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from the academy where she worked. Apparently she had been busted for throwing 

a steel ruler during a class and making a deep gash in the white board at the front of 

the room where Danielle had probably been squeaking out the conjugation of 

"throw" with her marker. Keum Ju did not want to be expelled because, while she 

didn't care about learning English, expulsion would mean she would be separated 

from her friends. Danielle told her that if she would do her this favour and talk to 

me she would give her a second chance--and then, as she told me this, Danielle 

bugged her eyes at me and said "fourth chance!" 

When I asked if she was one of a group of seven, she looked up at the 

ceiling tile, laid her hand over her mouth, thinking, and tapped her cheek with a 

fingertip 1-2-3-4-5-6- and then she smiled and said 'yes.' 

I planned to meet Danielle and Keum Ju at the park nearest to my school. I 

sat on one of the long line of benches, which were shaded by a long yellow wood 

trellis. I was excited that my search had finally come to an end. 

While I waited the cicadas strung sizzling invisible power lines of sound 

between the trees, a call and response: an electric hum broken up with the sound of 

a cartoon spring bouncing. An old man slept on the bench next to me, using a 

plastic soft drink bottle for a pillow and it popped and snapped as he moved his 

head. 

When they arrived, Danielle introduced us. Keum Ju would only look at me 

side-long, her pupils were suspicious little animals peeking out at me from the 

corners of her eyes. We sat on the bench and I regarded her like a rare bird. She 

was a little less threatening looking than I had expected, because she sat with her 
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hands folded on her skirt, although her school tie was askew. She looked down at 

her lap, so that all I could see was the incredibly straight bang of black hair that 

bisected her forehead and thin elliptical moons of pink eye shadow that crested on 

the horizons of gibbous shaped lids. 

When I leaned over to get my notebook I caught Keurn J u out of the comer 

of my eye looking at Danielle and she drew a large, invisible nose in front ofher 

face and then, when she saw that I had seen her, she put her hands back in her lap 

coyly, and her eyes widened into an innocent look: I didn 't do anything. 

I asked her some questions but she was self conscious and spoke in single 

syllables. I asked Danielle to tell her that anything she said would stay between the 

three of us and that she could tell me anything about herself that she liked. Danielle 

translated this and she started to talk and then Danielle told me that she hated 

school and that she wanted to be an airline stewardess. She said a few other little 

details and then, she started to talk and kept going. I was very surprised as she 

slowly gained momentum and, as she said more and more, I became frustrated, I 

couldn't understand, I wished I'd brought a tape recorder. Danielle sat and nodded 

and listened and listened and nodded while Keurn Ju rattled on and then when she 

stopped talking Danielle kept nodding for a few seconds more, thinking again. She 

looked at me and said "ah .. .. How do I say ... ? And then began to tell me what 

she'd said. 
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7. 

Keum Ju's Story: 

If it's possible to fit her into my constellation, then I would have to say that 

Keum Ju would probably be Merope, the sister who shines less brightly than the 

other six; still bright, but less ostentatious than her brethren, as volatile as a B-Type 

Sub-Giant. In Keum Ju's case, much like her celestial counterpart, it was her 

choice to be this way, in fact, she tried very hard to shine less brightly. 

When she was born she was named to be a treasure something to be 

coddled and cupped in the hands because it was precious, her father's little 'golden 

marble.' The problem for Keum Ju was that she couldn't escape the shine of her 

father's watchfulness; and, like a shiny marble, no matter which way she rolled, the 

spot oflight which her father's eyes cast on her didn't seem to move, it was always 

there playing over the surface. I'm not sure if Keum Ju realized it consciously, but I 

believe that she had a sense that one of the ways to stop light from reflecting from 

something is to tarnish the surface, so it doesn't reflect light as clearly. So, she 

began boldly stealing plastic-wrapped triangles of gim and rice from the 7 Eleven, 

liberating Mickey Mouse pens from stationary stores up into the sleeve of her 

school uniform, swearing with English curse words, damaging white boards with 

steel rulers, making life difficult for irritating foreigners like myself and her Korean 

teachers alike. 

I asked her if there was anything that she liked about school, but she shook 

her head; she didn't understand. Danielle asked her and Keum Ju said "sex appeal" 

and then the old man shifted in his sleep and the pop bottle under his head popped 



loudly. Danielle looked back to me and said: "She say she like Shakespeare." 

I asked her which play she liked and she said "Homlet," and then I said 

"Hamlet" and she screwed up her face and looked away in irritation; it was the 

wrong thing to say. 

"And her six friends? Who are they?" 

Danielle speaks and Keum Ju rolls her eyes and drones: Ae Y oon, Na-

78 

y oung, Joo-Eun, Kyung-hwa, Chan Sook ... " and then she stopped. Danielle 

looked at Keum Ju and her eyes flashed to my face for a second and said something 

to her quickly and Keum Ju shook her head and Danielle looked at me quickly, 

dismayed: 

"Ohhhh. She has five friends only. Oh, mian, sorry sorry ... " 

I realized as I left the park that day and walked in among the concrete 

dominos of the apartment buildings and the thousands of peoples squeezed behind 

their little squares of glass, that I was going to abandon the idea of the Seven 

Princesses. The idea that this mythological group--these herds of angry girls-

probably did not even exist was too much; the whole idea suddenly seemed less 

urgent, less real, and I thought that I probably would never bother to try to write a 

story about them. Even if I could keep drawing lines between all of these disparate 

things: cicadas or constellations, sisters or stars--all of these patterns were just a 

product of my mind and nothing else and, even if I kept looking, all of the little 

patterns and designs that I might see were false and, at best, were completely 

accidental. 
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Shades of West Orange 

In many ways, these stories can be summed up with the name that ties this 

little collection together--a short phrase that can be a place or a fruit or a particular 

shade in a sunset that will change by the second and, as you watch it and as your 

brain tries to connect that colour to other things that share that tone, it has already 

changed into the colour of something else entirely. For that reason, it's difficult to 

approach the task of trying to render in more overt terms what you are trying to do 

in pieces that are, by their nature, meant to hit the reader more obliquely--not just 

showing instead of telling but actively trying to avoid straightforward connections 

between one thing and another. Not to mention the difficulty in trying to dress up 

my newborn with some ofthe bows and ribbons of more academic terms while 

constantly worrying that, in the process, I might accidentally strangle it with them. 

When I reached the end of the first part of this process--the writing of the 

stories--the question became what to tell instead of show and, as you can see, this 

caused me a fair amount of anxiety. However, I then remembered the words 

"intentional fallacy" which helped some; and then a ghost with a heavy French 

accent reminded me that "[t]he birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of 

the author;" a statement which, in broad terms, I've always been more or less 

inclined to agree with, and so, as far as you' re concerned, I'm already dead, and that 

has made this much easier (Barthes 148). I've already ridden my horse into the 

orange of my sunset, disappeared over the horizon and I am gone with a capital ' G. ' 

I say all of this here not because I'm trying to be clever or because I'm trying to 

undermine anything I might say from here on, but rather, because it was in trying to 
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work my way around this fear, by approaching this anxiety with these concepts, that 

revealed a single aspect of the stories that I could focus on and thereby, hopefully, 

minimize the damage I might inflict on them. It was in thinking about these ideas 

that I realized that somewhere in the lower levels of these stories, deeper in some 

than in others, are questions of intention. In particular, the ways in which intentions 

colour an individual's perceptions, whether these intentions are our own, or what 

we may perceive as someone else's, good or otherwise. In broad terms, I'm talking 

about the way in which intentions, no matter whose they are, can affect the way we 

see what is around us and the way that this, in turn, affects what we create from 

these perceptions, whether that be a house or a home, a life or a story. 

This concept of"intentionality" is a confusing one, particularly when 

viewed in terms of what we call "post-modernism." Anyone who is even vaguely 

aware of this term has probably heard about things like the "fragmentation" of the 

conceptual paradigms which we use to order the world, and of the ways in which 

this makes it impossible to divine individual intention (Butler 1 0). However, even 

if you ignore these definitions, it's likely that if you probe for the intention behind a 

particular cause or effect it will keep providing possible answers, and will keep 

producing more questions and factors to consider for as long as you want to look at 

it. When viewed in light of a post-modern trope as simplistic yet all-encompassing 

as "fragmentation," it is very easy to follow this trail so far, and in so many 

directions, that it eventually disappears down a rabbit hole which opens up into a 

vast grey area, and which, if you're like me, can seem a little bit sterile and maybe 

even a little bit frightening. That said, I try my best to see this multitude of 
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possibilities in their individual shades rather than bleared together into a 

monochromatic mess--a riot of colours that may be too plentiful and too complex to 

quantify but for this reason are very pretty to look at, and hopefully this tendency is 

reflected in these stories. 

At least, that was my intention. 

While interpretation must always be connected to individual points of view, 

when seen from the outside, the supposed "grey area" between a singular, 

idiosyncratic viewpoint and reality is a highly productive and wildly colourful place 

for fiction to happen, and it's in these spaces where these stories open up. I wanted 

each story to appear as if it were completely independent from the rest but also, 

when taken together, I wanted the whole to be more than just a collection; I wanted 

something that could be read as a single work, and this didn' t turn out to be as 

taxing as I initially thought. As I began to write, and as any writer hopes, strange 

new threads began to show themselves, and these provided numerous possibilities 

for the stories that came later and, in turn, the latter stories provided a few more 

spars in the conceptual rigging when it came time to rewrite and revise the ones 

which came before them. 

In "Before the Ambulance Arrives" the intentions of the characters are 

obscured somewhat because the source of what actually happens within the short 

span of time covered in the story is removed until the very end; the effect--Justin's 

accident--precedes the cause. The idiosyncratic angles of the characters' individual 

perspectives have an effect upon what seems to be happening. When Laura flies 

her kite she can see "the plastic trembling on the frame but it was far enough away 
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that she couldn't hear it" (12). The difference between what she can perceive 

versus what she cannot becomes even more complicated when it involves her 

connection to Mark. When she sees Mark sitting on the grass she simultaneously 

perceives and projects what he might be thinking. Even from far away, familiarity 

allows her to see finer details that might have no meaning to someone else, but her 

perceptions form a palimpsest: "The little line in his forehead was there, she could 

even see it now from 30 feet away and even when she looked up at the kite, that 

little wrinkle hung there in the sky like the glob of light that a camera flash leaves 

on your vision--but not really, she was just imagining it" (12). Imagination 

becomes an important part of this process. Her understanding of what is happening 

becomes a matter of the way in which she can fill in the blanks of the story while 

she is in the middle of it, and each element is only one facet of a network of 

overlapping stories: "He had burned dinner and he thought, when she didn't say 

anything, that she was angry somehow and he snapped at her" (12). Cause, effect, 

intention, perception, emotion, these are all elements of the stories within the story 

itself and these are the smaller narratives which exert a subtle but insistent pressure 

upon the main story--of the day after this squabble, when an accident happens 

which will render most of the character' s other problems insignificant, at least for a 

little while, or maybe, in another way, will give rise to some new ones. 

Then, looking at it from a wider perspective, there is that inevitable event 

which has always called the significance of everything into question, that we all 

deal with in different ways, and yet, makes us all the same--death (of course). This 

is another of the elements, albeit a more profound one, which creates uncertainty in 



the characters' individual stories, in much the same way that the possibility of 

Justin's death looms over the story proper. However, the importance of death for 

each individual character is mitigated somewhat because it is a part of the future 

and therefore, inevitably can only be viewed as an abstraction. 
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In a certain light, the life of an individual can be viewed as the story of a 

particular mind reacting to what happens outside of it and incorporating these 

elements into its narrative and, like a story, a life is what happens between the 

points where it begins and where it ends--two points where perception and memory 

become very blurred. I will say that it isn't a coincidence that the word "mindless" 

appears several times throughout the collection. As Laura falls asleep--always a 

handy metaphor for death--she lies thinking and daydreaming and then "before she 

knows it, she's gone''--another phrase that appears more than once here--a tiny 

nagging reminder that there may be little warning before that big ultimate darkness 

comes along and blots out all of the idiosyncratic colours of an individual mind, 

grey or otherwise. 

I'll admit that, as the first couple of stories began to hit the page, even I was 

surprised at how often the idea of mortality showed up as the big dark creepy 

elephant in the room. I wanted to avoid being too sombre with these stories--! 

would prefer to write about life rather than mope about its end--but you can' t ignore 

death and so I wrote "Remains." With the word "mindless" still working its way 

around my brain, I wondered what kind of story you could tell if you removed both 

the minds and bodies of its characters. Consequently, this story is meant to be a 

sort of erector set for two human beings, but it's a set which has been much used 
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and is missing most of the important pieces and is almost useless. 

The appearance of a ghost is usually an expression of a particular aspect of a 

personal history, the result of some crime or traumatic event which doesn' t allow 

the spirit to rest; and the solution to resolving this imbalance is often predicated on 

the importance of objects--a hidden room, a murder weapon, some cherished 

personal memento (Miller 1 09). A concrete thing can become the symbolic 

representation of a person that is no longer physically present and, from the vantage 

point of the people being haunted, that "spirit" can only be seen and understood as 

an indistinct, translucent image and a story. It is in unravelling its story that reveals 

the truth or solves the mystery or resolves the question which the ghost represents 

and allows it to rest, making it so that it will no longer bother the living, and leave 

only memory behind. My ghost story dispenses with the ghosts and the story and 

the reader is only given what is left behind, whatever that may be. 

The objects in the story could be seen as an expression of some intent on the 

parts of the people who bought, used or created them; the question as to whether or 

not this can actually mean anything to the living and what, if anything, might be 

said about the people who owned them, is left for the reader to decide. That said, 

the inability to find a coherent meaning in these things doesn't dispel the fact that 

there was an intent there at some point and that these remains point to something; 

the possibilities become a flickering afterimage of intent--of the way in which 

"ghosts love to underline things" (27). If you' re lucky enough to still be alive and 

you look at all of these objects together, does anything appear in the space between 

them ("the tranquil synapses of a ghost") and are there any vestiges of something 
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human left there (25)? Even if the answer is 'no,' what is it that we might perceive 

in or project into these spaces? In order to not interfere with this process too much, 

I tried, with a few exceptions, to minimize any serious judgement or qualification 

on my part by removing my own 'voice' as much as possible, so that the reader can 

create their own stories or, at least, wonder about the lives of the characters, such as 

they are, and, I hope, ask questions about them. Is their story a happy or a sad one? 

I think there are a couple of possible answers in there, but they're best left unsaid. 

I was also surprised by the way in which inserting the word "God" into a 

story immediately seems to give rise to unintentional allegory. Initially, some of 

these inevitable metaphors didn't cross my mind and, even when I tried to avoid 

them, I would reread what I had written and there would suddenly appear some 

possible interpretation that looked like it was trying to say something about 

deity/human relations. This tendency became an interesting chicken and egg 

question as to what I thought my own intentions for the story were and what ideas 

and voices might be subconsciously encroaching on it and, as well, how this would 

affect the way it might be perceived by the reader. Finally, I gave in and changed 

my original title and I placed that little word over it all, and left it to loom over the 

page and the whole story. 

The story itself is an anecdote told by the nameless narrator, polished and 

structured through repeated retelling and, in the process, has been coloured by many 

different voices. A simple story spun from a memory--meant to amuse people at a 

party--gets mixed with personal details, a little bit of that accidental allegory I 

mentioned above and, at the same time, intentionally adopts some of those 



allegorical possibilities as rhetorical devices. In certain moments some of these 

elements occur simultaneously: 

I can remember the clarity of the acne scars on the 
surface of the moon, which was full and had an orange 
tint, like the colour of the fire which was often being 
jumped over by whippet-boned guys, they leapt through 
it with their long legs curled up like pincers, sneakers 
flashing out through the flames before they landed on the 
other side" (32). 

There are reflections between what is happening on the ground and in the 

"heavens" --the colour of the fire shares the same tint as a harvest moon, a 
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meteorological effect which has figured into numerous myths and cultural rhythms: 

as a marker of the passage of time or of the seasons, or as a symbolic, spiritual 

event. The fire itself casts many different shades of light on the Clearing, carrying 

with it very heavy symbolic connotations that could connect with either Christianity 

or paganism; it sits at the center of a bacchanalian gathering, licking at the feet of 

boys who, in this light, resemble animals ("whippet-boned") and who jump through 

the fire with enough repetition that it starts to resemble ritual. The choice of which 

of the two paradigms this most resembles probably depends on your perspective. 

"West Orange" is a man's story that is almost at its end. Plucked from its 

original context, the story's epigraph, ex oriente lux, ex occidente frux or ' from the 

East light, from the West fruit,' could be read as a seemingly simple statement of 

cause and effect, a suggestion of the processes of organic growth, of the natural 

rhythm of days and seasons, historical echoes of the westward movement of 
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humanity around the globe (Thoreau 602). The story, in part, deals with things 

taken out of context. McEwan is an occidental who has retreated to the East, and 

who has chosen to live his life in guest houses, wading around in "a pool in a 

stream of temporary faces" ( 4 7). His story is one of someone avoiding 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 begin to talk about "happy endings," 

McEwan ''tries to think of a few moments like that that he may have 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 mentioned fully by 

name, yet the past always finds ways to assert itself. He is an American with a 

Scottish name and the "Me" (or "son of') stamps him with a history, whether he 

likes it or not. As I'm talking about his name here, this would probably be the point 

where I could mention that "McEwan" is thought to mean "born ofyew"--a yew 

being a variety of tree which has many leaves but the males of that particular 

species do not bear fruit (Sims 1 02). 

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 that are so basic that 

they go unnoticed or are ignored--the sound of a shoe "slapping down the stone 

steps," another unidentified sound acting under the same rules as rock when it 

suddenly comes into contact with water: 



It is definitely a rare moment, rare only in that it's quiet, as 
pleasant as it is uncommon and in the couple of seconds he's 
got he enjoys the shush of water and nothing; but then it doe
sn't last: a woman's voice says something in high-pitched 
Tagalog and then there is a crack of something hitting some
thing else that clatters off into the sea, the sound bounces 
itself on the water like a stone skipping over it and then it's 
gone (43). 

There is a perceived lapse in cause and effect, but then language enters into this 

thoughtless moment and changes it, even though he doesn't understand what is 

being said; "nothing" rubs up against something ("the shush of the waves"), an 
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unknown thing creates a familiar pattern, and the effect still occurs whether or not 

you know the cause. In all of this commotion McEwan remains largely unmoved. 

He prefers the quiet. Yet all of the crashing and banging of everything around him 

continues to happen, and this sometimes causes something else to happen, and 

McEwan is left sitting among the echoes. 

When a roll of film blooms into a set of photos it seems to interrupt his 

inertia. The opportunity to see "his home through someone else's eyes" is 

appealing and even though he doesn't actually get caught in any of the photos, there 

is the possibility of a recognizable reflection that he can't seem to resist; and the 

"shining girl" starts to represent something for him that even he can't quite put his 

finger on and that I would prefer to leave unarticulated here. 

As the story moves forward the pictures can't seem to help but take on more 

weight, literally and figuratively, as they do when he drunkenly drops the packet 

into the water: 

"he finally snatches the packet up, streaming water, and he 



tries to shake off the sea as if he's putting out a match, and 
it slips from his hand and hits the sand with a slap. He bends 
over, wobbles, pincers it in his fmgers and brings it close to 
his face, peering at the sand crusted on it, flicks at it with a 
finger and then thinks fuck it and puts it back in his shirt pocket 
and makes his way home with a glittering head and hardly pays 
any attention to the firebugs twirling in the darkness out betw
een the trees or the men jousting with girls on their shoulders or 
the wetness seeping through his shirt and cooling his nipple.( 56). 

Elements of nature, human and otherwise, his own basic physical sensations, 

everything gets lost in the haze and by the end of the story the packet of pictures, 

which were meant to provide him with a new view into his surroundings, begin to 

look even more familiar. 
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To some extent, "The Seven Princesses" is also about echoes and reflections 

and about how the position of the person who sees or hears them affects not only 

his ability to make sense of them but interferes with what he intends to do with 

them which, in this case, is to write a story. Much like the objects in "Remains," 

the narrator's story only appears in the lines which are drawn between disparate 

things, just as the forms we impose on constellations are merely invisible lines that 

create two dimensional images out of stars which may be light years apart from one 

another. The narrator's mythology draws a through line between many different 

voices and a variety of different texts, but there is always the threat that reality will 

encroach upon the fiction, interjecting other elements in between those spaces, 

breaking up the lines, and in doing so, breaking the story apart so that only the 

pieces are left behind. 

This all starts to sound a little bit like it's veering toward that post-modem 
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idea of"fragmentation" that I mentioned earlier, or perhaps a better word to use 

would be "entropy;" but again, I'll be bull-headed and say that my idea was to keep 

this story connected to terra firma, even if part of it deals with outer space, even if 

the lines that I use to connect the two are invisible. I say this because I think there 

can be as many things which connect people to other people, and to the world 

around them, as there are things that cause a separation between them. These can 

be large or small: as huge as a myth or as insignificant as hand gestures that mean 

the same thing in the Northern hemisphere as in the Southern one; as complex as all 

of the stars in the sky or as simple as a word like "O.K." which more or less means 

the same thing in the East as it does in the West, however that came to be. It's all a 

matter of perception. Different varieties of myth, no matter where they come from, 

like the ones which continually creep into the story, probably sound vaguely 

familiar even if you haven't heard them before; and even though the narrator 

terminates his quest to find the Princesses, and gives up in disillusionment, there 

can still be a story about them even if they don' t exist, because at that same 

frustrated end-point the reader has just finished reading one. In this way, I differ 

from the narrator because, even if the lines that I see connecting all of these things 

are invisible, I will take Hyon-Jong' s advice--to "love/your untruth until your 

untruth/ceases to be untruth" (Chon 294). 

More than anything, I hope that, in the handful of pages before this one, I 

haven' t done too much irreparable damage to that sense of ambiguity I was hinting 

at in my title. I will use these last few sentences to underline again the fact that I've 

attempted to discuss only one aspect of what I was trying to achieve in these stories; 
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but this is just my anxiety talking again and, if you believe Barthes, my saying this 

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