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Abstract

My thesis has two components: the first contains six pieces of fiction and,
the second, a brief critical essay.

West Orange is a collection of short stories, and while each of these stories
contain individual themes and different characters 1d situations, they are meant to
be considered as a tl 1atic whole. “Before the Ambulance Arrives” is the story of
an accident. “Remains” is a ghost story thatis  d without characters and without
ghosts. “God” is a story abou! story and conc 5 the way in which things can get
lost, while “West Orange” is a story jout something that is found on a beach.
Finally, “The Seven Prince: " is a story about trying to tell a story in another
land.

In the essay, entitled Shades of West Oran_ 1 attempt to explain some of
the ideas that went into the writing of the stories and focus one of the wider themes

therein. It can be viewed, therefore, anothert__ : of ghost story.
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he can’t see her arms or legs or head, just an abstract blob of the white and pink of
her shorts and tank top jerkii  around in the ass sky, shrinkii toward the stairs,
which he also can’t see but he knows she’s reached them when the shape begins to
rise and then is sheared off by the upper mouldit  of the door and disappears. Then
he notices himself looking at himself, superimposed on this loopy landscape which
begins to make him feel a little bit off balance, and so he turns back toward Mark,
who is speaking in a lifeguard’s voice, hunchbacked over Justin whose eyes are
jittering and jumping up into his eyelids and then down again, over and over, like a
sluggish slot machine. Mark is bouncing nervously on his haunches to the rhythm
of his own voice, “in through your nose and out your mouth...” which gradually,
the more he repeats it, begins to sound like a skip-rope chant. On the grass, Justin
makes a sound that sounds too much like an : 11, too thick and guttural to be a
person, like a cow or some 0 r big creature in mindless pain, and the sound is so
strange that Jon feels a big ab 1t space suddenly yawn open  his belly. He lifts
his head up and tries to focus on the actual clouds, which are hanging in heavy
bulbous bergs over their heac  and he breathes in deeply through his nose, trying to
close up that space again and t his head back, but the clouds are moving and so he
closes his eyes, inhales, turns his h k down, opens them up again, tries to feel
brave and takes a couple of steps towards them, wanting to help or do something,
but his steps are floppy and feeble and he stops.

Justin’s arm makes a quick, limp-wristed spasm and hangs for a moment,
grazes Mark’s bare knee  1thencon back down to meet its owns™ low on the

grass: “gnnughh shhhhhhhhhh gnugh.”






because he didn’t want to catch Justin’s eye: 1in. He flexed his fingers on the
ladder. He didn’t like this feeling that had suddenly thinned out the air here.
Earlier, Jon had seen Mark, sitti  on the grass, watching Justin and Laura make the
kite, quiet, with a hard to read expression. They hadn’t seen him but Jon had, and
now he felt unct fortable, feeling unspol  tension that he wasn’t even sure was
there and, even while he doubted himself, he I " already started to anticipate more.

Finally, the ladder bucl 1 d she pulled the funny-looking kite out of the
branches with a fa da and a satisfied smile and then bobbled one-handed down the
ladder to the grass.

“Good work.” Justin said, takii the kite which had a couple of small rips in
it now, “wounded but still air-worthy, 1 think.”

“I think I’ll take that as a sign,” she said. She lifted the kite towards them
and waggled it, offering, but they both shook tI - heads. She swiped a fly from
Justin’s shoulder and walked over to Mark.

Justin slapped Jon on the arm:

“Help me with the B-B-Q,” he said.

They walked to the garage and rolled a huge Cadillac of a barbeque into the
sun.

“We’ll wait until it gets a little cooler and then it’ll be time for steaks and
beer. What do you say?”

Jon nodded: “I think I'll' 7earun b orel fillupmy it alright?”

“Gotoit.”

Justin started  ck around the house and Jon bent to retie his sneakers, glad















ribcage before. As Mark leans o Justin saying “it’s okay, it’s okay,” Jon sees
himself lying in a hospital bed at the end of his life, bewildered, almost lost to
himself, while people speak in trembli  voices that try to sound soothing, saying
things like “it’s okay. You can let go now.” He’s heard that phrase spoken aloud
once before and in spite of the sun his skin raises up in bumps.

Justin’s blood looks like chocolate, shining on the blades of grass. Jon
hears a thumping sound and ab  hy fuck from the open patio door, turns and sees
the pink and white shape thickenir up again in the glass, this time with the white
blob of the towel floating next to it. He hooks his arm in a come-on-come-on
gesture, which Laura sees thro1 "1 the gla  and feels her whole body prickle and a
quick gushing rush in the corners of eyes, and she hops back out into sunlight,
the heat and light and cut-grass smell overwhelmir - her as if someone has just up-
ended a large bucket of summ over her head, and she thumps down the steps
holding the towel in a tight f | her _rfectly straight and rigid out in front of
her. She can’t see Justin’s head because Mark’s back is cuttit  off her sight line,
only Justin’s legs looking so white, which, five m ites ago had looked so lovely
and tanned. She wheels 1 and kneels on the other side, across from Mark at
Justin’s other m, and she’s sta ed by the waxy yellow-green pallor of Justin’s
face and lets out a frightened little moan. Mark takes the towel from her and slips
his slick right hand out from under Justin’s head, while quickly slipping the hand
with the towel underneath; Justin’s hi | lolls dumbly on Mark’s fingers and then
rests down on the clean whiteness of the towel which begins slowly to creep red.

Mark looks up at her and says: “You got thrc  "1,” not a question but said as if to







the way his fingers had worked so  oothly as they put the kite t¢ :ther and now
she reaches down and squeezes the tips of his index and middle finger with her own
fingers and she can feel the stiffness in them, tI 7 were cold too. He’d accidentally
pinched the knuckle on her finger as she’d held the X of the ribs of the kite together
with her forefinger while he tied them toge with string. He’d jerked his head
slightly when he’d wanted her to lift her finger away and pulled the last knot t™ "it.
They’d done the whole thi~ - quickly, but they’d done it before and, between them,
knew the ins and outs of making a successful kite.

They’d bought bal:  wood at a model shop and the cheapest plastic they
could find--it was a dark red, almost black, and with strange blood-coloured paisley
shapes printed on it. Justin took a pair of pointy pliers which looked like the beak
of some unusual bird and snipped the ends off with a crunch; he stood up and then
he held it out at arm’s length:

“It looks a bit like a Satanist’s kite, but I’d say it’ll fly like an angel.”

“Did you just think of that now, or were you holding on to it?”

“Saving it up,” he said and nodded his head. “Hold this” and he passed her
the spool and ran across the grass toward the spot where Mark lazed on the  1ss
with his legs out and she waved at him but then Justin tossed the kite into the air
and it wheeled around and crashed. He threw it  in: bash. And then again, and
Justin yelled “pull!,” and this time she walked backward and the spool pulled in her
hands, alive, like she’d just caught a fish on a line; she tugged hard and then she let
the string play out between her fingers and it rose. As it climbed, the burned

her index finger so she shuffled her hands to the  Is of the spool, let out string and
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clutching the edges of the kite, he ran over the grass in a sidestepping lope in
Mark’s direction, and then jumped and flur the bright diamond into the air where
it made a quick, plastic zizzzzz and iced upward into the sky, v ere it looped to
the right, up-ended itself and crashed into the ound. Justin flung it again and it
crashed, and on the third try he threw it and yelled “pull!” and the kite yawed to the
right, and then gradually righted itself and started to climb. Just watched it rise
while Laura yanked the line and let out slack, a 1k and then slack, again and
again and then it looked as if the kite was tryi  lo get away but =pt getting tugged
back towards the ground. Justin watched it until it reached higt 10ugh to float

without falling, he yelled “lift-«  and then turned and started  ilking toward

him:

“Hey brother.”

“Nice kite.”

“Not too shabby. It looks like the kind of e a Satanist would make, but it
flies.”

A few seconds went ', Mark first thought like a bird but then said:

“Like an angel.”

Justin laughs: “Make sure to tell that one to Laura.”

They sit and watch her swooping the kite through the sky; there’s a lag time
between the movement in her hand and the k  changing direction. Mark didn’t
say anything for a while, feelit  self-conscious sitting next to  stin, even though

had no reason to.

They talked about the food and the BBQ, the hinge was broken, and
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shot his hand out to catch a s« ) of the tail which had torn on the brick and started
to float away. He scooted like an inchworm on his behind back wn to the edge of
the roof, to the top of the ladder and stood up again and said “re y?”’ and flung the
kite back up into the air and then the world swirls, blurring, and then all of a sudden
he opens his eyes and he sees the sky with two dark round bites  <en out of it on
either side of his peripheral vision, and he feels a deep sucking weight in his chest
and a yawning ache somewhere else and he hears a voice sayiit  “Come on buddy,

come back...In through your nose and out your mouth...”
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“I would be t00,” Sunflower says. “I’d be too curious not to get them
developed.”

“Right.”
Somewhere behind him there is a hollow thud of a coconut hitting sand, McEwan
looks along the rough-skinned twist of the palm tree curving up  :xt to his chair; he
looks along the bark until it fades out into sagging darkness above his head. The
sound of the coconut has made them all quiet with a slight expectation of another
sudden sound but there’s nothing until, a few: onds later, a little breeze rustles
the fronds over them and the noise smoothes them all back toge er again.

“Why would you want pictures of what you see everyday?” Jamison says.

McEwan shrugs.

“Someone else’s pictures no less.”

“You’re a voyageur,” 's Scrawny Arms.

“...Why are you here?”

Sunflower: “I don’t know. A little inside peek at some  else. Of
someone having those little r *, personal moments, you know?--"

“Meh.”

“--people having those little :nuine experiences, havii a good time.”

“Genuine. Just because it’s something that’s happenec > you doesn’t mean
it’s genuine.” Jamison says. “You,” he points at Sunflower, “you always want the
stars to be aligning and the doe eyes and all of t nonsense. 1 the garbage that
gets shat out in films and the like. Buttercupsand / |, y endings.”

“Why not?”
















































73

“Ah. Excuse me--?”

“I would like to write a story about them.”

Da Young translated this and the owner still looked a litt  uncertain until
she said another word or two 1 he began to nod his head dran ically.

“Oh! Okay Okay!” He smiled and his eyes narrowed behind the big
television screens of his glasses and then the movement of hist  d switched to the
perpendicular, shaking his head. “There is no story here.”

“Are you sure?”

“Oh yes. No story here. No story.” He laughed and then excused himself
and left.

I spent the rest of the n” "it discouraged and I talked with Da Young and
Mary, and drank sugary glasses of Cutty Sark whiskey and cola, and ripped up
leathery strips of dried squid with my teeth and collected customized pens from all
of the businessmen who visited our table.

They would leave us 1d head over to the far comer, and walk in behind a
low wall topped with artificial flowers that cordoned off the moon-shaped V.I.P.
section. | watched the hostesses over there as they plucked up > smiles. They
leaned over the tables with crisp white shirts unbuttoned 2 or 3 buttons down, and
eventually a hostess wouldt * :the! d of one of the men and they would rise and
disappear into the space behind a door where colourful blobs ¢ yellow and green
and purple light bubbled qu sily through frosted glass and, as the night went on,
all of these V.I.P.s and the hostesses gradually disappeared int whatever was

behind that door, but I never once saw anyone walk through it--there must be some
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humanity around the globe (Thoreau 602). The story, in part, ¢ s with things
taken out of context. McEwan is an occidental who has retreat ~ to the East, and
who has chosen to live his life in 1est ho s, wading around in “a pool in a
stream of temporary faces” (47). His story is one of someone a iding context and
of the ways in which the distance between where a person’s story begins and ends
has shaped its trajectory. When his friends bc "n to talk about “happy endings,”
McEwan “tries to think of a few moments like that that he may ive had, but he
feels that this is definitely the wrong road to be on,” and so, to dispel this fear he
cracks a joke (58).

When he is asked about his original home, it never gets  entioned fully by
name, yet the past always finc ways to assert itself. He is an American with a
Scottish name and the “Mc” (or “son of™”) stamps him witha h ory, whether he
likes it or not. As I’m talkii about his name here, this would | obably be the point
where I could mention that “McEwan” is thought to mean “bc  of yew”--a yew
being a variety of tree which hasn  y leaves but the males of that particular
species do not bear fruit (Sims 102).

The story was meant to almost overflow with cause and effect, to establish
rhythm, an ebb and flow that is constantly interrupted or accented by accidental
patterns or, at least, patterns that are an expression of things tl  are so basic that
they go unnoticed or are ignored--the sound of shoe “slappii  down the stone
steps,” another unidentified sound acting under the same rules as rock when it

suddenly comes into contact with water:
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but this is just my anxiety talkit again and, if you believe Bart' s, my saying this

doesn’t matter either, but I can’t help it. Ghosts love to underline things.


















