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ABSTRACT

This thesis will reflect upon specific narrative structures, and the application of narrative
devices, explored in the creation of my novel Dinosaurs. The object of this research is to
examine the effects/affects of these creative choices within a critical framework using
comparative texts and films that employ similar techniques or share, to my eye, similar
aesthetic and thematic concerns that could be said to interrupt a habituative reading of the
novel form. The central focus of this thesis will be to examine how effective I have been in
creating empathy towards a misogynistic, solipsistic protagonist who has little regard for the
people in his life, or society at large. As with Meursault, Walter exhibits signs of anomie that
prevent him from engaging with the world in a meaningful way, and thus excuse his

behaviour by a process of sophisticated self-rationalisation.

As the novel progresses, there are questions surrounding Walter’s perception of reality: of
who is narrating the novel and from what point of view are we experiencing the narrative.
This raises questions of male identity and selthood predominant in contextual works from the
80s and 90s within this thesis, while also examining the schizophrenic nature of certain texts.
I intend to explore the effectiveness of distancing my subject as a means of creating empathy.
This technique of a narrator perceived at a distance from subject to create a sense of danger
can be seen in several of my comparative texts and bares exploration in terms of its
application to a single individual. By examining contemporary novels and films that have
experimented with various postmodern and metamodern techniques, I hope to understand
how specific characteristics of such fiction negotiate the space between signifier and

signified, and thus afford an opportunity for a discourse between reader and text that occupies



a space outside of the narrative. I am also aware that much of my contextual fiction is based
in the 90s and focuses, it seems, on the fragility of the male ego. I have therefore
experimented with certain references and technologies within my novel that deliberately blur
time in order to reflect similar themes that might serve to critique the male ego and highlight a

lack of emotional progression within my own protagonist.



INTRODUCTION

I was cleaning a room and, meandering about, approached the divan and couldn’t
remember whether or not I had dusted it. Since these movements are habitual and
unconscious, I could not remember and felt that it was impossible to remember - so that if

I had dusted it and forgot - that is, had acted unconsciously, then it was the same as if I

had not. If some conscious person had been watching, then the fact could be established.

If, however, no one was looking, or looking on unconsciously, then such lives are as if

they had never been.

(Lemon, 2012).

This extract from Tolstoy’s diary seems to suggest that if one does not consciously observe
the everydayness of life, then such habitualisation might cause all things familiar to disappear,
and for a life to be as if it ‘had never been.’ Using the same extract in his essay Art as
Technique, Victor Shklovsky seems to support the assertion that ‘Habitualisation devours
works, clothes, furniture, one’s wife, and [even] the fear of war.” And so °...art exists that one
may recover the sensation of life.’

(Newton, 2022)

Shklovsky’s thinking surrounding what he terms defamiliarization, or 'ostraneniye'
(literally translated as ‘making strange’), seems to me to be an excellent starting point for this
thesis in which I will reflect upon the narrative choices, and the application of certain
narrative devices, I have explored in the creation of my novel Dinosaurs, and thus examine
the effects of these creative choices within a critical framework using comparative texts and

films that employ similar techniques or share, to my eye, similar aesthetic and thematic



concerns that could be said to interrupt a habituative reading of the novel form. The central
focus of this thesis will be to examine how effective I have been in creating empathy towards
my protagonist Walter Stopps who is a problematic lead character due to his attitudes towards
women and society in general — the former of which he experiences only as objects of desire
or a thing to be possessed, or, in the case of the character Agatha Lightley, as a means of
furthering his own career.

To begin to achieve a desired, and arguably necessary, empathy towards my protagonist,
I decided my novel would benefit from the application of certain metamodern devices which I
will explore throughout this thesis. As the novel progresses, there are questions surrounding
Walter’s perception of reality, of who is narrating the novel, from what point of view are we
experiencing the narrative, and the application of metafiction throughout — such as script
format to reflect a difficult memory and a dystopian narrative written by Walter in an attempt
to explain his life to himself. It was my aim to use this intertextual link between various
genres to raise questions surrounding the very nature of story, the fluidity of narrative
structure and thus, the potential of people to be fluid: to highlight or suggest our ability to
change and reinvent ourselves.

Walter is a sexual predator, an ambitious movie producer in an industry synonymous
with misogyny and sexual harassment. In the wake of the Harvey Weinstein court case, and
the continued growth of the #metoo movement exposing systemic sexual violence and
harassment in the Hollywood film industry and beyond, it seems especially problematic to
have created as one’s protagonist an insecure, misogynistic sex addict, to place that character
in the heart of the Hollywood film industry, thus exposing his unforgivable attitude towards
women, even his fiancée, and expect a reader to sympathise or relate to that character.

I did indeed have reservations about the novel after details surrounding the Weinstein



court case were made public, alongside countless horrific stories concerning sexual
harassment within the industry, but it was important for me to realise as part of my writing
process that narratives which have examined extreme misogamy and violence towards women
are by no means a modern cultural production. In fact, most of my contextual work was
published in the mid-nineties and writers such as Chandler and Mosley began way before that.
And so my starting point when thinking about the problems I had created for myself as a
writer began by examining novels such as In a Lonely Place (Hughes, 1947), and American
Psycho. (Ellis, 1991) The latter was directed by Mary Harron, who also co-wrote the
screenplay with Guinevere Turner. Reading interviews with the director and writer helped me
realise I was, to some extent, attempting to frame parts of my novel in terms of a feminist
perspective in a similar fashion to Harron’s adaptation. Although, now that it is complete, I
would not consider Dinosaurs to be a feminist text, not least of all because of considerations
surrounding a right to speak. I do feel, however, that I have created a novel which at times
explores male insecurities and shortcomings rather than celebrates men as dominant. And I
was consoled to learn, at the time of its release, many critics and cinema goers considered
American Psycho to be unnecessarily violent (Bernstein, 1990), while Lila Shapiro observed

in a more recent article: ‘“Twenty years on, the culture has finally caught up to Harron and to

her complicated form of feminism, which refuses to fit into a tidy ideological framework.’
(Shapiro, 2020)

When thinking about Dinosaurs, the process of questioning whether a reader (male or
female) might feel any sympathy towards Walter, or weather, for want of a better word, he
deserves it, was, in part, a process of self-exploration. I was required to question my own
attitudes towards women and ask myself why I wanted to create the character of Walter in the

first place. Why not create a modern-day Bilbo Baggins (Tolkien, 1950), or Atticus Finch



(Lee, 1960) and have them negotiate Hollywood and modern-day Los Angeles? To create
Walter, to position him within the film industry, and to have him work as a movie producer
seems, in retrospect, somewhat naive in terms of not realising potential difficulties in creating
empathy. I must confess, a great deal of the initial character development and plot
construction was naive, or largely unconscious. When I first began writing the novel,
Weinstein’s atrocities had not yet come to light, and I have always been fascinated by the idea
(the construct) of Hollywood, and the city of Los Angeles in general. Throughout the writing
of my novel, I was constantly reminded of Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club (1996) which
served to reassure me that unlikable characters, seemingly lacking in morals and empathy, can
be highly engaging and entertaining, and, at times, even relatable. Even Marla who one might
expect to be a more sympathetic character, feeds off the pain and misery of those attending
cancer survivor group meetings. And so it is more likely I was unconsciously reimagining and
reinventing characters and plot elements created by writers who had fascinated me throughout
my teens and early twenties, from Raymond Chandler and Jack Kerouac to Daniel Petrie, who
wrote Beverly Hills Cop (Brest, 1984), and A.M. Homes, whose novel This Book Will Save
Your Life (2007) I found especially useful in terms of examining alienation and the creation of
empathy towards a difficult protagonist, and which I explore more deeply later in this thesis.
In retrospect, I realise Walter was born from a desire to investigate what a relatively
young, disillusioned man might get up to in Tinseltown. But as I continued to write, and to
study various aspects of creative writing throughout my PhD, Dinosaurs developed into a
novel about the dangers of anomie, of a disconnectedness with society and with the planet we
inhabit. It is a narrative that I hope explores the dangers of blind ambition over moral
judgment, much like James Ellroy’s Character Ed Exley in L.4 Confidential (1990) It also

became a novel about the importance of forgiving oneself and allowing the possibility of a



second chance rather than repressing guilt. A theme that can be seen played out quite brutally
in much of Ellroy’s novels. But here again, Exley is also relatable in many ways so that traits
such as his insecurity make him vulnerable and fascinating to read.

As the writing of Dinosaurs progressed, and the plot revealed itself to me in more detail,
the process of self-exploration I described earlier led to a growing awareness of what I can
only describe as cognitive dissonance: on the one hand I enjoyed Walter immensely and often
found myself placing him in harm’s way to see how he would react and what he would think
and feel. I love his acerbic inner voice and the sense of alienation he feels, even the lack of
value he places on the thoughts and feelings of others. Writing Walter was, at times, very
liberating and fun, as if he were my Mr Hyde. On the other hand, I find his attitude and
behaviour towards friends, family, and colleagues to be disappointing, and his attitude and
actions towards women to be despicable. In the process of examining this internal dissonance,
and exploring many comparative texts that would inform my novel as well as this thesis, and
help develop my critical self-reflection skills, I was afforded an insight into the various
possible devices and narrative choices I might employ in order to help create a sense of
empathy between Walter and my imagined readership.

In many ways, it must be said, I was also striving to make myself more sympathetic
towards Walter so I might continue to explore his actions throughout the novel and eventually
reach the stage of the narrative that would usher in the beginning of his rehabilitation in a
clinic which serves within the novel as a kind of purgatory. The advantage of closely reading
other contemporary texts means I was able to gauge how effective I found certain devices and
narrative structures employed by other writers with far more experience and skill than myself.
For instance, it might be a despicable past time to infiltrate cancer meetings and pretend to

have the disease, but as we continue to read the narrator in Fight Club we might understand a



need for catharsis, or a need to feel something authentic. This process of close reading was
invaluable, and is, after all, at the centre of creative writing as a growing discipline.

And so, this thesis attempts to examine the application of several key narrative devices that
serve a central theme. I will explore what I mean by metamodern devices, limiting this
exploration to what is relevant in the creation of my own novel rather than a broad
examination of a term that might be more appropriate than postmodern because it is applied
‘as a means of articulating developments in contemporary culture, which, it is argued (and our
generation appears to intuitively recognise) has seen a move beyond the postmodern mode of
the late 20th century. [and] witnessed the emergence of a palpable collective desire for
change, for something beyond the prematurely proclaimed “End of History.”” (Turner, L.
2015)

I will examine various devices and narrative structures that I feel create a sense of
isolation, aloneness, and anomie, and attempt to explain why I find such applications effective
in creating empathy. And I will explore my choice of Los Angeles as the setting for my novel
and how this location informed my writing.

Although I created Walter to be fallible and somewhat relatable, he is, nevertheless
unlikable in so many ways, and his attitude towards women was, at times, difficult for me to
articulate and dramatise. Coupled with this issue was my decision to write a bulk of the novel
in close third person, meaning I had created an unlikable character from whom we are
afforded little objectivity, or distance. The key to making the narrative work was to attempt to
create a perceived necessary distance despite my choice of narrative voice, and to create the
sense that Walter’s actions were born from a position of aloneness and isolation rather than
simply greed and belligerence. It is a difficult balance to strike, but it is a balance I have

observed other writers achieve to great effect. This thesis will explore how effective, or not, I



was in creating that balance within my own work



CHAPTER 1. THE VOICE BEHIND THE CURTAIN

Despite the title of this this thesis, I am not overly concerned with attempting an original
critical exploration of metamodernism, or even postmodernism, or of defining in any great
detail what is meant by metamodern writing. It is enough, in my mind, to acknowledge that
my novel, is a self-conscious narrative, but a narrative less concerned with irony and parody,
but rather of examining the nature of story and ‘truth’ in modern society. Metamodern writing
is, as Turner asserts, more concerned ‘...with the resurgence of sincerity, hope, romanticism,
affect, and the potential for grand narratives and universal truths.’
I am, however, also concerned with observing certain narrative devices that I attribute to the
postmodern novel - devices I have explored within my own writing and have observed, to
great effect, in contextual novels and films that share similar thematic concerns to my own.
For the sake of concision, and in relation to my central concerns within this thesis, we
might agree that the postmodern novel has at its core ‘obsessions with its own tactics of
structure and design.’ It places ‘... the means and modes of art at the centre of the work,” and
thus, ‘demand[s] the reader’s involvement in its significant order.” (Bradbury and McFarlane,
1991, p.394-96) To apply this definition to my own work, I am interested in exploring how
certain narrative devices, and ‘tactics of structure and design’, might serve to create a sense of
loss and isolation surrounding my protagonist, and thus encourage a discourse outside of the
plot of the novel. In creating Dinosaurs, 1 wanted to explore how ‘modern literature both
reveals conceptual and discursive limits, and “leaps” towards an entirely new mode of
thought.” (Johnston, 1990, p.802), while addressing what Bradbury and Fletcher observe as ‘a

problem both artistic and historical — of apprehending and making authoritative the traditional
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stuff of fiction.’

In terms of my writing, the success of any negotiation taking place outside of the plot relies
on the success of creating a sympathetic anti-hero. And perhaps it is not so much that the anti-
hero must be sympathetic, but rather I believe I have identified the idea my reader might be
required to reflect upon their own behaviours and actions in a candid manner, and in doing so
might form a degree of empathy towards Walter. To this end, I might argue that we are all, to
some extent, anti-heroes, and so in engaging with narratives that contain anti-heroes, we
might be asked to engage with that part of ourselves. ‘Examples of anti-heroes avoiding
comeuppance are still few and far,” but the question remains, ‘Is film [and modern-day
narrative] moving further towards this acceptance of people winning, despite gaining their
place through foul means?’ (Bloom, 2015)

To begin answering this question, we might look to films such as Wolf of Wall Street
(Scorsese, 2013), Night Crawler (Gilroy, 2014), and the success of television dramas such as
The Sopranos (1999), The Wire (2002), Breaking Bad (2008), and House of Cards (2013), all
of which have, at their core, anti-heroes: men and women with questionable morals, veracious
sexual appetites, and violent tendencies. Elmore Leonard’s protagonist Chili Palmer in Get
Shorty (1990) is the perfect example of a greedy and violent, yet highly entertaining and at
times even relatable protagonist played to great effect by John Travolta in the 1995 film
adaptation directed by Barry Sonnenfeld. I would argue that we seem to enjoy watching
characters who employ ‘foul means,’ to get what they want. In fact, each of the protagonists
from the list above also committed murder, or multiple murders, and yet this did not alienate
their audience or break the creation of empathy. And, in termsof Leonard’s novel, it also
seems to me that by placing the action in Hollywood and Los Angeles, the violence seems

less real, less brutal. Chili is simply a regular guy learning the system of Hollywood in order
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to achieve his goals. I this town of stories ad storytellers, it seems that even violence has no
‘real’ consecuances, but, in fact, only rewards.

Closely observing the films and television shows I have listed above, alongside films and
comparative texts I will reference throughout this essay, enabled me to better form an
understanding of two key points in the creation of empathy towards a problematic central
character. Firstly, I do not require my reader to forgive all of Walter’s thoughts and actions
throughout the novel. Instead, I need the reader to understand him. To do this, I needed to
narrativise his feelings. ‘Spontaneous empathy for a fictional character's feelings sometimes
opens the way for character identification,” and, even more compelling, if one is to agree with

<

Keen, °...empathetic responses to fictional characters and situations occur more readily for
negative emotions.’ (2006, p.214-15) Secondly, my reader might find themselves empathising
with Walter because they see themselves in him, just as they see aspects of themselves in
Tony Soprano or Frank Underwood. Web continues to critique Night Crawler, and the
character of Louis Bloom from a post 911 point of view, and argues, ‘Our greatest fear is no

longer the opponent stood across the battlefield from us, but is us. We are terrified of what we

have become and where we are going.’ (2015)

i.  Metamodernism Working for Dinosaurs

When writing Dinosaurs, my intention was not to create a metamodern, or postmodern text, it
was a process that happened to me rather than my being the architect. In fact, while
contemplating the duality of both creating and experiencing a plot as it developed, I also
experienced what Bradbury and McFarlane refer to as ‘... a sense of joy in the elegance of a
fiction and a sense of crisis about the relations between a novel and God’s fiction, the real

universe.” (p395) To put it in more prosaic terms, while enjoying the creation of my story, I
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became more and more aware of so many elements that one might associate with metamodern
and, to alesser extent, postmodern writing: elements that call attention to themselves, making
the story feel unreal and overly conscious of its own telling. Yet almost overtly struggling for
sincerity and the idea of redemption. This tension between fiction and ‘God’s universe’ might
be articulated as a struggle between my desired suspension of disbelief on the readers part
somewhat at odds with the introduction of self-conscious, self-reflective narrative devices
which might be said to interrupt an innocent (or naive) reading experience. I wanted my
reader to be fully immersed in an authoritative, yet fabricated universe based on an assumed
shared cultural experience, yet I seemed to be consistently signposting my story as artifice
and the novel as artifact. At the very least, my novel feels to me as if it is deliberately
following a movie structure, as if the novel has already been adapted for the screen —
especially in terms of the overly used bookend device that reveals what we assume is the
moment of the protagonist’s death or revelation. But rather than this be an ironic device, I am
playing on a movie structure prevalent in biopics and fiction alike and applied to great effect
in creating empathy towards problematic characters from Lawrence of Arabia (1962) to The
English Patient (1996) and more recently /, Tonya (2017)

By Applying this cinematic device, I am drawing attention to the structure of film within a
narrative about a film producer, but rather than parody, I am attempting to keep Shklovsky
close to my heart throughout the writing process in the hope I might articulate through certain
narrative devices my desire that Walter ‘recover the sensation of life.” If I consider some of
the authors whose work has had the greatest effect on me over the years - Don DeLillo, Paul
Auster, Douglas Coupland, Margaret Atwood and Michel Houellebecq — all of whom are
noted in this thesis, I recognise a similar artistic aesthetic at work, a manipulation of God’s

world so that I might be encouraged to see that world more consciously. My fear for Walter,
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is similar to that of Tolstoy: A life not consciously observed is as if it ‘had never been.’

As I write this, it occurs to me for the first time the extent to which the authors who had
affected me so much over the years then had such a dramatic effect on the writing of my first
novel. I was entering into a genre which seemed overly interested in revealing the voice
behind the curtain, the author behind the words and, as I will observe throughout this thesis,
the seemingly inescapable idea of ‘book as cultural artifact.” (Ezell and O’Brien O’Keeffe,
1994) It might seem an obvious thing to happen but I was unawares, and this lack of
understanding in the initial stages of the novel which led, quite by accident, to certain
narrative choices that created a tension within the novel I am still not sure I have reconciled.
Just one example of this was my decision to use a close third-person narrator for much of the
novel. This enforced closeness with Walter can, at times, be claustrophobic while also making
it difficult to create the distance that might make empathising with him easier. Rather than
affording myself the opportunity to use other characters to articulate and observe doubts or
fears that Walter might have, we are, instead, required to occupy his mind at all times, living
the narrative through his world view. The result of this realisation was that I focused more
closely on the thematic concerns of my novel. The question to myself then became: what am [
attempting to share as a writer? And if one accepts Ortega y Gasset’s assertion that ‘the novel
today [is] an art of figures rather than an art of adventures.” (Cox and Dyson, 1972) , then I
was required to examine more closely the figures within my novel and what they might
represent. And should I accept the novel I was creating might be described as metamodern,
another realisation I experienced might simply be articulated as a fear of producing a
‘Literature of exhaustion.” (Barth, 1984) That is to say, | was afraid I was creating a novel that
was concerned with style and postmodern aesthetics, rather than meaning. A novel that was

not sincere.
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I have always found novels that exhibit a degree of self-consciousness, or narrative
introversion, compelling as I feel they require the reader, or, to avoid any sense of over
generalisation, require me to engage more deeply with the text: to enter into a discourse or
negotiation with established semiotics that might lead to new meaning. This process is one of
‘...communicative interaction between various and often protean sides,” in which, °...the
subject and object (the moderator/author of the conventional art and the individual/reader are
immersed in this reality).” Both are ‘...in the pursuit of understanding each other.” (Hakobyan
and Suler-Galos, 2015)

In terms of a discourse with postmodern texts, Suler-Galos references Bakhtin’s theory
‘of literature as a continuous dialogue between the author and the reader, as well as with all
current and previous culture.” This idea resonates with me and has informed my writing,
especially as I entered the final chapters of my novel, but Suler-Galos takes this theory a step
further by referring to this discourse in terms of a ‘system forming category of a game
principle.’ Isaev also seems to share this idea: ‘meta-semantics is characteristic of postmodern
works and can be achieved through a variety of connotative means. However, these tools can
be described with just one word - a game.’ leading to a ‘situation of an unlimited number of

3

meanings.’ Isaev then argues that such a game results in ‘...meaning [not] connected with
pre-existing reality.” (1992, p.7-8) This seems to me a pessimistic view of the postmodern
novel, not to mention somewhat reductive. It also seems to suggest that if an author enters
into a discourse with their own writing, or experiments in creating a narrative that is
concerned with its own tactics, he or she is consciously choosing to abandon all meaning they
might have been striving to achieve through the creation of an original story. I would rather

think of postmodern aesthetics as a negotiation between reader and writer, a relationship that

might lead to new ways of experiencing the text. And, in order to focus less on games and

15



more on meaning and exploration, the term metamodern, and a struggle to articulate the
modern world is now a more useful term than postmodern.

I do, however, disagree with the idea that all postmodern writing might be viewed as a
‘game’ resulting in an ‘unlimited number of meanings’ because I feel such a novel would be
in danger of failing to communicate its ideas effectively. And I would argue this is certainly
not the case with the novels written by the authors I have mentioned so far within this thesis. I
would go a step further and assert that a novel full of disparate or dichotomic themes and
ideas, one containing unlimited meaning, or without relation to any agreed sign system, might
be said to break the reader writer contract. ‘Writers [after all] cannot put what they like into
the text, not if they wish the interpretation that a reader will bring to the text to bear some
relevance to their own intentions.” (Smith, 1994, p.87-88) The reason I was interested in
reading more closely around this idea of postmodern writing as game playing, is that it
encouraged me to focus on my fears concerning the creation of Dinosaurs and (hopefully)
avoid many of the pitfalls I was able to identify. As I observed a growing self-consciousness
within my writing, [ was subsequently encouraged to focus more closely on meaning and
emotion — to keep in mind that I must strive to find a balance between experimentation and
style alongside an effective narrative construction and cohesive sign system that would help
me express my ideas. After all, it was not, and is not, my intention to play games with my
reader, but rather to experiment with words to explore new ways of conveying meaning, to
open a dialogue and explore new sensations. As a further example of what I mean, I first read
Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (Persig, 1974) when I was perhaps sixteen years
of age. At that time, I was too young and too inexperienced a reader to fully appreciate the
aesthetic technique and multiple devices within the novel’s construction. In fact, in reading it

as part of my research, I find I am still unpicking it to this day. But Pirsig was able to make a
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sixteen-year-old boy understand and feel the unbearable pain of losing a child. He created the
‘spontaneous empathy’ that lead me to believe and experience, to understand the meaning of
loss and the heavy toll it takes on mind and soul.

What Smith examines is the idea of an agreement, a ‘contract’ between reader and writer.
Not a game without meaning, but a promise, it seems to me, to strive for meaning. This
contract does not work unless a writer is honest in his or her attempt to share ‘real’ meaning,
and an understanding that the text will - despite a greater or lesser degree of experimentalism
- strive to stay within a recognisable sign system so that ideas and feelings might be conveyed
effectively. For me, one of the central attributes of postmodern writing is the exploration of a
middle ground between truth and knowledge, a playful space of experimentation and self-
reflection in which the reader is invited to meditate not only on plot and theme, but on the
very nature of the act of writing, and on the phenomenon of story from The Epic of
Gilgamesh * to Christopher Nolan’s recent cinematic reimagining of the Batman franchise

(2005; 2008; 2012)

ii. Devices That Create Loss

An exploration between the concepts of truth and knowledge is explored in the short film
Surviving Desire (Hartley, 1994) in which a literature professor falls in love with one of his
students only to later witness the relationship deteriorate for reasons, although complex at
times, might be easily negotiated in order for the relationship to continue to grow. Despite
this, we are forced to watch the man and woman drift apart until they both end up alone. In

the final scene, the professor writes on the blackboard, to himself and (I assume) to us the

* The Epic of Gilgamesh from Ancient Sumeria, written on 12 clay tablets in cuneiform script between 2750 and 25 BCE
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audience, Sometimes Knowing is Not Enough. Much of Hartley’s work explores big,
philosophical questions, and here he plays with the idea that, although both professor and
student know they love one another, and it is certainly true they could try to make the
relationship work, but knowledge and truth are subjective concepts. The sad truth is, they do
not feel the love. Hartley is experimenting with the notion that knowledge and truth are
nothing compared to feelings, there are no semiotics of the heart.

This idea might be applied to my theories concerning the technique of self-conscious
prose. As an author, I do not wish to narrate the things I know. Or rather, I do not wish to
outright narrate the things I believe to be true. I am convinced that simply asserting one’s
truth or knowledge is not enough to affect a reader, even if there were such a thing as
objective truth in the first place. Instead, in writing Dinosaurs, 1 began to experiment with
various narrative devices which might manipulate my reader into experiencing emotions
rather than being told about them. The phenomenon of the novel as experiential is achieved,
in my mind, by a combination of the story itself and the technique by which the story is
delivered.

As a scriptwriter, I often used to speak about the need to manipulate an audience. Not to
play games with or take advantage of, but nevertheless to manipulate. Now that my novel is
complete, I realise how my ideas surrounding manipulation have changed. Previously, I
would have referred to a great deal of postmodern writing as manipulative, and to some extent
I believe that manipulation is a part of the success of narratives. But more and more I find
myself understanding metamodern and postmodern devices as philosophical and aesthetic
techniques that encourage feeling. For my novel, I employed a form of self-conscious prose
because I, Like Hartley, feel that knowledge alone is not enough. I agree with Dietrich when

he states how ‘It is undeniable that feeling the truth - the conscious experience of knowing the
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truth - is a big part of how we know we are in touch with truth. (2016)

If I consider the contextual novels I have chosen to examine within this thesis, and the
authors who have affected me the most over the years, then I might observe ideas of truth
becoming intertwined with ideas surrounding aesthetics, requiring one to view the artist as a
conduit, ‘giving expression to something he [she] truly feels, that is, with sincerity. Artistic
truth in this sense bears no relation to linguistic truth as can be seen if we reflect that it is one
thing to ask whether a statement is true and another to ask whether the speaker made it
sincerely.” (Sheppard, 1987, p.117) For me, the truth that preoccupies so much of my writing,
my attempt to express myself sincerely in the medium of story, is the truth and consequence
of loss.

In Paul Auster’s New York Trilology (2011), I see one of the most compelling examples
of a self-conscious novel exploring a sense of loss and, to some extent, a sense of nostalgia.
Auster does not assert that it might be true we all feel loss or might experience loss at some
point in our lives, neither does he reveal himself as the author to the point where he directly
addresses the reader in regard to these ideas. What he does do, especially in City of Glass (the
first of three stories within the novel) is apply certain narrative devices surrounding his
protagonist to create a strong sense of loss, of isolation and aloneness, and what might be
described as anomie: a sense of being outside of the moral framework of society or of having
difficulty with negotiating multiple moral standards within certain sections of society. ‘The
condition of anomie is not a true condition of normalness, but, rather, one of multiple,
contradictory normative standards with which the actor must contend.” Anomie can also be
described as a sense of isolation, or being separate to, or outside of, society, a state in which
‘...an individual is confronted with a number of moral and ethical systems which may be

contradictory to each other.” (Dudley, 1978, p.97-109)
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It is important to acknowledge that countless classic novels, Wuthering Heights (Brontg,
1847) for example, accomplish this feat successfully, but I would argue that Auster is able to
begin this process of experiential isolation and aloneness far quicker than Bronté because he
employs certain narrative devices from the opening page and it is the application of such
devices I observe to be important when writing my own novel.

City of Glass is the story of Quinn, a thirty-five-year-old writer of mystery novels who
answers a telephone call late one night. The call is a wrong number, the person on the other
end is looking for a private detective named Paul Auster. Quinn informs the person that he
has dialled a wrong number, but when Quinn receives the third call, he decides to play the
part of private detective, assuming Auster’s identity and taking on the case which will involve
tracking the movements of his client’s father who is due to be released from prison after
serving time for abusing his son. The novel opens by informing the reader how ‘It was a
wrong number that started it, the telephone ringing in the dead of night, and the voice on the
other end asking for someone he was not.” (p.1). It is a detached, clinical voice, more
nostalgic reportage than contemporary novel, asexual and occupying a space between first or
third person. The narrator goes on to inform us:

‘In the beginning, there was simply the event and its consequences. Whether

it was all predetermined with the first word that came from the stranger’s

mouth, is not the question. The question is the story itself, and whether or not

it means something is not for the story to tell.” (And in the very next

paragraph) ‘As for Quinn, there is little that need detain us. Who he was,

where he came from, and what he did are of no great importance. We know,

for example, that he was thirty-five years old. We know that he had once

been married, had once been a father, and that both his wife and son were
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now dead. We also know that he wrote books. To be precise, we know that he
wrote mystery novels.” (p.1)
In terms of creating empathy with the hero of the piece, there is something rather wonderful at
work here. A cardinal rule explained to all budding writers in creative writing classes all over
the world is, show don’’t tell. Yet Auster opens his novel by telling not showing. So why do I
consider the opening passage to be so affecting? We know that Quinn has lost his wife and
son, but we do not know how. We might begin to imagine how devastating such an event
would be, and how angry and alone it would make any person feel. But we are not told to feel
this. We are simply presented with the facts in a rather antiquated and detached tone. What
makes this information so affecting is the clinical fashion in which it is delivered. How could
it be that such terrible facts surrounding one man’s life can be of so little consequence to the
narrator they ‘need not detain us.”? This lack of empathy, what I perceive as a juxtaposition
between information and tone, creates for me a sense of empathy towards the protagonist.
And it is not simply this seed of empathy that is planted, there is also the question of who is
telling me such information need not ‘detain us.” Who is asserting that they do not particularly
sympathise with Quinn’s situation? And on top of this, a third phenomenon (or device) is at
play. We are informed that the question is the story, but any meaning to be inferred, or
question answered, is ‘not for the story to tell.” And so, I might ask myself, what does it mean
that Quinn is a writer of stories, and not only stories, but mystery stories. Our hero is a writer
of mysteries, and the story we are reading is a mystery story, and this mystery story opens
with the line, ‘It was a wrong number that started it, the telephone ringing three times in the
dead of night, and [then] the voice on the other end asking for someone he was not.” (p.1)
Auster is, to my mind, ensnaring the reader into the narrative in the dead of night, suspending

our disbelief while simultaneously raising questions that are of a literary nature. There is even
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a sense that something unnameable is at stake, the idea that, ‘Literature and metaphors, like
maps and diagrams, show rather than state, but what they show, if describable at all, is better
described in terms of possibility than in terms of fact.” (Sheppard, 1987 p.127) When I read
the first page of City of Glass, the possibility that struck me was the possibility that Quinn’s
sense of loss, already unbearable, might eventually consume him. And, of course, we learn by
the end of the novel that he has literally disappeared, leaving nothing but the red notebook
from which his story has been pieced together. And so, my initial assertion that Auster is
telling not showing is not entirely correct. In this case, the revealing of the narrative is
performed by an absence of what is being told.

We might agree that stories are, for the most part, all about people who are not.
Certainly, this is the case with all fiction. We are presented with people who are not real, they
are imagined people, figments of an author’s imagination or a composite or amalgamation of
people who do exist in ‘real’ life. Quinn is a fictional character who is mistaken for somebody
he is not. This now becomes something of a philosophical question of identity and ideas of
self, also the nature of story and of truth. Auster is experimenting with layers of narrative, a
mystery inside a mystery. Quinn even takes on the name Auster - a device that seems to be in
danger of constantly reminding the reader of the ‘real’ novelist Paul Auster at work in the
‘real” world. This is what Shklovsky might have been referring to when he says that ‘Art
exists that one may recover the sensation of life.” As for knowledge... At this stage, as with
so many good mystery novels, we are not to believe anybody who claims to know anything,
especially an unreliable, seemingly omniscient first-person narrator. This idea might be the
reason such thoughts ‘need not detain us.” Alex Callinicos refers to Fredric Jameson’s
theories surrounding postmodernism when he posits the idea that ‘Art produced under its

reign is characterized by a peculiar depthlessness, a draining away of any emotional content.’
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Leading to ‘...an instance of the “hysterical sublime”. (Callinicos, 1991, p.128) This is not
the same as saying postmodernism, or postmodern writing is lacking in meaning, but the
detached, somewhat nostalgic tone in Auster’s opening paragraphs might indeed be described
as lacking in emotional content. This deliberate lack of emotion, however, seems to me to
invite a discourse surrounding the idea of loss.

There are two more significant devices at play in Auster’s novel that help create a
sense of, not only loss and nostalgia, but also of unease, or, perhaps more particularly, a
raising of questions that create unease. The first, as I have mentioned previously, is that we
very quickly begin to wonder if the story is being narrated in first or third person. Yes, there
is a direct address early on when we are told that little need detain us regarding the particulars
of Quinn’s life, and the style is arguably that of reportage, but there are also personal facts
and internal feelings that could not be known if this were a simple reporting of the facts. For
instance, how Quinn would walk around New York’s inexhaustible space, an exercise that,
‘...always left him with the feeling of being lost.” Observing how ‘The world was outside of
him, around him, before him, and the speed with which it kept changing made it impossible
for him to dwell on any one thing for very long.” (p4) Early on in the plot, once Quinn has
decided to assume the role of the private detective Paul Auster, and undertake his first case,
particularly during his meetings with his client’s wife, Virginia Stillman, the style of the
novel seems to effortlessly transition into a pastiche of the opening of Raymond Chandler’s
The Big Sleep (1939) and The Lady in the Lake (1943) creating an added layer of nostalgia,
both depicting classic scenes of the gumshoe detective meeting the strong, flirtatious, yet
somewhat sexually repressed female client. Perhaps this latter device is less to do with what is
going on in the plot of the novel but creates instead a discourse outside of the novel by

reminding us of the lonely private detective — a singular individual, resilient and tough, but
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nonetheless almost always, as with Marlowe, a lone figure in search of truth and, it could be
argued, in search of meaning. Auster the detective, in this instance, is in search of a meaning
to his continued existence.

This layering of devices serves to create a sense of isolation and aloneness
surrounding the hero. It is sad because we know this is a story of a man who has lost
everything, but also, we might assume, even at this early stage in the novel, a man who is no
longer with us. Auster has created a mystery novel about a lonely man whom we know is
already dead. A story about a ghost. Not so much a who done it, but a how did the detective
die... It could be said that the central question within the plot, one that reveals itself in the
opening pages, is what happened to Quinn. Yet Auster’s narrator assures us that ‘the question
is the story itself, and whether or not it means something is not for the story to tell.” I believe
this statement is the paradox that sits at the centre of a great deal of postmodern writing. This
is articulated by Foucault’s theory: ‘this strange intimacy between madness and literature to
which one should not lend the meaning of a finally revealed psychological relation.
Uncovered like the language silencing itself and superimposing itself on itself.” (Johnston,
1990, p.803) Another way of looking at this multi-layered storytelling, of writer hiding
behind writer and hero assuming Paul Auster’s name, is the point of view of schizophrenia
(often attributed to postmodern writing), not as diagnostic but descriptive: ‘The schizophrenic
then does not know personal identity in our sense, since our feeling of identity depends on our
sense of the persistence of the “I” and the “me” over time.” (Jameson, 1985, p.119) Quinn
seems lacking in a single sense of self, so too does the novel, insofar as it is a pastiche of the
classic American crime novel, a work of literary fiction, and a novel that shares so much in
common with the European philosophical tradition.

A passage that seems to summarise the above observations regarding a sense of
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aloneness, and the condition of schizophrenia — within protagonist and within in the style of
the novel itself - comes early on in Quinn’s case when he intends to locate the abusive father
of Peter Stillman: ‘As he wondered through the station he reminded himself of who he was
supposed to be. The effect of being Paul Auster, he had begun to learn, was not altogether
unpleasant. Although he still had the same body, the same mind, the same thoughts, he felt as
though he had somehow been taken out of himself, as if he no longer had to walk around with
the burden of his own consciousness.” (p50) And on the following page, Auster then
references Moby Dick, as Quinn finds his thoughts drifting to ‘Melville’s last years - the
taciturn old man working in the New York customs house, with no readers, forgotten by
everyone.” (pS1)

These devices combine to create the sense of a hero struggling with unbearable
sadness at the loss of his wife and son, a loss so great that he yearns to be free of the burden
of his own consciousness. Without saying so out loud, Quinn is nostalgic for his past life, just
as Auster’s writing seems nostalgic for novels of the past. There is also the sense that Quinn
might have taken on the case, and the identity of Paul Auster, in order to give the young Peter
Stillman a better future: a future he was unable to give his own son. This layering of ideas
surrounding loss and isolation is presented to us in the style of a mystery novel - Chandler in
particular, but also reminiscent of Dashiell Hammett and modern crime writers such as James
Elroy.

New York Trilogy, and City of Glass in particular, is permeated with past narratives, past
lives, and an intertextual relationship with other contemporary and classic novels, all of which
combine to explore, not only the nature of loss but the nature of personal narrativised history
and the novel as cultural artifact. If we required further proof of this theory, it is worth noting

that Quinn is reading Rustichello de Pisa’s Marco Polo on the night the telephone rings for
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the first time. The combined effect of this layering of devices is that I not only sympathise
with Quinn but am encouraged to think of the process of the creation of the novel and the role
of writer in society. In fact, it often feels to me as if Auster is writing to and for other writers.
I experienced a similar sensation when reading Moon Palace (1989) and The Book of
Illusions (2002) in particular. And in doing so, I, like Quinn, found myself imagining Melville
in his ‘New York customs house, with no readers, forgotten by everyone.” One might even
posit the idea that Auster is observing how lonely the process of writing can be, and this sense
of aloneness can then be projected onto Quinn an observed within ourselves, creating that all

important moment of empathy.
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CHAPTER 2. A GHOST IN THE MACHINE

My novel opens in the style of the bookend I described earlier, one of foreshadowing: a scene
of an unknown man rushing across a busy freeway while people look on waiting for the
inevitable consequence. The established history of such a device leads me to believe the
reader will know the man on the busy freeway is the protagonist, and so might assume this
man will be dead before the novel’s end. A device used by Alan Ball in his screenplay
American Beauty, directed by Sam Mendes (1999) Here we see protagonist Lester Burnham
narrating over the opening scenes of American suburbia: ‘My name is Lester Burnam. This is
my neighbourhood. This is my street. This is my life. I’'m forty-two years old. In less than a
year I’1l be dead.’

Lester is, in all the ways that count, a selfish, self-centred, essentially misogynistic character
experiencing a rather sad mid-life crisis, yet the knowledge he will die before the movie ends
makes him more sympathetic. We look for his good attributes rather than focus on the bad,
and at the end of the movie, as he lays dying on the floor, we remember only his love for his
daughter and wife. His thoughts, finally, are not about himself but about those he loves. I
might argue this is a characteristic we the audience were looking closely to recognise
throughout the film. I would also argue this device highlights the fact one is not only
experiencing a narrative, but one might recognise the history of such a narrative - story
throughout a person’s lifetime and therefore reflection of that lifetime. This device might also
be be argued to interrupt a habitualised reading process while simultaneously signposting the
potential for a discourse between novel and reader, a discourse that begins by recognising the

novel as cultural artifact. That is to say, I believe such a device might encourage self-
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reflection, and on this basis create the potential for empathy towards a seemingly unlikable
protagonist. ‘We read through lenses of intervening cultures and ideologies and from
glimpses construct narratives to understand texts and ourselves.” This process of engaging

3

with cultural production, ‘...presses us to acts of self- knowledge.” (Ezell and O’Brien
O’Keeffe, 1994, p.3)

My novel opens with the sentence, ‘A woman screams from the sidewalk, she knows
what is about to happen, knows it will not be stopped. The man is moving too fast, climbing
out of the cab with his head down. He looks upset The cab driver is calling after the man,
waving his arms franticly, but the man keeps moving.’

Unlike the detached voice of Auster’s unnamed narrator, this voice feels more sympathetic
towards Walter. Together we are observing the hero from a distance. And so, if we consider
the theory of binary opposition, the hero takes on the role of lab rat, unawares of its own
situation, unawares it is being observed and discussed from a distance, unable to join the
conversation and therefore separate in some sense. And, most importantly, unawares of his
fate. If we consider aspects of anomie, Walter, as with Quinn, is positioned outside of the
ideological structure of the narrative. A hierarchy has been established, and for all of Walter’s
bluster and ego and despicable behaviour throughout the novel, he is rarely in a position of
total power.

Douglas Coupland uses this same device in Girlfriend in a Coma (2004), placing the
central characters simultaneously under the microscope but also at a great distance, observed
by a ghost from some strange otherworld. This distancing affords Coupland the opportunity to
comment on society in a way that feels objective. It also allows him to observe and comment
on the future of the planet which our society inhabits. The novel opens with, ‘I’'m Jared, a

ghost.” Unlike Dinosaurs, this first person narrator comes to us from a distance created by
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time and place. ‘Earth was kind to me,” he informs us, ‘and my bout with cancer was my great
experience.” (p.1) The opening passage raises the question (as with ghost characters in so
many literary works) where is he now? Jared goes on to casually inform us, ‘Yes, the world is
over. It’s still sere but it’s... over. I'm at the end of the World. Dust in the wind. The end of
the world as we know it. Just another brick in the wall. It sounds glamourous but it’s not. It’s
dreary and quiet and the air always smells like there’s a tire fire half a mile up wind.” (p4) It is
easy to see just how powerful an influence Coupland’s novel had on the opening of my own.
Initially the similarities were unconscious, but once I realised the effectiveness of the device, I
was not afraid to play with the idea of intertextuality and push that influence to pastiche,
perhaps even outright imitation.

As with Trainer, there is a strange dichotomy between the seriousness of what Jared is
telling us and the fact he is making pop references with Lyrics from R.E.M’s End of the
World as We Know It (1987) and Pink Floyd’s Another Brick in the Wall (1979) - released on
the year, according to Jared, that he died.

As with Auster’s unnamed narrator, and Trainer, Jared is also omniscient, shifting in time
and space: ‘To visit earth now you would see thousands of years of grandeur and machinery
all falling asleep. Cathedrals fall as easily as readily as banks; car assembly lines as readily as
supermarkets.’ (p5) The final paragraph of Jared’s opening narration then hands over the role
of narrator to another character because, ‘Richard is the best talker of the group’ (p5) This
happens once distance has been established and rather large and scary questions have been
posited in the mind of the reader. What Coupland achieves in the opening of Girlfriend in a
Coma is the sensation of planet earth as isolated and fragile, existing in a space between life
and death where its very existence is at stake. Unlike Auster and I, Jared ends his opening

gambit on a positive note: ‘So here follows the story of friends of mine who finally learned
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their lesson: Karen, Richard, Pam, Hamilton, Wendy and Linus.” And although we have been
told by Jared that he has seen the end of the world, he also assures us, ‘The future doesn’t
exist yet. Fate is for losers.” (p5) This statement seems to assure the reader that no matter how
bad things might become, no matter how myopic the central characters might seem at the
opening of the novel, their fate is not yet sealed. In other words, their behaviour is likely to
change as the novel progresses in order that the world not come to an end.

Although I have stated I believe such a device creates distance, especially with the
detached voice employed by Auster, this distancing also creates empathy. In the case of
Quinn, we feel for a protagonist who has lost everything because he is observed by a voice
that seems incapable of empathy. It feels to me that Auster is manipulating the reader into
compensating for the narrator’s lack of, for want of a better word, feelings. In the opening to
Coupland’s novel, before we know anything about the six central characters, we know the
world is over. And so, we might be encouraged to empathise with the struggle that must lay
ahead of these young heroes in order that they, and the world, survive. There is an added
effect to this device in that we are, I might assume, all somewhat invested in the future of the
world. Jared obviously cares about his friends - the heroes of the story — and so the reader is
encouraged to care. Where Auster opted for an eloquent but clinical tone, Coupland employs
a friendly voice with elements of humour. Both stylistic choices achieve the same effect of
isolation, aloneness, and subsequent empathy.

My hope in observing Walter’s assumed death in the opening of the novel is not only
that the reader might be inclined to be more sympathetic towards his more unsavoury
behaviour as the story unfolds, but this device of distancing might create a sense very early on
in the novel that he is alone and also that he will not get away with his bad behaviour. The

character of Trainer, introduced early on in the novel, also serves to represent another side of
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Walter’s character, revealing glimpses of Walter’s inner world, his doubts about his own
thoughts and actions. In this sense, trainer not simply a guide but a device which attempts to
persuade the reader that no one person can be viewed in black and white, or in simple binary
terms, just as Dr Jekyll’s character in Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (Stevenson,
2008) ‘is not pure good, and Hyde (Jekyll’s statement to the contrary) is not pure evil, for just
as parts of unacceptable Hyde dwell within acceptable Jekyll, so over Hyde hovers a halo of
Jekyll, horrified at his worser half’s iniquity.” (Bowers et al, 1982) When thinking about
Walter, the character of Hyde has been a useful psychological template, and although Hyde
often articulates his internal struggles and Walter’s inner doubts surrounding his actions
remain largely repressed, the resulting unease is similar and the avoidance of simple binaries
similar also. Hyde is not without vulnerabilities, predominantly physical in nature, just as
Jekyll is given to moments of pride and anger. Another reason Stevenson’s novel informs my
own is the exploration of ideas surrounding repression, first articulated by Mr Utterson when
he wonders if Jekyll’s malaise might be due to his wilder years when he was young,
‘...punishment coming, pede claudo, years after memory has forgotten and self-love
condoned the fault.” (p.17) In terms of ideas surrounding repression, my novel attempts to
raise the question: what if a person cannot forgive their own actions? What happens if we
cannot move forward and resolve or make peace with our sins? We are informed at the start
of my novel that Walter is dying, and so perhaps the seed is planted that we must forgive
ourselves or else we cannot live successfully. Coupland’s narrator might be suggesting that
unless we consider a fundamental shift in the way we live on the planet, the world as we
know it will end.

Coupland Once again applies the technique of direct address in Player One (2011), but in

this later novel opts for a detached, clinical voice similar to Auster’s narrator. For the majority
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of the first chapter, the novel is presented in third person, each character afforded a chapter to
themselves so that we might learn how they came to be in the rundown, somewhat timeless
cocktail lounge of the Toronto Airport Camelot Hotel — a setting that arguably serves as the
concept of purgatory. The apparent third person narration holds until the mini chapter headed
Player One begins, at which point we are informed that, ‘Humans have souls and machines
have ghosts. Me - Player One - I’'m actually more of a ghost than a soul, but it remains to be
seen when I got here and how it happened.” The narrator goes on. ‘At the moment what
matters most is that we learn what happens next in this story.” (p42) The effect of this
statement is that we are required to shift our assumption of third person to first while being
reminded of the construct of story, and even of book as artifact. Certainly, this was the
sensation I experienced upon first reading the novel. Despite the shift from third person to
first, and the use of direct address, the narrator retains an omniscient quality throughout the
remainder of the novel. The effect is that perspective is shifted as certain key questions arise,
the most prominent of which might be: who is Player One and how did he or she get &ere.
And, unavoidably, where exactly is the /ere the narrator is referring to?

We might not be able to answer these questions immediately as we continue with the
process of reading and interpreting the narrative, but Coupland has planted the idea that our
heroes are somewhat isolated. We begin to realise that the rundown bar with its glass doors
and windows, sitting on edge of a sea of tarmac, is being observed from some unworldly
plain, a distance that creates a sense of claustrophobia and impending doom. Soon after the
introduction of the ghost device an explosion happens in the distance, the television informs
our heroes that the price of oil is rocketing, and black clouds begin to roll towards the glass
facade of the Chamelot Hotel Bar. And so, once again, the device of ghost (unheimlich)

narrator not only signifies the possibility of loss and death, but creates the sense of story being
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told from some other place that affects the way in which the narrative is interpreted. The
ghost also, ‘becomes a metaphor for memory; it is also a metaphor for things hidden and
buried.” (Kunz, 2016) This device then works effectively in creating both a sense of things
hidden from the reader, but also things hidden from the protagonist, and of memory being
fluid rather than fixed. We might frame this latter assumption as one of a negotiation between

signifier and signified that encourages an exploration of meaning.

i. A Postmodern Paradox

What I observe in the comparative texts examined in this thesis, and note within my own
work, is a fascinating technique of duality. In experimenting with certain postmodern devices
such as framing the narrative, the unheimlich narrator or direct address, I have come to
appreciate the extent to which such techniques might serve to create distance from one’s
subject. The application of a ghost narrator seems to me to increase the stakes, becoming, ‘a
metaphor for things hidden and buried,” and thus increases a sense of danger. This danger
might be physical in nature, but for the purposes of this thesis, and the comparative texts I
have chosen, I primarily note a danger to psyche and mental wellbeing. To my mind, the idea
of psyche as fragile, unfixed, and subject to outside influence, makes the use of such devices
so affecting. Whether or not we fear solely for the psyche of our heroes, or whether it is a fear
we also realise in ourselves that bestows the power I accredit to such devices is not a concern
we have time to investigate. What is fascinating to me, however, is the ability of these devices
to create distance from, while simultaneously bringing us closer to, the protagonist.

Michel Houellebecq’s novel, The Possibility of an Island, (Houellebecq, 2006) seems to me
to embody all of the devices I have observed within comparative texts thus far. It is only upon

the completion of my novel, and in the critical self-reflection process and research required to
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complete this thesis, that I now fully appreciate the extent to which Houellebecq has
influenced my aesthetic technique and informed my thematic concerns. As with Coupland’s
novels, Houellebecq has created a narrative in which he presents us with a clear and present
physical danger to the planet. And like Auster, chooses to investigate these dangers by
focusing on a single protagonist to imply a symbiotic relationship between individual and
society, and the dangers inherent in a lack of meaningful connection between the two.

The device of ghost narrator creating both distance from and empathy towards
protagonist is present. Once again, the narrator’s tone is clinical and detached. ‘My current
incarnation is deteriorating; I do not think it will last much longer. I know that in my next
incarnation I will be reunited with my companion, the little dog Fox.” (p3) This asexual voice
comes to us somewhere between life and death: ‘deteriorating.” We are reminded that books
are artifacts, cultural production. Stories are written in pages, a transference or sharing of
meaning is, to some degree, at stake. ‘This book is intended for the edification of the Future
Ones. Men, they will tell themselves, were able to produce this. It is not nothing; it is not
everything; we are dealing with an intermediary production.’ (p7)

What is unique about Houellebecq’s novel is that the narrator is a ‘neohuman’. A copy of
a copy, version 24 to be precise. We are presented, once again, with a ghost, a replica of the
original Daniel, a version that is reading the life story of the original version of himself, added
to by each copy of Daniel, memory passed on in narrative — a book of life. I view this version
of Daniel as a ghost because I believe Houellebecq intends the narrative to be interpreted in
this manner. By making Daniel 24 a ghost-like figure, looking back on the self-involved
consumeristic life of the original Daniel, we are thus persuaded to reflect on the history of the
planet which this copy of Daniel now occupies. Therefore, it seems to me, the ghost as

narrator is the ideal device to create objectivity and distance, not only from the characters
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within the novel but also from their surroundings. This is one of the reasons why I created
Trainer as a ghost in my novel, so that I might observe and critique issues surrounding
environmental change. Although I do this to a lesser extent than I observe within Houllebecq
and Coupland’s writing, or in contemporary, postmodern novels such as White Noise
(DeLillo, 1985) or Oryx and Crake (Atwood, 2003), I nevertheless find the device affecting in
creating empathy towards my protagonist. It feels to me that hinting at the destruction of the
earth, or in Coupland’s case, presenting the reader with an apocalyptic version of the future,
we thus view the central characters within any narrative as vulnerable. Perhaps we then view
ourselves as vulnerable, creating that moment of empathy.

Observing these combined techniques enabled me to constantly strive to create empathy
towards Walter while also exploring his depravity. I want to have created a novel that offers
the reader a despicable man and have them sympathise with that man and follow him on his
journey. They have to want Walter to be a better person. They must reserve judgment until the
end of the novel when all of the ‘facts’ of the story are in.

The Original Daniel in Houllebecq’s novel, the one we experience in the present day, is
similar to Walter, although more artistic in nature. He is not entirely unlikable because he is
obviously intelligent. He is world weary and whimsical at times. And one cannot help
agreeing with many of his observations regarding society — perhaps because we all suffer a
little anomie, a sense of being outside of ideological apparatus, or the sense that it works
against us rather than for us. But Daniel is also egotistical, lazy, unemphatic, solipsistic and
extremely sexist. I wonder how a female reader would respond to this text given the distaste I
felt at times. This, of course, is the central reader response question surrounding my own
work. I do not want to have created a narrative that only men can relate. This is why the

empathy must be born of universal concerns, not concerns based on gender or age.
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Daniel’s early observations concerning women are reductive and based on sexual politics
and aesthetics. He informs us in a matter-of-fact tone how, ‘Women in general lack a sense of
humour, which is why they consider humour to be one of the virile qualities; throughout my
career, opportunities for placing my organ in one of the appropriate orifices were never
lacking.” (p.15) The device Houellebecq employs in order that we might empathise with this
ridiculous man is to make him long dead and have his ghost reflect upon his past life. Daniel
24 also lacks empathy, just as the unnamed narrator in City of Glass was cold and distant
regarding the ‘facts’ of Quinn’s life. But this harshness softens as the telling of Daniel’s past
life progresses. Perhaps Houellebecq is hinting at the power of story to change lives, and the
opportunity at redemption no matter how long past the fact. Both themes occupy the centre of
my own work.

From the safety of his compound, surrounded by electric fencing, Daniel observes what is
left of humankind. ‘Look at the little creatures moving in the distance; look. They are
humans. In the fading light, I witness without regret the disappearance of the species. A last
ray of sunlight skims over the plain, passes over mountain range barring the horizon to the
east, and colours the landscape with a red halo.” (p.17) This is an affecting observation
because it is a copy of a man looking out over mankind, a dying species. And it is a poetic
voice, sentimental despite the claim of no regret. We soon learn how this human trait of
sentimentalism creeps in with each neohuman the longer they are alive, or the more versions
produced after the original. Daniel 24 claims a clinical distance from his ancestors, but by
reading Daniel 1’s /ife story and keeping a record of his own thoughts (by the act of writing a
memoir of sorts), Daniel 24 becomes more and more human. I would go as far as to say
Houellebecq’s is alluding to the importance of the novel in society, but we might certainly

agree it serves to create empathy despite the distance of narrator from subject. The
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neohumans call the original text of their predecessors a, ‘life story, initially conceived as a
simple complement, a provisional solution, [to passing on information] but which was,
following the work by Pierce, to become considerably more important. Thus, curiously, this
major logical advance resulted in the rehabilitation of an ancient form that was basically quite
close to what was once called auto biography.’ (p.18)

It feels to me as if there is a link between protagonist and planet that aids the
development of a sense of empathy. I too suggest a link between Walter’s life and the
continued life of the planet - the transience of both, the need for cooperation and empathy so
that both might flourish. I am suggesting that it is in the readers best interests to empathise
with Walter. Just as Coupland opens with visions of the earth full of, ‘Endless cars and trucks
and minivans sit[ting] on the road shoulders harbouring cargoes of rotten skeletons behind the
wheel,” (p4) juxtaposing this vision with the idea of youth on the verge of adulthood,
Houllebecq opens with an apocalyptic vision of the future coupled with the idea that, ‘Life
wears you out, above all — there doubtless remains in some people an undebased core, a
kernel of being; but what weight does this residue carry, in the face of the general decay of
the body.” (p.44)

My central theme of the importance of empathy towards all people, even despicable men
like Walter, is summed up in the novel when Daniel 24 writes about love and forgiveness in
his journal, a passage that relates to the title of the novel itself. ‘I am only a neohuman, and
my nature includes no possibility of this order. Humans, or at least the most advanced among
them, already knew that unconditional love is the condition for the possibility of happiness.’
(p-62)

As I have stated, my central concern within this thesis is examine the various techniques I

have applied throughout my novel that might create empathy towards my protagonist. Or, to
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put it another way: Can I manipulate or persuade a reader into empathising with Walter until
such a time this investment bears fruit and Walter turns over a new leaf. If I have failed in
achieving this sense of empathy, and sympathy, I would argue the novel is in danger if
failing; that is, if we agree that almost all narratives are constructed in such a way as to
encourage a reader to invest, not only in the success of the hero, but also their emotional
development.

I believe the application of the ghost narrator, placing Water outside of the dominant
ideological apparatus due to his subordinate position in the company and his lack of family
money, as well as applying pressure from other more dominant characters such as his father-
in-law and Agatha’s dying husband, goes some way towards creating this empathy. Not only
do I hope to have created a sense of the stakes being high, but this constant pressure is one I
hope a reader might relate to. However, I do not believe this culmination of techniques and

narrative choices is enough.

Auster created a character who suffered unbearable loss, living alone in his apartment
without his son or wife, totally detached from the outside world and losing himself inside the
detective genre narratives he creates. Coupland’s opening gambit is to threaten his young
protagonists with the apocalypse unless they change their ways. Houellebecq presents us with
a ghost machine living in a burning landscape, his ‘current incarnation deteriorating.” my
protagonist, however, seems to have led a somewhat charmed life. Unlike Quinn, Walter is
not physically isolated from the world. On the contrary, he is very much involved in the world
- a Hollywood movie producer living in Los Angeles with a beautiful fiancée, a career, and,
seemingly, his whole life ahead of him. Walter’s problem is that he does not appreciate his

life, his fiancée, or the people around him. In fact, he seems to engage with people only from
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the point of view of what they can do for him. His sense of isolation is born of a perceived
lack of social standing and repressed guilt over his attitude and behaviour towards the people
in his life: the way he treats them, and, particularly, the way he has treated close friends and
family in the past. His regret and guilt, and subsequent rationalising of his bad behaviour, is
especially significant when it comes to his best friend Trainer and his fiancée Angel. He is
distracting himself, indulging his desires, both physical and psychological. Walter pursues
instant gratification with seemingly blind greed, without thought of the repercussions to his
own life, or how his actions might affect those around him. He is also unwilling to empathise
with others because, on some level, he knows that to empathise would mean he would have to
examine his actions more closely. Walter is not willing to be distracted from his self-
gratification. He suffers from a powerful drive demand that supersedes the needs and wants of
others. He is used to satisfying the drives of his ego, primarily sexual in nature, despite the
fact these drives threaten his relationship with his fiancée and, in terms of his career, his
relationship with Angel’s father who owns the production company where Walter is
employed as a producer. He lives in constant danger of being found out which would ruin his
upcoming marriage, his career and income, and his social standing in a town where reputation
is everything. Walter struggles with a form of hysterical blindness, constantly denying the
facts of any given situation while he pursues the American dream. Paradoxically, in the
pursuit of this dream, Walter is rendered inert by the, ‘attempt to alleviate anxiety by using
methods that deny, falsify, or distort reality and that impede the development of personality.’
(Hall, 1957) The result is that his behaviour worsens and his attitude towards those around
him becomes more and more cynical.

During the early stages of writing Dinosaurs, 1 was unaware of the full weight of

Walter’s crimes, and I had not yet imagined the moment when Angel would discover the

39



extent to which she had been deceived. I was, however, aware that I had already created
several problems for myself that caused a tension between exploring my protagonist to the
full extent while having him remain sympathetic. That is why I chose to place my hero in a
unique setting, one that would work for me on several levels and help to create that all

important empathy.
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CHAPTER 3. GOOD MOURNING HOLLYWOOD

Early in the novel, fresh from surrendering his body to Agatha Lightley in the hope of
securing her husband’s latest screenplay, Walter is visited by his old fried Trainer whom we
quickly discover, had walked out on Walter seven years previously and, ‘disappeared into the
vast, shadowy landscape of Los Angeles.” (p.7) Trainer’s unannounced arrival into Walter’s
carefully constructed house cards acts as a catalyst for change: often referred to in literary
criticism as the inciting moment. This experience interrupts the habitual processes of Walter’s
ego, now unsustainable, and begins the hero’s journey towards self-discovery. Here, also, is
our first glimpse into Walter’s fragile psyche because, in my mind, Walter might be talking to
a ghost, a figment of his imagination summoned by repressed guilt and remorse. This idea is
only alluded to at fist when Walter’s secretary, Rhona, says, ‘I didn’t let anybody into your
office, Mister Stopps.’ (p.14)

In retrospect, I need look no further than Palahniuk’s Fight Club (1996) to discover the
novel that planted in my young mind the seed of this device. Indeed, another of Palahniuk’s
novels (Choke) also employs the same direct address I found compelling in American Beauty
When it opens with a direct address, an acerbic voice challenging the reader to stop reading
the artifact they hold in their hands: ‘After a couple of pages, you won’t want to be here. So
forget it. Go away. Get out while you’re still in one piece. Save yourself.” (2001, p.1)

Where Auster employs the staccato voice of Peter Stillman, my inciting moment is the
arrival of a ghost: a framing narrator borrowed from Coupland, but also a familiar plot device
used to great effect in A Christmas Carol (Dickens, 1843). And I choose for this moment to

take place in Los Angeles, within a construct named Hollywood, the biggest floating signifier
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I can think of.

To test the effectiveness of my choice of setting in supporting and informing the themes
within Dinosaurs, it was useful to examine A.M Homes’ novel, This Book Will Save Your
Life (2007). Richard Novack is a fifty-five-year-old, successful securities trader living an
isolated life in his luxurious home in the Hollywood Hills. He is divorced. His ex-wife and
estranged son live on the east coast in New York. Richard is somewhat asexual, his only
human contact comes in the form of his cleaner, his nutritionist, and his personal trainer, all of
whom visit the house rather than Richard leaving his hermetically sealed enclave overlooking
the city. He is a benign hero, not unlikable in any sense, but without the qualities one might
assume necessary to create empathy. In informing my writing, Home’s protagonist straddles
the psychological and physical gap between Quinn and Walter.

Richard Novack has suffered no great loss or committed no great crime. Yet the problem
of creating sympathy and empathy, it seems to me, is still relevant. The question surrounding
Homes’ novel, as it relates to my own, might be framed as: how has the author made me (the
reader) care about an affluent white male with a myopic world view who has deliberately cut
himself off from society? How does this novel serve as a useful counterpoint to my own
writing?

Richard begins each day by checking the stock market while on his running machine,
observing his beautiful neighbour whom he admires from a distance as she swims laps in her
pool below. ‘He takes comfort in her swimming, in her determination, rhythm, routine, in the
fact that she is awake when he is awake.’ (p.1) He watches the women from his glass window
while wearing a noise cancelling headset. Homes presents us with a quiet, introspective
protagonist, literally shutting out the world in every way possible, observing from a distance,

‘Above and below, a chain of houses [which] climes the canyon wall: a social chain, an
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economic chain, a food chain. The goal is to be on top, king of the hill - to win. Each person
looks down on the next, thinking they somehow have it better, but there is always someone
else either pressing up from below or looking down from above. There is no way to win.” (p2)
What does Richard mean by, ‘win’? I sense in this opening a man aware of other peoples’
perception of him, of social standing and the hagiarchy imposed by wealth. He is surrounded
by expensive art and technology and good food. He places importance on the accumulation of
wealth and excellent physical health. But we sense in his observations the futility of these
pursuits.

Early in the novel, Richard suffers a pain in his chest that causes him to call for an
ambulance. As he waits for the paramedics to arrive, he dresses in clean clothes to preserve
his dignity, and perhaps to exert some notion of control over the attack to his person. This
inciting moment reveals a sense of pride, but also intense vulnerability. The pain Richard
experiences in his chest marks the start of a redemptive journey back into society which will
also see him reconnect with his estranged family.

Although I consider Richard to be a less problematic character compared to Walter, there
nevertheless remains the question, why would a reader invest in his journey towards self-
discovery. Unlike Walter, he does not cheat on his wife, or abuse or manipulate women. He
does not take drugs or even drink alcohol, and his work is honest. In fact, his only crime
seems to be that of self-imposed isolation. We learn that his relationship with his son is
turbulent because he has been an absent father, and his marriage ended (according to his wife)
because he did not fight for it. But these are not exactly crimes. On the other hand, I would
argue that Richard is not an especially likable character. His observations relate mostly to Ais
relationship with the world, 4is place outside of society, and how he feels about Ais future. He

is a solipsistic character, singularly lacking a sympathetic world view. He is also a wealthy
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person in a city that has a huge disparity between rich and poor. This is highlighted by the
government man who comes to check on the inexplicable sink hole forming outside of
Richard’s million-dollar property. ‘Nice up here,” he says. ‘Not like down there — nothing to
be afraid of up here.’ Just as the man is about to enter the hole, he asks Richard: ‘Any animals
or street people who could be living in a cave?’ Richard is curious about this question but
does not appear shocked. ‘Cave people, [the man continues] they come in and set up house.
We’ve got people living everywhere.” (p65) This socioeconomic disparity underlies the entire
novel in subtle ways, but the most overarching clue might be that all of Richard’s problems,
and those of his fellow actants are, ‘First world problems.” The characters in Homes’ novel
seem to drift around the sun-drenched city, sandwiched between the Pacific Ocean and the
San Gabriel Mountains. They lead a life occupied by coffee shops, hotels, day spas, yoga
retreats and supermarkets. These, ‘...modern luxuries of individual choice and religious
freedom have created a new reality, one in which life can have multiple meanings.’ (Froese,
2016) I agree with this theory to some extent but suggest that such an abundance of choice
might also lead to life having no meaning. This is what I feel Homes investigates throughout
the novel. Even the notion that destitution and hunger are without meaning if one feels no
connection with the society in which they are supposed to be emotionally invested.

After the inciting moment of intense chest pains, Richard experiences an awakening of
sorts and makes a concerted effort to connect with his family and the people around him. In
the wake of his hospital visit, and continued visits to Doctor Lusardi, he tells himself, ‘He
couldn’t cover everything up anymore, he needed to feel everything as it was.” (p.35). I would
suggest his feelings are not based on the reality of ‘everything as it was,” but remain, instead,
highly mediated because he lives in a town that specialises in media and the mediation of

information. Nic, the recluse writer who lives next door to Richard when he moves to the
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beach, sums this idea up perfectly when he explains: ‘We live in a time when no one wants to
remember. We pretend we are where it starts. Look at the way we live — we build houses on
fault lines, in the path of things, and when something happens, we don’t learn history, we
build it again, right in the same spot’ (Homes, 2007 p281). Homes posits the idea, rather
ironically, that this book will, in fact, not save your life, not unless you (the reader) are
prepared to remember and to learn from history.

Novack is not evil, or even callous. Despite all his wealth and privilege, he might be
viewed as a victim. He is, if anything, a blank canvas: free of distinguishing emotional
features which serve to highlight his estranged, disconnected position within (and outside of)
society - much like Meursault in Camus’ classic novella L’étranger (1942). We might be
encouraged to sympathise with Richard as he remembers what it was like to be married, or
when he recounts the period in his life when he drifted apart from his wife and moved away
from his young son. However, these choices were his to make and it is not until the latter part
of the novel that we get a sense of regret concerning his actions. Where Walter has obvious
unlikable traits that pose a problem in terms of creating empathy, Homes tackles the issue of
empathising with a privileged man who is part invisible and without a concrete history. She
explores this by combining ideas of environmental unrest in a city lacking a sense of its own
history and identity. A city without an agreed sign system, one that deals heavily in the
production of media: ‘It’s the one thing this town understands — the movie business.’ (p.264)

This Book will Save Your Life might easily be interpreted as a cautionary tale, one that
concludes with Richard floating on a dining table in the Pacific Ocean (a literal floating
signifier) while the cover of the book, in all editions I have seen, features pictures of
doughnuts that look suspiciously like lifebuoys. Much like my own novel, it is a story about

the inherent dangers of placing too much importance on wealth and perceived social standing.
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The pursuit of ideas imbedded in the phrase, “the American Dream” [which] was introduced
into contemporary social analysis in 1931 by historian James Truslow Adams.’ Supported by
the idea that, ‘Cultural histories of the general “success” theme in literature testify to the
remarkable durability of the American Dream over the course of the past century.” (Messner
and Rosenfeld, 2012, p.7)

To my mind, Homes’ choice of Los Angeles as the setting for her novel complemented
her thematic concerns perfectly. She was afforded the opportunity to explore sign and
signifier throughout, and thus highlight the impossibility of agreed meaning. Reminders of
rampant consumerism and the environmental impact of overurbanisation were constantly
flagged from the beginning: birds flying into plate glass windows, forest fires, sink holes,
floods, and a sabre-toothed cat. This depiction of nature in crisis reflects the internal
landscape of Richard Novack, and so many others within the novel. References to film
production and to story serve to remind us of the amorphous nature of ‘truth’ and, as with Get
Shorty, once again highlight the problematic nature of the pursuit of a meaningful existence.
On top of this, Homes’ plays with perceptions of Hollywood and the idea of things not being
what they seem. Apart from horses that should not find themselves in sink holes in the
Hollywood Hills, and sabre-toothed cats which are supposed to be long extinct, several of the
key characters in the story also have dual personalities. The famous Hollywood actor, Tad
Ford, pilots the helicopter than winches the horse to safety, and later in the novel works
alongside the construction crew fixing Richard’s house. He also undertakes the role of
spiritual guru, father and chef. The homeless bum to whom Richard donates his denim jacket
turns out to be a famous novelist in hiding, and we discover that Doctor Lusardi, whom
Richard confided in on several occasions, and whose advice he took to heart, was actually

masquerading as a doctor before skipping town. Curiously, Richard seems to resonate more
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with the fake doctor than the real one he meets later in the novel.

Throughout the narrative, people appear to be screens upon which various personalities
can be projected, just as the troubled landscape plays host to both concrete and jungle. And in
such a setting, constantly subject to a complex and sophisticated media output that places
importance on material wealth, we might all be capable of empathising with the difficulty in

leading an authentic existence.

i. City of Angeles
On the face of it, Damien Chazelle’s LalLa Land (2016) might be interpreted as a simple
pastiche, a homage to Hollywood musical predecessors such as 4 star is Born, Singing in the
Rain, or Meet me in St. Louis - all produced in the mid-forties to mid-fifties. Certainly the
appearance of the lurid GLORIOUS TECHNICOLOR logo painted across the screen during
the opening scene is not only self-referential and nostalgic, but serves as a reminder of the
song ‘Glorious Technicolor, Breathtaking Cinemascope and Stereophonic Sound’ sung by
Fred Astaire and Janis Page in the film Silk Stockings (1957). The opening dance number,
played out amid oppressive Los Angeles commuter traffic, is also a pastiche of the nineteen-
eighties film Fame when hundreds of performing arts students take to the streets amid New
York traffic thus exploring a juxtaposition between artistic expression and the seemingly all-
powerful industrial and mechanistic forces of the day. And so, only minutes into Chazelle’s
modern-day take on a great Hollywood tradition, we are transported into the past. But, more
interestingly, we are not simply transported into a single, recognisable past, but into various
versions of Hollywood history, a history, one might argue, that only ever exists on the big
screen. This is an example of Los Angeles as a setting on which ideas can be projected, just as

with Home’s novel: Hollywood is a construct, and Chazelle’s film seems unafraid to indulge
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in pure nostalgia. However, unlike 7op Hat (Sandrich, 1935), starring Fred Astaire and
Ginger Rogers, the star-crossed lovers of LalLa Land do not dance off into the Venetian
sunset, but instead end up going their separate ways due to seemingly irreconcilable
differences. This anti-ending is much like Hartley’s short film because it is obvious our
heroes are still in love. What we witness here might be another example of the transient
nature of Hollywood, where nothing is fixed or permanent. This anti-ending is the most
obvious difference between LalLa Land and so many of its predecessors because the failure of
our heroes to remain together at the end of the film is in no part due to a Shakspearian warring
of houses, but simply the pursuit of career and, I assume, the American Dream.

LaLa Land is not simply a romantic comedy paying homage to musicals of the past, it is,
in my opinion, a self-conscious Hollywood fictive, a dream played out in a town where
dreams - according to a long history of Hollywood cinema from Cinderella (Nichols, 1911) to
Pretty Woman (Marshall, 1990)- are said to come true. ‘Welcome to Hollywood,” the
homeless man chimes over the opening credits, ‘What’s your dream? Everybody comes here,
this is Hollywood, land of dreams. Some dreams come true, some don’t. But keep on
dreaming. This is Hollywood, always time to dream.” Even, it would appear, the destitute
believe in the dream, so how could the rest of us resist? The trouble is, dreams are not real,
and the homeless man will, most likely, die of alcohol consumption and poor diet. And the
protagonist in Lala Land could easily be accused of cultural appropriation as he mansplains
the history and nature of jazz to his romantic counterpart

The question is, how do characters like Richard Novack and Walter Stopps, privileged
white males, carve out for themselves a place in which authenticity rather than dream is the
conceptual ideology. Chazelle might be signposting this tension by denying our star-crossed

lovers a happy ending, just as we are denied the ability to truly suspend our disbelief
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throughout the film. The tension between suspension of disbelief opposing self-conscious
narrative is explored throughout the film to the extent that a sense of nostalgia and loss
emerges within every scene. When Mia, a struggling actress, and Sebastian, a struggling jazz
musician (this is essentially the plot of the film) are finally alone together, in the street outside
a party in the hills overlooking an unrealistic, smog-free Los Angeles backdrop, they dance
together for the first time. We sense a connection between the two, an on-screen chemistry
that is undeniable - especially if one has already seen Gosling and Stone together in Dan
Fogelman’s Crazy, Stupid, Love. (Ficarra and Requa, 2011) But just as the opening dance
number on the crowded freeway comes to an abrupt end with the honking of car horns and the
revving of engines, this intimate moment, a subdued courtship dance reminiscent of Astaire
and Rogers in the The Gay Divorcee (Sandrich, 1934), comes to a sudden end with the
bleeping of an electric car remote alarm: an abrasive, modern sound that pulls us out of the
dream and into reality. And, as mentioned, we are already invited to think of Hollywood as
entertainment industry that produces fictional introjects because we have seen these two
characters in another romance narrative in which the do get together in the end.

This interrupting of the most recognisable pastiche moments, or a breaking of narrative
structure, continues throughout the film, replacing fantasy with objectivity. In the case of the
Prius’ remote alarm, we are reminded of how modern the film is, how it is set in the present
day and, as such, is consciously mimicking films of the past. In doing so, it places itself
somewhat in opposition to films of the past. We might also be prompted to ask how Mia is
able to afford a Prius on a coffee barista’s salary and, consequently, be reminded of
Hollywood’s constant unrealistic representations of lifestyle when it comes to the cars,
clothes and apartments our heroes are able to afford. Such unrealistic representation is a

Hollywood aesthetic tradition from Breakfast at Tiffany’s (Edwards, 1961) to television
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sitcoms such as Friends (1994) in which we are proffered an unreal world of beautiful people
exploring supposedly ‘real” problems in unrealistic settings.

This tension between real and unreal is explored more fully when Mia and Sebastian go
on their first proper date to the cinema. While they are watching Rebel Without a Cause (Ray,
1955), the bulb on the projector burns the celluloid causing the reel to melt just as we see the
iconic Griffith Observatory appear on screen. The sensation caused by this interruption of
narrative is one of a dream ending, reality replacing fantasy. This device was also used in
Persona (Bergman, 1966), and Cinema Paradiso (Tornatore, 1988) to explore ideas of
transitions of mental and physical state. In the context of LaLa Land (Chazelle, 2016) this
device is interesting because as far back as 1999 many cinemas were already using digital
projectors. By 2013, ninety-two percent of cinemas in America were digital and so a print like
Rebel Without a Cause (Ray, 1955) would be very rare and very expensive, and therefore
unlikely to be played except at special screenings. This scene is self-reflexive because LalLa
Land is a deliberately nostalgic film, just as the process of watching celluloid at the cinema is
nostalgic: both the musical as genre and celluloid itself are things belonging to the past. Just
as Homes’ novel (2007) posits the idea of America existing in ‘a time with no past,’
Chazelle’s film hints at the idea of history being burnt in favour of the present, while also
retaining a sense of nostalgia: the phenomenon described by Jameson in postmodern writing
as schizophrenia, and of, ‘not know[ing] personal identity,” (1985). Once again, I observe
how Los Angeles as setting informs and serves thematic themes within my novel and the
contextual works that make up this thesis.

Once the melted celluloid fills the screen and the house lights come up, our heroes
abandon the auditorium and drive to the ‘real’ Griffith Observatory that appears in Ray’s

iconic movie. What we witness is not so much life imitating art as art imitating art from the
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past. The couple are able to enter the planetarium in the dead of night and dance among the
projected (another illusion) stars in a surreal scene reminiscent of a Busby Berkeley film, and
which sits in stark contrast to the violent chicken-run or knife fight scenes at the Observatory
which appear in Rebel Without a Cause. The dance scene is a fantasy within a fantasy, but
rather than promoting a suspension of disbelief, what occurs is a series of questions caused by
juxtaposition: ruminations on past films and the nature of story or, in this case, the nature of
story through the medium of cinema: the act of Hollywood examining its own mechanisms
and constructs.

My thinking surrounding Los Angeles as setting, and the constructs of Hollywood and
the American Dream, can be summed up by, ‘William Mulholland’s Laconic dedication
speech at the opening of the Los Angeles Aqueduct in 1913 — “There it is! Take it!" (Soja,
2011, p.194) After decades of restructuring and spatialization the sprawling city, ‘has become
the paradigmatic window through which to see the last half of the twentieth century. A place

‘where it all comes together.” (p.220)

ii.  Hollywood Tales

There is a scene earlier in the film when Mia is preparing to go to the party where she will
have her first conversation with Sebastian. It is a dance number set in an impossibly colourful,
stylised apartment with three beautiful friends that might be compared to the scene The
Wizard of Oz. (Fleming, 1939) There is a parallel here not simply because there are four of
them, just as with Dorothy and her companions, but in the sense of anticipation, an adventure
that might bring about the fulfilment of a dream - to meet the wizard and be granted the wish
that will make life perfect — a brain, a heart, courage, or, in this case, discovered by a famous

movie producer. And just as there is no grand wizard, there is no movie producer, only a
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struggling jazz musician in the form of Gosling.

I would argue, LaLa Land is narrative that examines the nature of the stories we love to
experience. It also examines what those stories look like in a post 911 America. We are
presented with a classic boy meets girl narrative in a highly recognisable genre, but that genre
is subverted by the boy and girl not ending up together. It is as if this simple idea of love
concurring all cannot be sustained even in the most nostalgic and naive of genres. And yet, at
the film’s end, Chazelle cannot resist offering the audience a montage of what might have
been, an alternative ending played out during a chance encounter when Mia and her new
husband accidently enter Sebastian’s jazz club. Our heroes are picked out of the darkness by
two spotlights as Sebastian plays the now all-too-familiar piano theme song and we
experience images of the young lovers ending up together with a beautiful baby girl.
Although this might be viewed as a consolation to the audience, this juxtaposition only serves
to highlight a sense of loss because there is no reason why it could not have been - or, rather,
not the recognisable, familiar reasons we are used to seeing in genres such as tragedy or
drama. Los Angeles, and Hollywood again work in service to the themes explored within the
movie, just as they serve Homes’ and myself. In a landscape that constantly strives for
reinvention and, arguably, wealth and success, concepts like true love might struggle to find a
foothold. The montage at the closing LaLa Land is what the endings to musicals used to look
like. This is how Hollywood cultural production used to look and feel when it was willing to
believe in simple ideas such as love. Taking this hypothesis a step further, one might suggest
this is what life used to look like when we believed in happy endings. But in a post 911, fake
news world, perhaps that time has passed, and those ideas belong to the past. Just as with
Dorothy, we now live in a world where the magic of story, the construction of narrative, has

been exposed: A post postmodern world. A metamodern world. If we agree that we also live
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in a post-truth world, the idea of happy endings, of Hollywood endings, is now an
impossibility. This is the interesting and often complex idea behind LalLa Land that in many
ways relates to my own writing and the discourse I want to enter with my readership. Where
LalLa Land fails, my mind, is thatit is too concerned with pastiche and irony and not
concerned enough with ‘truth’. One might argue, as I have in places, that pastiche serves to
highlight meaning, but the script is already out of touch with its audience and at times, as |
observed with the scene where Gosling, a privileged white male, explains to Stone the origins
and meaning and depth of jazz.

Where it succeeds, is to explore the idea, to some extent, that story is now a process of
negotiation because we have all seen behind the curtain, and as such are now denied simple
ideas, simple ‘truths’ presented in all narratives. At the end of The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy
wakes to find the whole story was a dream. In this sense, LaLa Land does the same but in

reverse.
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CHAPTER 4. THE ANTICIPATION OF TRUTH

I have always found science fiction and speculative writing particularly affecting in
addressing societal concerns and attitudes because I feel that by positioning a narrative within
an imagined setting - that is to say, within a time and place not of this earth - a writer is better
able to experiment with issues surrounding ideology, psychology and philosophy. A writer
can project onto the imagined canvas a world that will best serve the themes they wish to
address within the novel or film. Of course, I acknowledge not all science fiction, and
especially speculative fiction, takes place on faraway planets or in strange dimensions. The
same affect can be achieved with islands, farms and jungles. What I am investigating here is
the idea that certain settings can effectively imply boundaries and barriers - a means by which
to keep your heroes in one place, or, if one considers ideological apparatus, in a singular state
of mind that best serves that apparatus. In this sense, I feel I have unitised both the physical
and psychological characteristics of Los Angeles just as Conrad made use of his dark and
humid Congo, and Golding his uninhabited island. It is my opinion such settings enable a
writer to better examine the nature of society from an implied objective position.

In terms of boundaries - implied, psychological and physical - I am reminded of the
infamous tagline on the original posters for Alien: ‘In Space No One Can Hear You Scream’
(Scott, 1979) The statement creates a mood based on simple, scientific fact. There is a sense
of claustrophobia before one even enters the theatre, the sense that space is harsh, unliveable
and remote. Should you find yourself in danger, from an alien species for example, your
fellow man will not be there to help you.

Writers such as Isaac Asimov, Ursula K. Le Guin, and Philip K. Dick, use the science
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fiction genre to great effect/affect to critique themes such as ideological apparatus, religion,
colonialism, selthood, and feminism. If I consider Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaiden’s
Tale (Atwood, 1985), for example, I think of Frantz Fanon’s ideas of the possibility for
literature to be a form, °...of combat because it assumes responsibility, and because it is the
will to liberty expressed in terms of time and space.” (Bond, 1968, p.63) Atwood herself
asserts that science fiction, and speculative fiction is not about the future, ‘I’'m not a prophet,’
she says. ‘Let’s get rid of that idea right now. Prophecies are really about now. In science
fiction it’s always about now.’ (Allardice, 2018)

When considering Los Angeles as the choice of setting for my novel, the most obvious
reasons for doing so are similar to why many science fiction writers choose distant planets, or
an earth of the future. Just as it was not hard for Atwood to imagine a dystopian Gilead where
women are property and the will of the affluent forms the basis of all ideological apparatus, it
is not hard for me (and, I hope my readership) to imagine a Hollywood where aesthetics,
money and power rule, and the ideological apparatus is formed and governed by the affluent.
It does not matter that Atwood’s readers have not seen the future, or that my readers have not
actually visited Los Angeles, both works are based on an assumption of shared opinion, or of
shared, previously experienced texts, films, and television programmes. I cannot speak for
Atwood in this regard, but for myself, I also assume a degree of engagement with politics and
certainly with the business of the film industry in terms of cultural production. Once I assume
a certain degree of shared opinion and shared media, there is a sign system that can be
utilised, but also a gap between signifier and signified that can be explored. I too am
investigating the possibility of liberty expressed in terms of time and space. And if, with my
protagonist Walter Stopps, I am not always exploring liberty, I am certainly exploring a

negotiation of self-realisation. Whether my Hollywood is ‘real’ or not, is not so important,
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what is important is placing my protagonist in a world that I feel best serves ideas
surrounding the struggle for individuation: what Jung observes as ‘the centre of the

personality, a person’s inner core with ‘it’s individual and social destiny.” (Jacoby, 2017)

i.  The Center of Nothing

Another film that influenced my writing, one that has haunted me for many years, and which I
found difficult to watch due to its representation of self-centred, misogynistic male characters,
was Hurly Burly (Drazan, 1998), written by David Rabe and later adapted for the big screen
in 1998 - directed by Anthony Drazden.

One of the reasons I was compelled to revisit this film is because it relies heavily on
preconceptions surrounding Hollywood, film production in Hollywood, and life is Los
Angeles. At the time, the stage play reflected an America coming out of more than a decade
of deep recession. The county experienced a dramatic economic upturn and entered a time
(especially for those who benefitted most from Reagan’s huge tax cuts) of economic
prosperity which resulted in the rise of materialism. It is my assumption that there were
enough preconceived ideas surrounding the Hollywood elite that Rabe was able to focus less
on setting and more on dialogue. In this respect, I was able to observe a narrative that relied
heavily on shared preconception to effectively explore many of its central themes. Similar
works that I regard as relying on a degree of preconceived ideas around time and place might
include the novel American Psycho (Ellis, 1991) and the film Wall Street (Stone, 1987) - both
of which are concerned with (among other things) consumerism, consumption, sexism, drug
use, and a subsequent loss of self. It is interesting to note, that Wall Street II — basically a
remake masquerading as a sequel, and thematically the same in every regard, was released in

2010. I am also reminded, when I think of these particular contextual works, and of my own
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work, of the poem The Second Coming which I feel acts as a framing device for this genre of
cultural production, yet one that arrived ninety-nine years before my debut novel. Perhaps I

am a bit behind the curve...

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity. (Yeats, 1921)

Taking its title from Shakespeare’s Macbeth, Hurly Burly focuses on the life of two
Hollywood producers who seem, at first, entirely lacking any moral grounding. Eddy is
playing host to his acerbic friend Mickey, who seems to be taking a hiatus from his wife and
child. They reside in the Hollywood hills, looking out, as with Richard Novack, on the
crowded city below.

From the very first scene, we realise Eddy is high on drugs despite it being early in the
morning on a workday. What we witness is a man on an almost Jungian quest of ego death,
one who yearns to lose himself through consumption and self-annihilation. Or perhaps, as was
argued by several film critics at the time, to gain enlightenment through drug use in line with
William James’ theories (Moon, Kuza and Desai, 2018). What I perceive in Eddy’s character
is total lack of empathy rather than enlightenment, and total solipsism rather than the death of
the ego. The lack of empathy in two distinct but closely linked moments within the opening

scene of the film. In the first, a drunk aging actor friend (Phil) arrives complaining about how
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he argued with his wife again that morning, exclaiming, ‘...and that’s when it happened, I
whacked her,” revering to his wife as, ‘a deceitful bitch.” Phil is a heavyset man and when he
says ‘whacked’ one cannot help noting the size of his arms and hands. No sooner have we
experienced this tirade of abuse about a wife who is seemingly unwilling to support her out of
work actor husband, and noting the lack of concern the confession of physical violence
arouses in Eddy and Mickey, then a fourth friend (Artie) walks in with a beautiful young
drifter in tow who he, ‘found in the elevator of his apartment building,” after she had been hit
by her boyfriend. He presents the girl as a gift: ‘[I] figured I don’t need her. And Maybe you
guys need her... Because I figured, you know, hey, you’re desperate guys.’

Throughout a protracted conversation (because all conversations in the film are
protracted due to drug and alcohol consumption) the young lady remains silent, acquiescing
to the exchange, a commodity in need of a roof over her head. There is a scene later in the
film when Phil throws a woman out of a moving car because he thinks she is laughing at him.
This is done in such a matter-of-fact way that it is almost comic, and thus uncomfortable to
watch. What the scene does is illustrate the extent to which women have become objects to
these men. This idea is repeated so often throughout the film in renders the experience of
watching uncomfortable and claustrophobic. These scenes are brutal in just about every
regard but speak to my own novel on many levels. Eddy’s character asks a lot of
philosophical questions in his drug induced state, many of which seem logical, some even
sympathetic, but they lack any real emotion or concern because he is too preoccupied with his
own turmoil — the hurly burly of his life. He has fallen apart. His centre cannot hold. It is as if,
by living in a world with no agreed sign system, Eddy’s thoughts and feelings are lacking
meaning, and he has no moral compass to navigate his life of unbridled consumption. The

only agreed meaning throughout the movie seems to be the signifier woman to mean object.
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Much like Walter, Eddy’s character has the capacity for empathy but is lacking a moral centre
which might act as a bridge between observing and empathising. He asks about the wife who
Phil ‘whacked.” He asks about the young homeless girl who is being proffered as a gift. But
he is not concerned with the violence either woman has been subjected to. In terms of
narrative device, [ observe within all my contextual works, it is what is not said that has the
greatest affect. It is Eddy’s lack of empathy that raises the questions: why does he not feel and
how is it he seems incapable of caring about others. What path leads a man, apparently
successful, educated and affluent, to take drugs in the morning or to be able to treat women as
objects? Like Walter, Eddy is not satisfied with his life. He has big, philosophical questions
he wants to explore. He is a middle-aged male with a deep fear of death, but what does he do
about these fears, how does he reconcile his vacuous lifestyle with a need to be more
enlightened. The truth might be that there is a binary opposition at work here that makes
reconciliation impossible. This internal struggle leads to repression which leads to a return of
the repressed that takes on many ugly forms.

Although I have created a similar character in Walter, there is a tension at play here that
paradoxically interests and concerns me. Rabe’s character and mine live in the same
environment, are governed by the same ideologies, and both suffer a process of repression
that leads to a sense of alienation and otherdness. The difference I observe in my novel
compared to Rabe’s play, is that I hope to explore similar levels of dysfunction while
allowing for the possibility of redemption — the possibility that my readers will be
sympathetic towards Walter by the end of the novel. Perhaps the fact that Eddy is difficult to
sympathise with is a reflection of the ideologies surrounding Hollywood in the eighties. In
other words, both Rabe and myself rely on preconception of place, but Rabe’s Hollywood,

and so his characters, are much harsher and more lacking in moral grounding. The play seems
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to want to critique the era and the male psyche, rather than explore any possibility for
redemption. It is, to my mind, a cautionary tale that is brave insofar as it does not attempt to
offer any solutions to the aberrant narcissism it so eloquently portrays.

Eddy lives in a nice house in the hills in Los Angeles, and we know he is a movie
producer. But the only time we see the outside world is when Eddy and Mickey race their
respective executive cars to work, whilst continuing their conversation on mobile phones
about how Mickey has stolen Eddy’s girlfriend - a brilliant example of waste and
consumerism. When they arrive at work, they walk past an array of beautiful female hopefuls
waiting outside their shared office, then flick absently through an array of headshots of
beautiful female hopefuls before calling it a day. The reason, as I have mentioned previously,
I chose this play/film as a comparative text, is to illustrate just how much legwork
preconception does in terms of time and place, and how Hollywood as a construct in a
valuable tool in terms of my novel.

I believe Rabe relied on the shared idea of rich sleazy Hollywood producers as instantly
recognisable, and, to some extent, the kinds of debauched lifestyles they might lead and the
sexist attitudes they might possess. It is a sad truth that the Hollywood film industry is no
different today that in the eighties. This makes my novel relevant, but also raises the stakes in
terms of Walter being a sympathetic character, especially in terms of a female readership.

For me, the highlight of the script/film is when Phil returns to Eddy’s house in the hills
having kidnapped his baby girl from his estranged wife in the dead of night. When he
attempts to hand the baby to Eddy, Eddy cannot accept, simply saying, ‘I am all dirty.” Phil
then asks, ‘You think if we kept her and raised her, she’d grow up to be a decent human
being?’ The question hangs in the air unanswered until, quite suddenly, the conversation

continues in a similar vein to the opening of the film. Eddy’s sense of being dirty, and the
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question of whether these men could raise a baby girl, create a brilliant scene full of both
spoken and unspoken questions and leave, for me at least, a very lasting impression.

As with Wall Street, Hurly Burly was written in the mid-eighties but was not made into a
film until 1998, and it is worth noting the film was set in the present day at the time of its
release. What I take from this, and in observing my own novel, is that it is not simply the
time-period that informs the themes within Hurly Burly, but the ideologies and assumptions

surrounding Los Angeles and Hollywood.

ii.  It’s Not True That It’s Funny, but It Is Funny

Bret Easton Ellis” American Psycho, is a novel which gives ...the impression that we have
created a world devoid of compassion and empathy, a fertile breeding ground for monsters to
thrive while hiding in plain sight.” It is a disturbing account of a psychotic, violent, and
insecure man in an environment based solely on perception. But Ellis creates a balance by,
‘Furnish[ing] us with that most impenetrable of shields: dark humour and irony.” (Welsh,
2015).

The device of juxtaposing humour with the acts of violence and psychotic behaviour,
does not exactly create empathy, but it does create a necessary distance from the violence,
making it bearable by reminding us it is not real. The application of dichotomic themes such
as comedy and violence allow the reader to perceive both in new ways and thus invent new
ways of experiencing both - it creates, as Shklovsky observes, a prolonged experience,
important ‘because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be
prolonged.’ (p3)

This prolonged process of perception is a form of discourse between the novel and the
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reader which relies, in part, on the assumption that “...our experience of literature, and indeed
of everything else, depends not only on the intrinsic features of the text,” but also, and perhaps
more importantly, ‘...on the culture we have internalized; and that the culture we have
internalized comes from the discourses (in a rather broad, metaphysical sense) in which we
have engaged.” (Jackson; Leonard, 1991p260-61). My ambition is to create a narrative that
raises questions outside of the text, questions that draw from previous external discourses in
terms of past shared experience, but also from other forms of cultural production. This
discourse is necessary when engaging in all texts, but the challenge, in terms of my novel, is
not only to interrupt what I might refer to as habitualised engagement, but to create empathy
with a protagonist who is, on many levels, unlikable.

It is pertinent to note that this thesis or, at least this section of the thesis, is not necessarily
about whether or not my assertions surrounding Los Angeles and Hollywood are true - or a
true representation of place, or of the ideological apparatus and beliefs surrounding that place.
They could, in fact, be entirely untrue. This thesis serves as a critical component to an original
creative work and so, what is important is to demonstrate why I have made certain assertions
and choices in the creation of that work, and why my choice of comparative texts not only
share similar assertions and aesthetics or thematic concerns, but how and why they have
influenced my creative choices as a writer. I do not wish to assert, for instance, that
Hollywood is this way or that way, but it is necessary to demonstrate why my make-believe

Hollywood serves my thematic concerns just as it has served many writers before me.
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CONCLUSION

As stated in the opening chapter of this thesis, I am not overly concerned with defining
Metamodern literature as a genre, but rather my interests lie in observing certain narrative
devices that are attributed to such writing, or what I refer to as the voice behind the curtain.
However, it is exciting to me that Los Angeles (and Hollywood as a concept) feels like a
metamodern setting in which I have been able to experiment with various devices that have, I
hope, helped me to create a sense of empathy towards my protagonist, Walter Stopps. I have
not taken up much space in this relatively short thesis to quote my own novel as my
preoccupation has been to attempt to articulate the concerns and fascinations I have
surrounding any problematic characters in works of fiction. It is also important to note at the
closing of this thesis that I am aware I have chosen as my contextual texts some problematic
novels that can be accused of misogyny, as with Houellebecq’s writing, or distasteful and
violent, as with Ellis. I do not use these novels as a way of demonstrating that any and all
opinions can be made tasteful or palatable if the right devices are applied, or that any
protagonist can be made to be sympathetic, but rather [ use them as extreme examples of what
can be achieved with certain devices. Many of the novels remain problematic, some might be
said to be outdated, including the LaLa Land script. I would agree they are, for the most part,
an acquired taste, just as I suspect my own novel is an acquired taste. It is for this reason, I
suspect my own writing, in this instance, is out of step with current thinking, but I believe it
was a necessary first novel, one that I was required to write in order to explore my initial
ideas surrounding narrative structure and, to some extent, exercise my previous literary

influences before moving on. It is a novel I have learned a great deal from, not least of all its
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shortcomings which will serve me well in the future.

As I approached the end of this critical, reflexive work, other theories began to form, ideas
and observations that would require further research to effectively articulate. In the process of
closely reading so many comparative texts, and researching and appreciating literary theory, I
discovered what might be the most affecting device that runs throughout all of the novels I
site as contextual works. There is a sense within these works that a deeper level of empathy is
achieved by the omniscient first-person narrator being denied an authentic life experience due
to an overly developed sense of objectivity — what I have observed as distance. It is my
assertion that an authentic life cannot be experienced and observed simultaneously. This sense
of overt objectivity feels, to me, very sad, because I have the sense of a person living a half-
life. This sensation ignited in me a deep sense of empathy and is a device I will explore as my
writing progresses.

It is thanks to the commitment and knowledge of my supervisor, Celia Brayfield, that I
was encouraged to observe my own writing in a new light and this enabled me to take risks in
expressing myself, not only in my creative piece but within this thesis.

So much of what concerns me regarding Hollywood as setting can be argued to be only
preconceived ideas - and thus can be accepted or rejected in terms of being true. And isn’t that
a theory that sits at the centre of postmodernism - the rejection of a single truth And if there is
no single truth, what opens up is a negotiation between sign and signified, what Homi Bhabha
refers to as a ‘liminal space’ (Bhabha, 1994 p.134) in which preconceptions can be
challenged, negotiation can take place and, certainly in terms of Bhabha’s critical theory
surrounding the ‘othered’, a celebration of uniqueness might be allowed to blossom.

Instead of a wizard’s curtain, Hollywood provides me with a screen. Instead of a history I

need to engage with in terms of true or not true, Hollywood gives me a contemporary culture
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that is constantly redefining itself, that seems, in fact, to consciously reject its past in favour
of the next new thing. Perhaps, due to its long history of reconstruction and constantly
redefining itself, Hollywood (in terms of cultural production) seems now to be languishing in
a phase of nostalgia. My novel uses Walter Stopps as a symbol and a device with which I
might observe and investigate themes of loss, of lostness, and of being alone.

‘People act in relation, not to brute reality, but to culture specific modes of perceiving
and organising the world.” (Rosaldo, 1988, p78) On this basis, Dinosaurs is an attempt to
comment on a world that I perceive to be in the grips of unbridles consumption. It is also an
era of mediated experience in which we experience life though technology, and so the ‘facts’
of life are dictated by this intuitive, personalised media output. My novel posits the idea that
Walter desperately wants to become a sort of phenotype and thus undergo a process of what
Rosaldo describes as ‘acculturation and assimilation’ or letting go of ‘...one’s past-
autobiography, history, heritage, language, and all the rest of the so-called cultural baggage.’
(p82) I want to explore the dangers inherent in having no history

While writing Dinosaurs, and working out my own relationship with Walter, I so often
found myself thinking of Gatsby standing on the end of his pier staring out over the lake
towards the green light, a man without history longing to be a part of something unobtainable.
And just as all the wealth in the world does not help Gatsby to be accepted, no amount of
money and good looks will help Walter convince himself or others that he belongs. A
repressed fear of not being good enough or rich enough causes Walter to act out in ways that
are basically self-sabotage and will, ultimately, lead to his death. Walter’s survival depended
on forming meaningful connections with others and a sense of self formed by history and
accountability.

Hollywood as culture and ideology is the worm that feeds upon my protagonist’s
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insecurities and forces him to act out in so many ways that are damaging to himself those
around him. Los Angeles is the setting that affords me the opportunity to highlight themes
such as isolation, repression and overconsumption. I am reminded of Steve Martin’s character
in L.A Story (Jackson, 1991) when he observes that ‘nobody walks anywhere anymore.” There
is a wonderful scene where Martin gets in his car to drive less than a hundred yards
demonstrating, all be it comically, that it is impossible to walk from one place to the next in
Los Angeles. The serious message articulated perfectly in this scene, a theme explored
throughout the film, is that there is no ‘natural’ linking of place to place in Los Angeles, and
that any travel is done by car, hermetically sealed, isolated, just as separate communities are
isolated. I attempt to observe the emotional effects of such physical and psychological
separation. This comedic but rather accurate representation speaks to Shklovsky’s ideas
surrounding defamiliarization. I am fascinated by this concept because one of my primary
concerns as a writer is the idea that the application of unfamiliar technique within the novel
form is not only aligned with Shklovsky’s idea of ‘remove[ing] objects from the automatism
of perception.” (p3) but also, might encourage the necessary discourse (or negotiation)

between reader and novel that I require in order that my novel succeed.
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Then you will know the truth, and the truth shall set you free:
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White Cadillac

A woman screams from the sidewalk, she knows what is about to happen, knows it will not be
stopped. The man is moving too fast, climbing out of the cab with his head down. He looks
upset. The cab driver is calling after the man, waving his arms franticly, but the man keeps
moving.

The first car swerves across the central line. It beeps its horn and the driver shouts through
his window for the guy to wake up and get out of the road. Other people stop on the sidewalk
and look at the man. A small boy holds his breath and closes his eyes because he does not
want to see it happen. Another woman screams and points as a white Cadillac slams on its
breaks and screeches in the road. Everybody on the sidewalk knows the car will not stop in

time. The man and the car are the only things moving in the world.
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Chapter 1.

The Narrative

He cannot resist the idea it all began the day Trainer showed up in his office, clutching the
pristine white wedding invitation like an immigrant with a new passport. He knows in his
heart he was already on the road long before then. Maybe when he quit his studies at USC to
work for Breaks. Maybe the first time he cheated on Angel, that first line of cocaine, the
prostitute with the long nails who told him right to his face he was a sinner, a snake god who
deserved the blood of virgins. But he requires a simple narrative, something he can explain to
himself without difficulty, and the day he walked into his office at Goodtimes to find Trainer
sitting with his legs up on the desk as if he owned the place, that is the day he chooses to
believe it all began.

Walter had just come from his weekly rendezvous with Agatha lightly where they would
discuss how she was going to get Walter her husband’s latest script. Larry was the industry’s
golden ticket when it came to dreaming up asinine but successful teen movies. The recipe was
simple: a love triangle, a power struggle, some element of the supernatural, and a divine gift
of some kind or another that involved the female co-stars removing their clothes and walking
through waterfalls or rainstorms in slow motion. Larry had realised all men fantasise about
having a threesome with two teenage girls. That was the formula Walter needed, so he would
reserve the same room at the hotel every week. The room with the view she liked that faced
away from the ocean. After lunch he would escort her silently to the room where he would
peel off her silk underwear and whisper into her skin and kiss her aging perfumed body until
he could feel her muscles trembling and her breath shorten.

Agatha had thick black hair, dyed and curled, worn lose around her face to hide the
surgical scars near her ears. Her smoky grey eyes were always framed with thick black
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mascara, cheeks rouged to match her tight, flaming lips. She was Walter’s ticket to the
big-time. And so he kneeled before the one who would give him what he needed and listened
to the speeches and preaching and sly comments aimed at undermining his masculinity. And
he begged and smiled and charmed and tried always to reassure himself that he was in charge,
that he knew what he was doing. He was winning. He was a winner.

He turned up late that afternoon, already behind the game, knowing she would be annoyed
at being deprived of her big entrance. He was worn out from too much cocaine and too little
sleep. When he approached the table, Agatha peered over the top of her impossible sunglasses
as she lit a pale pink cigarette.

‘If you don’t want me to walk out of here, darling, you must first apologise for your
unforgivable tardiness, then you must absolutely promise you will take care of me in the
restroom between courses.’

Before he could answer, an out of work actor in white shirt and black tie appeared with
Walter’s customary double bourbon on the rocks and topped up Agatha’s wine glass after she
gave her consent with an almost imperceptible nod. The actor coughed politely and proffered
an ashtray from his apron pocket. Agatha dropped her cigarette in the ashtray with a tutting
sound. She ordered for them both without looking at the menu, then dismissed the actor and
his smoking ashtray with a wave of her hand. The actor smiled and bowed and melted
effortlessly into the background lunch crowd, but not before Walter noticed something in the
boy’s smile, just for a second, before he disappeared, something that hinted at violence and
insurrection.

“You look tired, darling. Don’t tell me that fiancé of yours is keeping you up at night.’

Walter reached for his bourbon and told himself not to drink the whole thing down. ‘Why
don’t we leave Angel out of this,” he said, trying his best to keep his voice level. ‘These

afternoons are about you.’



‘But of course, darling. Me and my poor husband’s next million-dollar travesty to be added
to an already cancerous and decaying medium.’

Agatha sucked down a half mouthful of wine and smiled to herself in a self-congratulatory
way that made Walter want to scream in her face that she was an old, dried-up hag with
disgusting habits. Instead, he smiled and waved for another drink. When Agatha placed her
wine glass on the white tablecloth, he noticed blood red lipstick crowding the rim of the glass.
He thought of vampires and butterfly wings and wished he could take a line of coke.

‘Travesty or not, my love, I do need that script,” he said, keeping it relaxed, dressing it
with another half-smile.

‘And I am going to get it for you, darling. You don’t think I want you to abandon me, do
you? I want you to use me all up first until there is nothing, absolutely nothing left of me.
That’s what you do, isn’t it, you young sexy executive types, you bastions of power...’

Agatha tilted her head forwards and lowered her sunglasses as if peering out from behind a
limousine window. ‘He’s not at all well,” she purred. ‘He seems to be taking all kinds of silly
pills. He wakes up nights screaming at the top of his voice. I can hear him all the way from
my room. It’s ghastly.’

Walter remembered a time when Agatha made him get down on his hands and knees and
push his tongue inside her while she caressed her breasts in front of the full-length mirror and
sucked on one of her pale pink cigarettes. She recited lines from Inferno and pushed herself
hard into his face until his neck hurt, until her taste and smell filled his throat, and he was
hard and breathless and sick of himself and everybody else in the world.

‘But he is going to finish, right, Agatha?’

She raised the limousine windows with a manicured nail. ‘He always finishes, darling. It’s

just taking a little longer than usual. But he’s typing away in that little study of his, as

dedicated as ever. Like a little beaver.’



There was an electric pause, then Agatha alighted from her chair with a preternatural speed
that bellied her age. She came to rest at Walter’s shoulder, gold talons digging into his velvet
chair back, wings shielding them from prying eyes. The Mother Dragon, dangerous and
hungry. She leaned in close to his ear so that Walter was convinced he could taste her sweet,
rotten breath in his mouth.

‘I want you inside me,” she whispered. ‘I don’t want to wait. I want to eat my raw steak
with the satisfied feeling an empowered woman gets after she has been fucked in anger and
desperation. You don’t want to disappoint me, do you. You want to be a man. You do want to
be a man for me, don’t you, Walter?’

The Mother Dragon placed an oily kiss on the back of Walter’s neck and swooped silently
across the restaurant floor towards the restrooms, leaving in her wake a terrible shadow that
permeated Walter’s skin and wrapped itself tightly around his heart. He could feel the
butterfly wings on his neck, pulling him to his feet. He slowed his breathing and downed the
last of his bourbon. It was time to earn his way, time to work. There was no love, only
commerce.

After lunch, after the room with the drawn curtains and expensive wine, after the
promises and servitude and skin, when the inevitable quiet settled and clothes returned to
bodies, Walter escaped the velvet opulence of La Pequod and headed back to Goodtimes amid
the rush of afternoon traffic.

He rode the lift to the seventh floor and assured himself he was going to hide away for the
rest of the day and ignore his calls. The brushed chrome doors swished open, and he crossed
the floor at speed keeping his head down, refusing to make eye contact with the industrious
men and women in their padded grey cubicles, plugged into phones and computer screens like
incubating clone babies.

He needed a day off, stillness and predictability, maybe a line and a strong coffee So he



kept his head down and his shoulders high. He kept moving. And that’s when he saw Trainer
through the open door to the office with his feet up on the desk, that strange expression on his
face as he played pretend movie producer with Walter’s phone.

They had not spoken in almost seven years, not since Trainer walked out that night and
disappeared into the vast, shadowy landscape of Los Angeles. And from there who knows
where. No phone call. Just the letter that one time, if you can call it a letter. He was barely
able to decipher the inky scrawl, a desperate cry for help scratched into a stained napkin
straight from the mind of a crazy man.

For the first few months he would see his friend all over town. He was the homeless man
cleaning windscreens at the traffic lights on the corner of Mortuoria and Williams. The
broken old man packing groceries at the store, singing Nina Simone and asking after peoples’
kids like he meant it, like he cared. He was just up ahead, the back of his head tilted in that
awkward way, shoulders raised against the evening chill. He was the man leaving the bar at
last orders, a streetlight shadow stretched out across a wet sidewalk.

He left Walter without a best friend, without a writer or a follow-up to their smash hit
debut. He had done so without explanation or warning. And now he was back, a strange,
comic figure with his legs up on the desk pretending to make a call to another imaginary
movie producer, perhaps in another town, an imaginary town across the ocean, on the other
side of the bridge where there was no disease.

Walter’s first instinct was to turn and run, but where would he go? He watched his old
friend from the doorway and could not help pulling at the hem of his suit jacket, rubbing the
expensive fabric between sweaty thumb and forefinger. He knew Trainer had to leave the way
he did, knew his best friend and enemy had done him that one last favour, not blaming Walter
for ruining them both, for dragging them down and making everything cheap and disposable.

Trainer had wanted to be a real writer, but Walter had talked him out of it, persuaded him into



the sordid dream of money and flesh and all the terrible bullshit.

What had happened to his friend in those seven unknowable years? How had Angel
tracked him down? He had no hair, none. His scalp was red raw. He used to have a beard but
that was also gone. His face was the colour of overcooked hotdog meat and one of his
eyebrows was missing. Walter could see his friend had pencilled in a substitute with black
mascara or felt pen. He was wearing a cheap nylon suite in electric blue over a white t-shirt
and white leather boots with thick Cuban heels. Walter thought of Gene Hackman playing
Lex Luthor in the original Superman movies, except his friend had a sadness in his eyes that
Walter did not recognise. All of this made him want to turn and run, but he was paralysed,
frozen by ancient regret and the unfamiliar eros of memory. All he could do was stand there
and pull at the hem of his suit jacket, trying desperately to silence the Superman theme music
going round and round in his head.

Trainer jumped up from behind the desk as soon as he noticed Walter standing dumb in the
doorway. He said goodbye to the imaginary movie producer on the end of the line and opened
his arms wide like a game show host.

‘Walter, goddamn! Come here, buddy! Look at you!’

Walter didn’t move but Trainer was on him in seconds, crossing the office at speed and
wrapping his skinny arms tight around his shoulders like they were long lost lovers, which, in
a sense, they were.

When Trainer finally let go, Walter noticed the eyebrow had smudged at the height of its
already elaborate arc giving his friend an attitude of mild surprise.

Walter untangled himself and tried to create some distance. ‘You look well, T. A little
psychotic, but well... healthy. What happened to the hair and beard?’

Trainer shrugged and ran a tentative hand over his skull. ‘Suicide,” he said, matter of fact,

like talking about a bad day at the office. ‘No big deal, buddy. What about you, marrying
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Angel-goddamn-Breaks no less!’

Walter tried to work out what was happening, why he felt so out of control, but his brain
could not get a handle on the situation. He felt his lunch shifting in his stomach, Agatha’s
scent clinging all over, making him uncertain. The absence had returned, a friend once more -
no longer a lone figure in an Edward Hopper Diner, but real and skinny and beaten down,
smiling through impossibly white teeth as if this is what people did all the time, appear out of
the past in Gene Hackman attire without a word of warning.

Walter calmed himself. ‘What do you mean, suicide?’

“You know how it goes.’

Trainer ran another hand over his skull and smeared the eyebrow further up his forehead so
that all of a sudden Walter was sure he was going to burst out laughing, or wake up in bed and
realise it was all a terrible dream..

‘I fucked up, Walt. I slept with this chic, my supervisor at Happy Burger. Audrey caught
me. She took the kid.” Trainer examined the black mascara stain on his palm before wiping it
absently on the breast of his suite. ‘All gone,’ he said, trailing off into a near whisper.

‘Jesus, T, you’re married, and you’re a father. When the hell did this happen?’

‘Was and had, buddy. Was and had.’

‘And what the hell are you doing working at a Happy Burger... You’re a writer!’

Trainer turned his back on Walter and fixed them both a drink from the chrome trolley in
the corner of the office. The two of them stood there as Trainer explained how he had gotten
mixed up with his supervisor, how they had gotten naked and ended up fucking on the
foul-smelling green plastic lawn in the play area at the back of the Happy Burger.

‘Right under that stupid clown’s face, you know. Man, I hate that fucking clown.’

Audrey had arranged to pick him up that night, but Trainer had forgotten their plans as

usual. He told Walter how he didn’t even know he was busted until he got home and found

11



her packing a suitcase. She explained to Trainer, between deep drags of her slim menthol
cigarette, how she had seen him humping away like a dog, caught for the briefest moment in
the one good headlamp of their beaten Volvo.

‘She recognised me straight off without seeing my face, something about rhythm or tempo
or some shit. She told me I was predictable in every way and how she wasn’t ever going to
eat meat again. Can you believe that! Who says that? None of us knows the future, man
Then... well, she left.’

Trainer downed the last of his drink and went to fix himself another. His hands worked
quickly over the ice and the screw-top. He took a deep swig straight from the bottle before
pouring out a couple of generous shots while mumbling something about drinks trollies only
being in movies.

‘I set up this camp bed in the kitchen,” he said, calmer now, as if easing into it. ‘I opened
the stove and turned on all the burners and everything. I had some beer, figured I was going to
sink a few and just kind of drift off, you know. I got drowsy I guess, or I wasn’t thinking
straight. It was sad, sitting on that camp bed with that gas smell everywhere. I had this pillow
of Dylan’s with a picture of a dog and a cat on the front...” Trainer suddenly seemed lost for a
moment then shook himself free. ‘Anyway, I got this urge for a cigarette. Then boom! You
remember the letter, of course.’

Walter tried to erase the memory as Trainer stared deeply into his second empty glass as if
he could see the exact moment all over again. He looked with those new eyes, with the
sadness Walter did not recognise. Then he occupied himself with the ice and the screw top as
if to say that’s it, that’s all you need to know.

Walter could not handle seeing Trainer like this. Looking at his old friend caused feelings
of guilt to rise from the pit of his stomach. He had not forgotten the cry for help, the scrawled

letters like the handwriting of a child, the desperation, screwing up the napkin into a tight ball
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and throwing it in the trash, not telling Angel. But that whole scene was behind him, he’d
moved on. Fuck Trainer and his sob story, his sad faraway eyes that made him some new,
indecipherable creature. He hadn’t asked for this; the past was the past. He placed a shaking
hand on his ex-best-friend’s shoulder and guided him towards the door without looking him
in the face.

‘Why don’t you go see Angel, T. I bet she would love to know you’re in town. I'm
guessing she was the one who sent you the invitation, right, so you should let her know you’re
here. She’s at the gallery, same place. We’ll get together later, dinner or something. It’s a
busy time right now. You know how it goes. It’s good to see you, really...’

‘Walter, are you giving me what we here in the movie game call the bum’s rush?’

‘No way, no... I just... Angel will want to know you made it, that’s all. I’ll catch up with
you, okay. It’s just a crazy time right now, you know...’

Walter ushered his old friend out of the office, snatching the glass tumbler from his hand at
the last second as he waved a lame goodbye. He kept his eyes fixed on the floor and counted
to ten. He leaned his head against the closed door. In the air-conditioned silence he felt inside
his breast pocket for the little glass vial of white powder. He gathered himself as he sat behind
his desk, moving various useless objects as if they were chess pieces, creating order from
chaos. He took a deep breath and stabbed at the intercom.

‘Rhona, do you want to tell me what you’re doing letting strangers into my office when
I’m not here?’

There was silence from the other end, a gentle electronic hissing sound, but nothing else.

‘Rhona?’

A hesitant voice came through the tiny speaker: ‘I didn’t let anybody into your office,
Mister Stopps.’

‘Then what the... Never mind, just get me some coffee and hold all my calls for the next
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few hours.’

Walter released the button on the intercom and collapsed back into the soft leather chair. A
second later he lunged forward and stabbed at the little chrome box again. ‘Make up
something good,’ he said, ‘but make sure it seems like I wished I could have taken the call.
Make sure it seems like I’'m busy but not so busy I won’t get back to them. Make sure they
feel important, but make it seem like I’'m more important. Strike a balance.’

Another pregnant pause from the tiny speaker on the desk, then: ‘Sir, there is a Julie
Sheridan from accounts to see you. She doesn’t have an appointment.’

Everything was moving too fast; the usual calm Walter would feel when sitting in his big
leather chair had abandoned him. He often imagined himself as Captain Kirk steering the
enterprise towards nubile aliens with platinum blonde hair, but now he felt more like Hoffman
in Marathon Man. He used his free hand to smooth down his hair then breathed into his
cupped palm. He was convinced he could still smell Agatha but was grateful he had washed
in the restroom sink after they were done.

He realised he had not let go of the button on the intercom, so he coughed what he hoped
was a professional sounding cough and steadied himself. ‘That’s okay, Rhona, send her in.
And forget about the coffee.’

Julie Sheridan stood five feet ten with long platinum hair which she wore straight down
her back with a sharp fringe that brooded over her eyebrows. She had a strong Nordic jaw in
opposition with the delicate feline curves of her neck and shoulders. Her whole body
reminded Walter of polar icecaps with their sweeping curves ending in sharp, glassy edges
where they had surrendered whole parts of themselves to the ocean. She radiated coldness
from her pale skin and frosty blue eyes. She was magnificent and terrifying, but despite her
majesty Walter always thought of her as lacking something important - a photocopy or a

tracing, an idea of beauty without the originality. This is how he justified his actions. He was
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not a great or good man, but he would not sin against originality, he was, in his own way, an
artist, and artists held originality above all things. It was a principle of his, especially
important in this town.

Julie perched on the edge of his desk and examined the points of her brown leather heels, a
sibilant whisper of nylon as she crossed her legs, a tapping of manicured nails on the deep
veneered mahogany.

“You didn’t call,” she said, her voice flat and hostile.

“You look fantastic, Jules. Did you get your nose done or is that a new dress?’

She picked up the brass nameplate from the desk and traced the letters with the long red
nail of her index finger. A sardonic smile appeared briefly then melted into frosty
nothingness. She weighed his name in her hands, turned it over several times then dropped it
to the floor.

‘It was Doctor Kaufman,’ she said, then calmly swept her arm across the desk sending the
telephone and intercom to the floor where they lay trailing their thin grey umbilical cords in
the creamy wool rug.

‘Why didn’t you call?’

Walter could not take his eyes from the stranded intercom. He wanted to pull on the cord,
to place the shiny chrome box back into context. He wanted his life to make sense, and the
sight of the little chrome box on its side at his feet was telling him that nothing made sense,
nothing was permanent or predictable; all it takes is a little shove and everything becomes
stupid and broken and obsolete.

He smoothed down his hair but stopped himself from sniffing his palm. He tried to
re-establish the smile but his lips were not ready. He remembered seeing packets of ready
chopped onions in the refrigerated section of the supermarket. The packets were emblazoned

with bright red letters that read No More Tears.
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‘Come on, Jules, you know how it goes.’

She straightened her back and stretched like a cat about to pounce. Her eyes scanned the
ceiling for prey.

‘No, Walter, I don’t know how it goes. You think I like that cheap room? You think I like
that crap you make me wear? You do don’t you, that collar, those fucking boots.’

‘Come on, Jules, we have a good time, don’t we?’

She looked him directly in the face then and he could feel her daring him to believe the
words coming out of this mouth. In his mind’s eye he could see the boots, the collar - patent
black leather with little silver studs running all the way around to an elegant buckle. He
remembered the last time they met, Julie on all fours slugging on a bottle of cheap Empire
Vodka bought with cash from the corner store near the motel. They snorted thick lines of
cocaine. She arched her back and stuck her ass up in the air and peeled the tight black shorts
from her white skin. For the briefest moment, an accident of chemistry, Walter thought he
was in love.

Julie shattered the image with a hand landing hard on the desk. ‘You use me, Walter, and I
let you use me because you promised me a job in your department. Now I hear your
father-in-law hired some bitch fresh out of business school! She’s from Idaho for Christ’s
sake!’

Walter rolled his shoulders and felt the little glass vial press against his chest from inside
his breast pocket. ‘Don’t call him that.’

The smile returned to Julie’s lips. “What, you don’t like me saying father-in-law?’

She pulled the words from each end, stretched them out over the desk, enjoying Walter’s
discomfort. ‘But Breaks is going to be your new daddy, isn’t he? You are marrying the boss’
daughter. Your precious little Angel’

‘Let’s leave her out of this, Jules.’
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“You promised me that job!”

Walter was losing his patience. He wanted to be back in the motel room, in the half light
and sweet bubble gum smell of the place. He wanted the collar and the boots and the light,
dizzy feeling that took him away from the world. He didn’t see why he should be put on the
spot. It was about power, and if you had power, you were never the one on the spot. He
noticed the distant roar of a 747 out over the ocean, inbound for LAX. He imagined the giant
engines sucking at the sky, pulling a hundred tons of gleaming steel towards the ground. He
could see six-inch heels catching the muted light of a table lamp next to a single bed, the
sheets stained with sweat and vodka and semen. He could see discarded foil packets scattered
on a dirty threadbare rug curled at the edges like a giant rose petal rotting into the damp
carpet.

He pushed his chair from the desk so Julie could see he was hard. He said nothing. He
allowed them both to enter a silence in which hundreds of years of history was played out. He
fixed his eyes on hers, but she held his gaze, not blinking. Hundreds of years behind those icy
blue eyes, from the invention of fire to the OJ Simpson case. He told himself he was just
another hurdle to her, an obstacle to be overcome so that one day she might be the one in the
chair, passing it down, passing it on. Hundreds of years of servitude and regret. No big deal.

Walter thought he saw the exact second something inside of the woman vacillated,
something to do with the glossy adverts in expensive magazines, greed and commerce,
something modern and ancient, from the garden and the serpent to the silver screen. That is
what he told himself, but even then, he knew it was not true.

‘I want that job,” she whispered. ‘You promised me that job.’

‘And I am the one who is going to get it for you, darling. But I want you to use me all up
first. That is what you do isn’t it, you beautiful, resourceful types.’

Her eyes glazed over, then the inevitable, obeisant melting onto hands and knees in feigned
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supplication. She undid his belt buckle in one cold, fluid motion, willing to surrender more of
herself and reveal to the world the jagged edges that would be left behind.

He cannot picture her face amid the ocean of creamy carpet. The eyes and jaw and lips,
yes, but not the woman. He never knew Julie because the disease did not allow it. He cannot
recall her face as he sits on the edge of his small wooden bed in his little room with the stone
floor and stone walls. He cannot see her in the smoke rising from the cigarette in his shaking
hand. He cannot see her in the soft, grey dawn on the other side of the single arched window.
She is far away. All of that is far away. Now there is only him and the book and the story he
has explained to himself so he might cross the bridge out over the ocean towards whatever

comes next.

% ok ok ok
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Chapter 11
In the Beginning There Was Eggs

The book is heavy, leather bound, a deep ox blood red. His name is embossed in gold leaf
across its face and down the length of its spine. It was laid on the stone floor at the foot of his
bed. He noticed it as soon as he woke that first morning. The edges of the pages are also gold.
At first, he thought it was a bible, but then he saw his name. The recognition had caused a
wave of panic. He bolted upright, lifting his knees to his chest, making himself as small as
possible, like a child stranded on a life raft, hunted by a red shark adorned with golden tattoo
in Times New Roman.

His thinking was fuzzy. He had been sleeping for days, waking only occasionally when the
pain in his chest became too much. There were people sometimes, floating above him,
applying new bandages, maybe feeding him, words spoken through layers of cotton wool,
from far away. The room grew dark and later grew light, a cyclic passing of time during
which his life played out in distorted vignettes and vicious nightmares.

Now the book is resting in his lap. By the time the young woman came to his room he was
on his third cigarette and he and the book had formed a truce of sorts. He unfurled himself
and allowed his bare feet to find the sandals beside the bed. He would relieve himself in the
toilet in the corner, but always he kept his head turned over his shoulder so as to watch the
book the whole time, just in case it vanished, or attacked — he wasn’t sure which he was more
afraid of.

When the door unlocked for the first time and the woman waved for him to follow her, he
picked up the book without noticing. Perhaps he didn’t like the idea of it sitting alone on the
floor while he wasn’t there, a part of him already. It was his name on the face after all, and

names are powerful signifiers.
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He is sitting in a room full of books with other peoples’ names clinging to their stretched
skins. Hundreds of them, from floor to ceiling. He touches the face of his book, still
unopened.

His mouth is dry. He wants a cigarette but there is nobody to ask. The woman who led him
to this room is gone. She’d nodded silently at the chair, allowing her hand to rest lightly on
his shoulder for the briefest moment before leaving. Now it is just him and the books and the
cold wooden desk with nothing on it except a black fountain pen with a gold lid.

There are three small, barred windows along one wall that allow skinny arms of sunlight to
reach inside, but the books absorb the light, and the space exists in a sticky orange darkness,
an ecclesiastic gloom into which secrets are whispered. It smells of dust and time slowed
down, the smell a room adopts when there is not enough life, not enough words or laughter to
keep the air moving and the clocks ticking. Walter cannot help imagining Father Armstrong,
sitting in his vestry in the church back home in Oxford, on the edge of the council estate
where there were a few more trees and slightly less crime, the surly man with wide shoulders
listening to devout Irish Catholics confessing to beating their wives. He imagined the priest
handing out penance in the form of lazy prayers that would never see the light of day. There
was a social club, a sort of makeshift pub at the back of the church and even as a kid Walter
felt that alcohol and religion did not belong together, even though he always looked forward
to the packet of crisps and the fizzy drink once all the mumbling and sitting and standing was
over. He wondered if his father ever admitted to the beatings. Did he believe that once recited
the prayers would absolve the man from his sins?

Walter tries to work out how long he has been in this place, locked away in his little stone
room. Four, maybe five days. It is hard to tell because he doesn’t know how long he was
unconscious for.

Some sort of high-end rehab clinic up north, he thinks. Maybe Angel checked him in, or
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the motel night manager. A passing stranger who dared to peek through the half open door to
find him collapsed on the floor or slumped over the TV set. They found him in that room, all
broken and bloodied and full of goddamn drugs. That’s what happened. He mumbles this last
thought out loud. Enough already! somebody had shouted. It’s time this crazy ride ended.

He takes his hand from the face of the book and gingerly runs his fingers down the ladder
of his ribcage. He winces at the thought of the white Cadillac. The terror in the driver’s face,
making the man dumb and ugly. They were in it together, the two of them, dumb animals in a
storm of fear and cruel physics. He remembers the force of it, the inevitability, a searing pain
in his body that caused flashes of unbearable light to silence the world, a crushing pressure on
his chest. He fixed his eyes on the sky and repeated his own name over and over as if it would
save him, somehow transport him back to the motel room with the bare light bulb hanging
limp from a flex in the centre of the ceiling, the peeling nicotine paint and warm, damp smell
of sex.

Is that what happened? How did he make it back to the room? He cannot see the journey,
only a rose tattoo, a gentle voice, the edges of everything soft with heat and cigarette smoke.
He remembers a woman running towards him from the sidewalk. She looks tired and scared, a
black woman wearing white clothes under a blue coat.

He wants to laugh at himself but something inside him is afraid to let go. He does not like
the linen trousers with no belt, the clean white shirt and soft leather sandals. They speak of
suicide risk, of frailty. He has been in places like this before, but always on the other side. He
does not belong here, he thinks. This is not me, this whole scene.

He looks down at the book and runs a tentative finger along the spine, aware of his
awkwardness, his need to keep moving in small ways, to create time within the room. He can
feel the indentations of the letters, the difference in texture of the pressed gold leaf against

fine leather. Maybe a week. Maybe even more. He thinks about opening the book but knows
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he cannot do it. He is afraid.

Suddenly the door opens, and a heavyset man walks in, all soft with frayed edges, a
watercolour on the move. The man has a half smile on his full moist lips and bright blue eyes
that sparkle behind gold rimmed spectacles. His beard is grey in places. He has wispy grey
hair that catches the sunlight as if smouldering, as if it might burst into flames should he
move too fast into the room. He waves a silent hello and places a plain packet of cigarettes on
the desk in front of Walter as he takes his seat. He opens a drawer and pulls out a large glass
ashtray and places this next to the cigarettes. From his inside pocket he pulls out a book of
matches, and from his side pocket retrieves a pipe which he examines for a moment as if
surprised to find it there. He places the pipe in the corner of his mouth. ‘How did you sleep,
Walter?’

His voice is soft, avuncular. “You look a little tired still.’

Walter reaches for the cigarettes. He pulls a match from the book and lights up, enjoying
the burning sensation in his mouth and chest. The smell of the smoke and the easy, familiar
way he shakes the match dead and tosses it into the ashtray make him feel calmer. The spell is
broken. He is his own man once more, as if all he needed this whole time was a few simple
props with which to ground himself in this new space.

‘I’'m okay,’ he replies, realising the sound of his own voice is alien to him, as if coming
from an old gramophone record player — the one with the dog sitting next to it. He takes
another long drag of his cigarette and watches the smoke drift up into the skinny arms of light
above his head.

‘I’'m a little confused, I guess.’

The old man nods a sympathetic not and places the pipe back in his pocket with a smile. ‘I
understand, Walter. It is a confusing time. My name is Doctor Bennedict, but you can call me

Eggs. Everybody here calls me Eggs. You’ll find, after a while...’
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Walter clears his throat, ignoring the old man. ‘Who checked me in, doc? And where are
we exactly? I feel like I’ve been out of it for a while. He shrugs and his eyebrows do a brief
dance. ‘I feel a little, you know... odd.’

Bennedict rests his elbows on the desk. He takes up the pen and absently rolls it between
his thumb and forefinger. The soft smile plays across the man’s face again, but this time
Walter feels as if he is being excluded from some private joke. He gets the sense he is being
watched and scans the corners of the room for hidden cameras.

Bennedict places the pen on the desk. ‘Let’s just say, for now, this is a place in which we
hope you will find answers.’

‘What kind of answers?’

‘That depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On you.’

Walter shrugs again and flicks some ash into the ashtray. ‘Where did they find me? It’s
kind of blurry, the whole thing. That car really did a number on me. I guess I did a number on
myself, right?” He slaps his belly and tries not to wince. ‘But you fixed me up pretty good it
seems.” He forces a smile through the pain. ‘It was a real scare, the whole thing. I honestly
think I’'m cured. I do. And now it’s time I get home.’

‘It’s not that simple, Walter. You are here to find answers. That’s how this works. That is
how we move on.’

Walter stabs the cigarette out in the ashtray and lights another before tossing the dead
match onto the desk. He sets the old man in his sights. ‘I get the picture, doc, the dramatic
scare tactic thing. Aversion therapy, right? That old life is over. That part of me is dead now
and it’s time to move on before it’s all too late...’

He suddenly notices the book in his lap and tosses it up onto the desk where it lands with a
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thud next to the dead match. Time is really moving now, like waking up after a long sleep.

‘So how does it work, doc, you put me on medication, something to ease the transition? I
make a few baskets and you show me Rorschachs that look like vaginas, and I tell you how
my mother never loved me? Or how I loved her but in all the wrong ways. The Freudian
ways. I just can’t see that happening. My mother was a good woman. I have a good life.’

The old man looks absently around the room to give Walter a little space. ‘Perhaps you are
asking the wrong questions,’ he says eventually. ‘Anyway, you are here now so why don’t we
make the best of it.’

Walter watches the shifting sunlight form stiff columns across the top of the desk and is
sure, just for a second, he can feel the earth spinning, the same feeling he always gets on
boats, that feeling of being pushed and pulled, helpless in the face of the unknowable, the
vastness and deepness and the coldness. He never learned to swim, even when he moved out
to Los Angeles from England, even though he had an apartment close to the beach in a city on
edge of the ocean.

The old man adjusts his glasses on the bridge of his nose. ‘We all find ourselves here for a
reason,” he continues, pulling his heavy shoulders up to his ears then letting them drop back
down again in a slow rolling motion. “What is important now is to think on that, to examine it.
That is how we find answers, son. That is how we move on.’

Walter feels a cold sweat forming on the back of his neck. He wants to get up and move
around. He wants to shake it off, the feeling of being small, of being pushed into his chair.

‘What’s the deal with the book?’

‘Ah, the book. If you are going to write a story, then you are going to need a book in which
to write it, no? Everybody here has a story, Walter, something inside of them they need to
share. Story is the means by which all writers explain the world to themselves and to others.

We all of us exist inside one big narrative. Everything is story, after all.’
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Bennedict slides the pen across the desk. “You’ll need this too.’

Walter wants to retaliate in old ways, but something stops him, a lump in his throat,
something caught there that he has not noticed up until now. He takes a long pull of his
cigarette in the hope the lump will evaporate in the hot smoke. He tries to swallow it down
into his lungs, but it will not budge. His hands begin to shake. He wants to put the cigarette
out but is afraid the shaking will make him look weak in front of the doctor.

Bennedict silently retrieves the pen and the book and places them both in the drawer in the
centre of the desk. ‘I’ll keep these for you,” he says. “Why don’t you get some rest, son. We
can talk again soon. We have plenty of time.’

Walter reaches for the ashtray but doesn’t make it. The shakes have him. He can feel the
cold sweat forming on his brow and in his armpits, a sick feeling in his stomach. The sun
through the window is burning his neck. 