others in the family, Adele sees through the apparent solidity of Irene and Peter’s longstanding marriage which June calls “the lone success” (145).  Irene, Peter and their daughters live in “the brick house they’d lived in since Jill’s birth” (148), words suggesting solidness and security.  However, as she describes Adele’s arrival at the house, Svendsen hints that everything in the de Haan household is not as wonderful as the family believes.  The house is in the shadows of trees grown much taller over the years, creating a feeling of slow but relentless movement toward darkness; the house appears smaller, suggesting that it is already overshadowed and will become darker; the pink of the hanging flowers is painfully bright (148).  Svendsen hints of imminent danger and intimates that it emanates from Peter.  He arrives late at the airport, parks his car illegally with “hazards flashing” and is rude and uncommunicative on the trip to the North Shore (147).  As we read the stories in Marine Life, we come to trust our narrator’s insight and Adele’s observations in “White Shoulders” signal impending tragedy as we sense that her arrival has upset the fragile balance in the household:  “When I plunked down I made a tiny wave” (148).  Svendsen skilfully transfers to the reader a sense of danger and underlying conflict.  Our uneasiness continues to grow as the story evolves.


Although the significance of the story’s title is not immediately apparent, Svendsen uses “White Shoulders” metaphorically in several ways.  The strongest suggestion is in the comparison made to Irene’s “big white shoulders” (156) which bear the burden of responsibility (figuratively) for the fulfillment of Peter’s wishes and needs and which bear (quite literally) her husband’s physical weight (156).  White Shoulders is also the name of a perfume which is sold in a transparent bottle bearing a raised image of the bust of a woman.  This is a colourless and fragile image, with the inanimacy of a cameo.  The image of pale, white skin that “White Shoulders” evokes also suggests the nakedness of bodies engaged in the sexual act and can be said to describe the colourlessness of dead flesh, especially the dead flesh of Jill’s drowned body.


In contrast to the image of paleness and inertness of white skin is the image of darkness in Jill’s poem “Black Milk” (161), a metaphor for the “fast-growing” cancer which poisons not only Irene but the lives of her family, too.  Svendsen may have meant “Black Milk” to signify Jill’s fear that she will “inherit” cancer from her mother or that Irene’s illness has led Peter to sexually abuse his daughter.  On the other hand, Jill’s desire to “catch” her mother’s illness is hinted at when she shares a glass of water with Irene in a scene which is ritual-like:  “To me, it seemed she took great care, twisting the glass in her hand, to sip from the very spot her mother’s lips had touched” (149).


From the beginning of “White Shoulders,” the picture drawn of Peter is a damning one.  He is a self-centred, vile and bigoted tyrant:  “This is my wife, my daughter, my Datsun” (158).  His amusement at Jill’s saying she will murder Irene if her mother dies is insensitive and repulsive.  On two occasions, when Irene would conceivably need his attentions the most, Peter abandons her:  on the night before her mastectomy where he returns to the house and masturbates, not bothering to hide his actions from Adele (154), and, again, after Irene has returned to the hospital with an infected wound (159).  On the latter occasion, his reaction to the emergency is inappropriate, uncontrollable anger:  “On the tear to the hospital, Peter said he’d sue Irene’s stupid ‘Paki bugger’ doctor.  He also said he should take his stupid wife to court for loss of sex.  He should get a divorce for no-nookie.  For supporting a one-tit wonder.  And on and on” (157).


Peter’s coarse, boorish disposition is in sharp contrast to Irene’s quiet dignity and their daughter’s diminutive presence:  “I’d forgotten my niece was even there” (148).  Adele witnesses the tension between father and daughter when Jill timidly refuses to scratch her father’s back (149) and we begin to see that Jill is being pushed to take on the role of wife to Peter.  Jill must learn to drive so that she can get groceries for the family (147) and “he’d been after Jill to butter his toast, change the sheets, iron his pants” (152).  Without explicitly stating that there is another wifely role that Jill is expected to fill, Svendsen communicates the distasteful possibility of sexual abuse when Adele witnesses Jill’s reticence to make physical contact with her father’s “red, hairless skin” (149) and it is clear that there is no longer sexual contact between husband and wife:  “She didn’t frolic with Peter any more, have sex” (148).  Svendsen also employs the push-pull conflict between Jill’s resistance and Irene’s unwitting insistence that her daughter please her father – “Do your poor dad” (149) – to create even more tension and increase our growing uneasiness.


In addition to the wealth of contrast evident in “White Shoulders,” Svendsen draws a number of parallels that add power to the momentum of our premonitions of tragedy.  One very ominous parallel is that drawn between the disturbing changes in mother and daughter.  Adele understandably describes Irene as “[a] wan version of my sister” (149).  However, she wonders what can account for the extreme changes in her niece:  “the change in her appearance and demeanour exceeded the ordinary drama of puberty; she seemed to be another girl” (149).  Ironically, although Adele is often the only one in the family to perceive and confront the truth, she momentarily succumbs to the temptation to reach out for an alternative explanation for the profound change in her niece’s behaviour:  “For a moment, it crossed my mind that she might be on drugs:  This was a relief; it would explain everything” (160).


The most haunting parallel in “White Shoulders” is that between the family in Jill’s poem “Black Milk” (161) and the de Haan family.  The order of the deaths in the poem is especially significant:  the child is the first to die.  Like Irene, the mother in Jill’s poem has greater concern for her husband than for her daughter.  The mother “unknowingly poisons her child and then herself.  Dying, she rocks her dying child in her arms, but her last conscious thought is for her husband at the front” (161).  Irene’s concerns are similar:  “She told me she was scared.  Not for herself, but for Peter” (152).


Jill’s second poem, “Belgium” not only describes the manner of her eventual death:  “she is underwater:  ‘In the deep cold’” (161) but also discloses the sexual abuse by Peter:  “ And then her earthly father appears in her bed” (161).  Adele’s growing suspicions, and ours, prove correct.  Peter is preoccupied with his sexual needs, his wife’s illness is an inconvenience and his daughter is his to use as he wishes:  “’But you are my daughter,’ he said.  ‘And I have an itch’” (149).


“White Shoulders” is a powerfully haunting story.  As it evolves, we have a strong premonition of impending tragedy and a sense that that tragedy is unavoidable, like the tragedy in Jill’s poem “Black Milk.”  The strong parallels in the story lead like railroad tracks to an inescapable conclusion.  Adele’s feelings of responsibility and guilt for her silence and inaction are evident:  “I turned my back” (160) and now it is too late “because it will not bring her back” (165).  Adele, now a mature and compassionate woman, who has shown remarkable insight all her life, does not choose to lessen the burden of her guilt by sharing it.  Why?  With substantial irony, Svendsen has already told us at the very beginning of the story:  “My oldest sister’s name is Irene de Haan and she has never hurt anybody” (145).  Adele recognizes that disclosure can only hurt Irene, who does not deserve to bear the pain that the awful truth would cause her.  When June says:  “’Thank God they have each other.  Thank God she has him’” (164), Adele makes her decision:  “and I turned to my mother.  ‘Yes,’ I said.  ‘Thank God’” (165).
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