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Introduction & Theory

Here is the first, preliminary look at the emergence of a new, if still minor, trend in contemporary (mostly) American literature. Henceforth, we shall refer to it as Doritos fiction, and this for more than one reason. With the advent of the Internet and a resurgence in the wider public’s interest in literary magazines and the shorter forms of art they vanguard (poetry, fiction, and non-fiction, primarily), fiction is being consumed in increasingly varied ways, from in front of a laptop, to on an e-book reader, to in print of all shapes and sizes. For instance, there is the online (and intermittently print) nonprofit literary arts collective [PANK], which ‘fosters access to emerging and experimental prose’, and does so in a medley of ways, one including ‘a thing it calls Invasions’
; also, there is One Story, a print and Kindle magazine that, quite simply, sends out one short story every three or so weeks; and not to forget, there is Dave Eggers’ McSweeney’s—they do more or less everything, not satisfied with limiting themselves to, say, print issues with two spines, or with a magnetic binding, nor, even, an issue that looked like a square (actually square), sweaty human head. And in this manner, consumption of short fiction, for better or worse, is growing to share more and more similarities with that of wolfing down a bag of Doritos.


More specifically, however, it is also named after Jodi Angel’s Tin House story, ‘A Good Deuce’ (2011), which in many ways, like the collection of other works we examine in the Analysis section, epitomises the contemporary individual’s novel, and often peculiar, relationship with reality and what it means to grow up in a world where everything, from truth to the ozone layer to love, is dying, and dying a thousand deaths a day.


Now, a comprehensive and fully satisfying investigation of all the characteristics that define Doritos fiction and how it distinguishes itself from various other older as well as contemporary literary inclinations, is a subject far too vast for the constraints of this report. For one, there are simply too many factors to consider, some of which have already been mentioned, such as the introduction of e-book readers like the Kindle, and not to mention the Internet itself, which plays a crucial role in not only the new, developing reading habits of readers, but also their and everyone else’s shifting perception of reality, which we shall discuss briefly in the Discussion section. And while, during the course of the paper, we will look into desire and the imagination as basic human qualities that are vital to our understanding of reality, it will be limited to the individual, and the effects that the Internet, etc. has had, and continues to have, on contemporary society will only be drawn in, again, in passing. This is, arguably, our chief limitation.


Moreover, Doritos fiction has not yet become a recognised movement on its own, and while, among other things, one of the goals of this paper is to change that, at present time, to our knowledge, this is the world’s first and so far only attempt at defining this niche literary trend. As such, other than referring loosely to tentative definitions of the cultural periods from which it was spawned,
 we will not be relying on any secondary literature for the simple reason that there is none.


On the other hand, the near-constant reiterations of the post-modern label, which almost by its own multiplicitous nature, fails to include anything—literary genre or cultural inclination—for very long before moving on to the next hot new thing, have left a significant a gap for smaller niches to develop and carve out a space for themselves. Doritos fiction is such a niche, and as a result, there is a veritable cornucopia of source material to dig into. Thus, we will be focusing our analysis on the works of a small handful of writers whose works we deem central to the concept of Doritos fiction. These are: Miranda July, Etgar Keret, Lindsay Hunter, Jodi Angel, and Amelia Gray. Meanwhile, naturally, we will also intermittently be referring to other relevant works of other writers.


As such, it is our aim to identify the parameters and describe the core characteristics of Doritos fiction on its own terms, while, of course, never completely neglecting some of the more contagious aspects of the literary periods mentioned above. For example, a general recklessness in regards to the use of grammar and sentence structure—a trait especially prominent in Lindsay Hunter’s fiction—is without a doubt heavily influenced by an amalgamation of the modernist proclivity towards experimentation and Ezra Pound’s famous dictum mentioned earlier, as well as the decidedly post-modern tendency to try out something for the sake of trying it out
.


Our modus operandi, therefore, will be one where we compare and contrast, predominantly, examples of fiction that seem to fit this tentative Doritian criteria, and through that, form a more definitive shape of what precisely Doritos fiction is and what its chief features are, before moving on—by way of two very similar stories by, respectively, Ted Thompson and Jodi Angel, and yet only one of which, as will be demonstrated, fits under the Doritos umbrella—to the one attribute over them all that makes Doritos fiction what it is.


To summarise, by comparing and contrasting a great number of works, many of which, at the moment, seem to defy classification, we will arrive at a conclusion that sheds light on a new perspective on human desire and human imagination evident in contemporary society. Moreover, vital to this perspective is the act of carrolling, which we shall define in the course of the analysis.


We will, naturally, also be delving deeper into the specifics of these thematic recurrences of desire and imagination, but for the time being, more so than, say, stylistic strategies, such as Hunter’s experimental use of grammar, what, almost without fail, always shines through the brightest in the works of the writers mentioned above, is the theme of sex as an expression of what we, in the Theory section, come to define as the Aristophanesian desire, and how, as an external and more or less constant expression of lust
, it operates as not only one of the primary conative forces behind the characters’ actions, but indeed also, at times, the narrative apparatus, as it were, behind the stories themselves. In short, characters of Doritos fiction
 are governed by their desires as much as by their fantasies concerning the wishful fulfilment of said desires, which is why, in the analysis, we will be referring primarily to the Aristophanesian desire (sexual lust, again, being but a specific expression of this desire), mostly because it is the desire over which crispers believe they have the most control.


This is hardly anything new, and it can even be said of most characters in the history of literature, both real and fictious. People have been mistaking and substituting sexual desire for real desire (that is, when both the Aristophanesian and Diotimatian facets of desire
 are in harmony) since the dawn of the human race. What is new, however, is the manner in which crispers deal with these desires, and for this purpose, knowledge of the theoretical basis of human desire and the human imagination is vital, and therefore we shall now, prior to the analysis itself, proceed to investigate old and contemporary views on just that. And what better way than by starting at the birthplace of one of history’s greatest imaginary minds?

Rabbit Hole

Sometimes, reality is too narrow. In Cheshire, England on the 27th of January 1832, a mother had a son she would come to call Charles Lutwidge Dodgson (Hudson: 1976), and who would, walking in the footsteps of his father, grow up to become a mathematician and amateur photographer at a time when the former was considered the equivalent of walking in the footsteps of God, and the latter had still barely learnt to crawl. Also, again much like his father, he was a man in possession of almost unparalleled imagination, and this trait is what, in great part, enabled him to live, and to keep living until he died, in a world that was, perhaps, never quite big enough for him.


Often, he would extemporise stories and tales from seemingly nothing but air, and more than anything, it was likely this gift that endeared him to children already from an early age, which in turn, combined with his interest in photography, meant that mothers would frequently seek him out for portraits of their sons and daughters. One of the these mothers was the wife of Henry George Liddell, the Dean of Christ Church college where Dodgson lectured. Her daughters’ names were Lorina, Edith, and Alice, and in the introduction to the Wordsworth Classic’s edition of Alice in Wonderland (1965), Michael Irwin writes, “[Dodgson] photographed them repeatedly, and entertained them with stories, riddles and games. A favourite diversion was a trip along the river in a rowing boat culminating in a picnic” (p. 12). And barely three decades after he drew his first breath, on just such a trip in the summer of 1862, Dodgson MacGyvered a story that, a few years later, at the bequest of little Alice Pleasance Liddell, at once gave birth to a singularly enthralling story of a little girl being nothing other than a little girl and delivered into the world the character of Lewis Carroll (ibid).


Vital to this, as mentioned, was Dodgson’s interest in photography, which from all accounts, fascinated him as much as storytelling. On the surface, and perhaps especially during Victorian-era England, the acts of taking a picture and that of telling a story may seem diametrical opposites. In fact, the dichotomy between the two is so stark that it is even apparent on a lexical level. A picture may speak a thousand words, but per definition it is something taken, something snapped and claimed as your own; a story, on the other hand, is something told, a narrative that, originating with you, is shared with the world, and as such, it is something offered rather than taken. Indeed, the reason why Victorian-era mothers wanted pictures of their children in the first place was so as to immortalise them and preserve their youth for posterity; and now, almost two centuries later, mothers have not changed.
 The role of stories, however, has, and drastically so.


If, for little Alice and her sisters, Carroll’s stories served as entertaining little ‘diversions’ from everyday life, a sort of temporary escape, then for Dodgson, like for a great deal of contemporary readers and, especially, crispers, they are about something quite a bit different. And above all, this is the assertion from which our report takes its cue: stories, and by extension, life, is no longer a question of slipping down a rabbit hole or being swept off by a great, big twister, of gallivanting up and down the paths of a hundred acre wood or swooshing off to Neverland in the dead of night; rather, it has become about bringing those places home. And failing that, which is of course inevitable, all there is left is either, as Neil Gaiman puts it, failing again and failing better,
 or else seek refuge in that sweetly treacherous place which is your dream of a brighter future. Regardless, never has Neverland seemed so far away, and no one knows this better than the characters in the works of Lindsay Hunter and Miranda July and Etgar Keret and Amelia Gray and Jodi Angel and CJ Hauser and so on and so forth, all of whom, like Dodgson, like Peter Pan, like AA Milne’s Christopher Robin, desire nothing more than an inflation of reality. Or, in other words, they want to live in pictures.


Therefore, before we proceed to the actual analysis of the works and trend in mind, we first need to explore the question of what exactly it means to desire and, perhaps more importantly, desire something potentially only fantastical. To answer this, we shall look at a few perspectives on desire through the ages, as well as the ways in which it has almost always been tied to the imagination. 

Desire and Imagination: A Peek

When Foucault speaks of desire, he speaks along the lines of Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill: he speaks of pleasure. And when he speaks of pleasure, rather than any specific version of a happiness-principle as that which governed Bentham’s and Mill’s philosophy, Foucault speaks of sex, and when he speaks of sex, he speaks of socio-historical relevance and, most notably, the ways in which the contemporary—and according to him, false—perception of sex during the Stuartian, Georgian, and Victorian age directly influences our modern perception of sex and its apparent social liberation (Foucault: 1976). Foucault’s perspective on desire, then, is one of the few that looks at human desire as a catalyst for personal change rather than conative drive.


In other words, Foucault’s notion of desire, as limited primarily to the subject of sex alone, serves more as a malleable factor, or constituent, of your personality rather than, and more in line with what we are looking for, a force that compels you to action, and which is, in many ways, if not most, an expression of your most fundamental cravings as abstractly concretised, if you will, by your imagination. And as such, for instance, Foucault’s analysis is also devoid of any particular connection to the human imagination.


For this, we shall have to travel back to Antiquity. Condensed into a single clause, Aristotle defines desire as “appetition of what is pleasant” (De Anima, Book II), and a great part of his De Anima (in English usually translated as On the Soul) is devoted to expanding on this idea and the manners in which desire is a vital part of your soul precisely because, he believes, it is desire which drives it, and in turn, it is the soul which drives the subject. Or, more accurately, the soul, in Aristotle’s view, can be said to be the very driving force itself; hence the Latin title of the work.


In short, De Anima is Aristotle’s treatise on the nature of living things and what, exactly, it is that constitutes life. Operating first from the point of view of plants, he identifies self-nutrition as the governing characteristic of life, claiming that, “[self-nutrition] is the originative power the possession of which leads us to speak of things as living at all.” (ibid). Here, as said, Aristotle is referring primarily to plants, “for it is the only psychic power[
] they possess” (ibid), and indeed, by self-nutrition, what Aristotle means is “that departmental power of the soul which is common to plants and animals” (ibid), because one of the primary questions the treatise seeks to tackle is whether or not the soul consists of separate parts, or if it’s a unified whole. At the end of Book I, Aristotle phrases the quandary like so:

If, then, there is something else which makes the soul one, this unifying agency would have the best right to the name of soul, and we shall have to repeat for it the question: Is it one or multipartite? If it is one, why not at once admit that 'the soul' is one? If it has parts, once more the question must be put: What holds its parts together, and so ad infinitum?

This is what later leads Aristotle, proceeding from his definition of what constitutes the soul of a plant, to realise the importance of the sense of touch, which he calls ‘the primary form of sense’, and his reasoning behind this is, it seems, that sensation, contrary to say, sight, is a trait shared by all animals.
 Moreover, and more pertinently, sensation is significant because of the things it presupposes. “[I]f sensation, necessarily also imagination and appetition; for, where there is sensation, there is also pleasure and pain, and, where these, necessarily also desire” (ibid).


There are a few things of note here. First, in his cursory and as of yet unfounded mention of the imagination as contingent on sensation, Aristotle hints at clear and distinct concerns regarding the imagination and how precisely to characterise it; and later, in Book III, he even seeks to address this concern, establishing that imagination, rather than being a sense in and of itself, since “Sense is either a faculty or an activity, e.g. sight or seeing: imagination takes place in the absence of both” (De Anima, Book III), the imagination works with and springs from sensations. More accurately, he surmises that the imagination “must be a movement resulting from an actual exercise of a power of sense” (ibid), because “when one thing has been set in motion another thing may be moved by it, and imagination is held to be a movement and to be impossible without sensation [...] since movement may be produced by actual sensation and that movement is necessarily similar in character to the sensation itself, this movement must be (1) necessarily (a) incapable of existing apart from sensation [...]” (ibid).


This is useful to us in so far as it reveals that, even at this early stage in human philosophical history, a direct relationship between desire and the human capacity for imagination was considered not merely obvious, but indeed a logical imperative. However, while Aristotle’s hypothesis regarding the imagination may be fascinatingly intricate, if not outright convoluted, by contemporary standards and going by the work of philosophers such as Kendall Watson and Gregory Currie, the former of whom, for instance, distinguishes between spontaneous and deliberate imagining, it is far too narrow, and this is an issue we address in more detail later.


Second, it is perhaps not only Aristotle’s thoughts on the imagination that are too narrow; his views on desire may be the same. For one, if desire is what drives the soul, and thus also the subject, to action, and if that drive is motivated by the hope of sensual pleasure, then what about desires that cannot so readily be satisfied in the natural world? What if you wish you were born at a simpler time or that you were a superhero? These kinds of questions continue to haunt even contemporary theories of desire, such as Donald Davidson’s perspective on action-based desire, where, expanding on work by Elizabeth Anscombe, and in particular her 1957 work Intention, desire is, put crudely, a primeval urge coercing the subject into action (i.e., when you desire something, you covet that something, and thus you have incentive to act in such a way as to fulfil or satisfy that desire) (Davidson: 1963).


Furthermore, another problem with Aristotle’s theory, and one that he shares with modern-day advocates of theories on pleasure-based desire, such as Galen Strawson and Carolyn Morillo, is that, if the fulfilment of a desire leaves you with pleasure, it stands to reason that failure to fulfil that desire will cause displeasure (in Aristotle’s words, the dichotomy between ‘pleasure and pain’), meaning the more desires you fulfil, the more pleasure you get. That’s only logical, because it is, in any case, a pleasurable thing to have a desire satisfied, which also means that failure to have it satisfied must necessarily be the opposite of pleasurable. However, from this follows the conclusion that, in much the same way as the pleasure a drug addict gets from their drug of choice, pleasure is merely a by-product of your desire (in the addict’s case, to achieve harmony by assuaging the demands of his or her addiction, however fleeting), and as such, the role of pleasure in regards to desire seems to be, at most, one of motivation, something that offers the soul aim by concretising desire into something tangible in the natural world without actually being connected or saying anything about the source of the desire itself. And this inevitably takes us back to the same question: what if your desire is to be a superhero? Or more specifically, to be Superman? At most, as Freud states in the opening discussion of his ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’ (1920), it can be said “that there exists in the mind a strong tendency towards the pleasure principle, but that the tendency is opposed by certain other forces or circumstances, so that the final outcome cannot always be in harmony with the tendency towards pleasure” (p. 9-10).


And also, as Andrew Brook puts it, paraphrasing Timothy Schroeder and his Three Faces of Desire (2004), “We can desire without being motivated and vice-versa […]” (Brook: 2006), because after all, you may desire a bowl of chocolate ice-cream or want to feed all the hungry children in the world, and having that bowl of chocolate ice-cream or feeding those children will needless to say bring you pleasure, but this does not necessarily motivate you to actually do either of these things, indicating that, as Brook also claims, “Pleasure and displeasure are a result of desires [and] cannot be what desire consists in” (ibid).


In short, whether or not the satisfaction of desires leads to pleasure, and whether or not said pleasure might motivate you towards fulfilling that desire, pleasure itself appears to be a consequence rather than a cause of desire, and thus wholly separate from whatever it is that desire springs from. And in regards to Doritos fiction, this is particularly vital to understanding the role of sex and its near-ubiquity in the fiction, from the titles of Lindsay Hunter’s ‘Sex Armageddon’ (2010) and Etgar Keret’s ‘Actually, I’ve Had Some Phenomenal Hard-Ons Lately’ (2010) and Miranda July’s ‘Making Love in 2003’ (2003) through the plot of Hunter’s ’The Fence’ (2007), detailing the clandestine exploits of a wife’s clitoral adventures with an electrical fence, to the narrative hook of July’s ‘The Swim Team’, about a former girlfriend’s anything-but-lurid description of a year wherein ‘almost nothing happened’ and she taught elderly people how to swim on the comforts of her kitchen floor (2007).

Divining Desire

So, as with Aristotle’s view of the human imagination, and to paraphrase Freud on the subject of pleasure,
 it would seem we also need a less rigid theory on desire, especially considering the ways in which what, as insinuated earlier, the characters of Doritos fiction seem to crave most of all is precisely a fantasy, something out of this realm, and thus, by definition, not something that can be ‘readily satisfied by the natural world’. For that, we turn to Aristotle’s teacher, Plato.


In all branches of philosophy, there is one truth which lords over all other truths, and that truth is that it is all but impossible to speak of Plato without being derivative. It is no coincidence that twentieth-century philosopher Alfred North Whitehead’s proclamation that ‘the European philosophical tradition is a series of footnotes to Plato’ has achieved such ubiquity, and one reason for this is because, to a great extent, it is true. And this, at least when compared to other sciences, might seem worrying. As Rebecca Goldstein puts it in her Plato at the Googleplex: Why Philosophy Won’t Go Away (2014), discussing the very same Whitehead quote, “Those predisposed to dismiss philosophy […] might hear in Whitehead’s kudos to Plato a well-aimed jeer at philosophy’s expense. That an ancient Greek could still command contemporary relevance […] does not speak well for the field’s rate of progress.”


But, and to paraphrase a point made by Clancy Martin in his short article on Goldstein’s book in The Atlantic, one of Goldstein’s primary concerns is to arrive at an answer as to what exactly we mean when we speak of progress, scientific or otherwise, and in doing so, establishing (or reëstablishing) the relevance of philosophy in modern society as part of what Martin calls ‘philosophy’s revival’. Most of which is fairly irrelevant to the aims of this report. What is pertinent, however, is that thing which, among many other things, most clearly separates philosophy from the rest of science: those questions that science cannot answer, and which only philosophy can get at, and thereby also validating the continued existence of philosophy. In clarifying at once his own and Goldstein’s perspective, Martin describes the shape of these questions flawlessly by quoting yet another timeless philosopher, Søren Kierkegaard:

Whatever the one generation may learn from the other, that which is genuinely human no generation learns from the foregoing […] Thus, no generation has learned from another to love, no generation begins at any other point than at the beginning, no generation has a shorter task assigned to it than had the previous generation (Martin, 2014).

And desire, or love—or lust—is precisely such a thing, which is why Plato has perhaps never been more relevant than today, and moreover, these questions, this wish for answers to quandaries that must be learned not taught, seems a perfect match to what the characters of Doritos fiction grapple with. For instance, most, if not all, of Lindsay Hunter’s and Miranda July’s and Amelia Gray’s works focus on characters incapable of arriving at whatever could satisfyingly constitute something ‘genuinely human’. The two main characters of Gray’s ‘These Are the Fables’ (2012) even spend most of the story driving around aimlessly, and furthermore, the entirety of the short stories in her collection AM/PM (2009), many of them consisting of only one paragraph, seem initially to stop and start completely at random, diverging and intertwining at will. They are incapable of, as it were, to put words into Aristotle’s mouth, directing whatever drive their desires offer their souls towards something fruitful. Which could furthermore explain this aforementioned ubiquitous sexual lust that haunts their lives. For one, for them, sex is never not desperate, and neither nor disappointing, and on the rare occasions that it isn’t, it is always closer to fantasy than reality,
 and as such, at most, a sensual non sequitur rather than the answer to all their questions.


In short, and to hark back to the previously mentioned notion of pleasure-based desire and our drug addict analogy, sex seems to be the act through which they look for pleasure and thus, they believe, the satisfaction of their desire, when in truth what they actually desire may be something of a more fundamental nature, something that which ‘the foregoing generation(s)’ seem to have possessed and which, perhaps precisely because of this, appears as decidedly more real and tangible. But this, again, is all something we will investigate in more detail in the analysis part of the report.


Returning to the relevance of Plato, arguably, one of his greatest gifts, or some might say weaknesses, is his ability to be, in his dialogues, at once monstrously broad and exquisitely precise. For instance, in his Symposium (1997), when he talks of love and desire, which are for all intents and purposes interchangeable in this context, he talks of gods and drunkards, of composers and poverty and beauty and sex and the never-ending pursuit of good, and above all, he talks of immortality, because for Plato, that is the true end of desire. And not only that—he does so framed by a veritable cohort of narrators, at one point debating, quite literally, through Diotima, through Socrates, through Aristodemus, through Apollodorus. This seems, of course, a ludicrously convoluted way to arrive at truth of any kind, much less something as knotty as the matters of the heart, and at certain stages it does indeed approach a John Barthesque level of absurdity.

Before diving into Plato’s perspective on desire, let’s briefly outline this file of narrators. Dirst there is Apollodorus, who is one of two characters whose discussion makes up the prologue to Symposium, and on the request of the other character, referred to simply as Friend, Apollodorus delivers the story of a dinner-party in honour of Agathon, a writer of tragedies, as he heard it from Aristodemus, who ostensibly attended the party along with Socrates, even though he himself never joined in the appraisal of Eros, which is what makes up the majority of Symposium. Socrates, then, when the turn comes for him to praise Eros, according to Aristodemus, says, “I don’t propose to go on praising him like that—I wouldn’t know how to. What I am prepared to do, if you like, is tell the truth, in my own way, and not in competition with your speeches” (31), and the way he aims to do that is by recounting a conversation he once had with Diotima of Mantinea, ‘an expert on the subject’.


One of the first things Diotima does is describe the ways in which Eros, the god of love and desire, is neither beautiful nor good as the other gods, and moreover, is no god at all. “The gods are all happy and beautiful, aren’t they? You wouldn’t go as far as to claim that any of the gods is not happy and beautiful?” (36). And since beauty, etc. is clearly something that Eros desires, he cannot also possess it—as Socrates has made clear to Agathon earlier, “anything which desires something desires what it does not have, and it only desires when it is lacking something” (32). Instead, Diotima explains, Eros is the bastard offspring of Poverty and Resource, and therefore, “He has his mother’s nature, and need is his constant companion” (37). Furthermore, he is “always poor, and so far from being soft and beautiful […] he is hard, unkempt, barefoot, homeless […] need is his constant companion” (ibid), but at the same time, because of his father and because he was conceived at Aphrodite’s birthday party, “he has inherited an eye for beauty and the good. He is brave, enterprising and determined […] is intellectual, resourceful, a lover of wisdom” (ibid), and as a result, “his resources are always running out, so that Eros is never either totally destitute or affluent” (ibid).


In other words, of course, the principal function of any Greek god is epitomised by his or her personification, or deification, of fundamental human characteristics and inclinations (hence names such as Eros and Poverty), which is part of Diotima’s reasoning when she says, “You thought […] Eros was what was loved, rather than the lover. That is why you thought Eros was beautiful. After all, what we love really is beautiful […] whereas the lover has the quite different character I have outlined” (38). She then goes on to delineate love of beauty as the same as that of the good, arguing that the object of every lover’s desire is possession of the good, and more than that, it is the desire “for permanent possession of the good” (40), which in turn is what leads to the desire for procreation, for it is only through the act of procreation, Diotima claims, that mortals can live forever.


For Plato, desire is desire for something lost. Or, more accurately, for something missing. And despite, or perhaps precisely as a result of, the urgent, vibrant speeches illuminating Eros in Symposium, Plato is not afraid to admit that desire has more than one face. Speaking through Diotima, as shown, he defines Eros as love of beauty and the good. Love, in this sense, is something of a highly virtuous nature, working for the benefit of not just the individual lover, but also future generations of lovers, because as mentioned, in the lover’s desire to keep hanging on to the object of his or her desire (that is, the desire ‘for permanent possession’ of it), there is also the desire for immortality, which, in mortals, translates into procreation and, as it were, a bequeathing of beauty to one’s children.


Speaking through Aristophanes, however, and his decidedly more resourceful elaboration of Eros, Plato outlines a theory of desire not much different from Freud’s idea of the pleasure principle (and possibly pleasure, primarily as it relates to the id). In short, Aristophanes, the playwright, offers the story of how, before the human race as we know it came to be, we were androgynous beings, half male and half female, with two sets of arms and legs and faces, and instead of a vertical spine and stomach, our mid-sections were more orb-like in shape, allowing us to, when in a hurry, curl up into a ball reminiscent of a Disney armadillo, and roll off at great speeds to wherever we wanted. When this species of human, like the giants before it, eventually rebelled against the gods, Zeus, who refused to let us suffer the same fate as the giants, because the gods relied on our devotion and prayers, he decided to have Hephaestus cleave us in half, which, in romantic terms, is why we now spend our lives looking for ‘the one’. Here, according to Aristophanes, and à la Shel Silverstein’s classic The Missing Piece (1976), desire is desire for the other, and it operates on a decidedly more primal level, quite literally craving a part that is missing, and it is not as much a question of desiring something beautiful and good for the purpose of it being beautiful and good—it is more a question of it being beautiful and good as a result of it being desired or missing. Beyond that, though delightfully imaginative, if slightly Ouroboric, Aristophanes’s view of desire is fairly limited, because at most it lends to desire an aim and nothing much more.


More important, however, is that, side by side, both perspectives reveal a crucial aspect of desire, because if there’s one thing they share, it’s that they hinge equally on your outlook on beauty and at least a cursory understanding of, on a social as well as a personal level, what precisely constitutes something ‘beautiful’, something desirable, and this above all else is very much a subject Doritos fiction wrestles with. By definition, from settings such as the parking-lot outside a burning Dunkin’ Donuts, to the over-fifteen-hundred-square-feet, seventy-five-dollars-a-month basement apartment of your former love, to the neighbour’s swingset,
 Doritos fiction is ugly. At the very least, and at best, it’s greasy; it makes your fingers sticky. And so when it talks of love, it talks of lust, and when it talks of the pursuit of beauty, it talks of the pursuit of fantasy. And when it talks of the pursuit of fantasy, it talks of people lost.

Desire as Dream

In the first paragraph of the chapter entitled ‘Narrative Desire’ in his 1984 book, Reading for the Plot, Peter Brooks admits that, “‘desire’ is a concept too broad, too fundamental, almost too banal to be defined” (37), and instead, rather than reel it in and weigh it up and mark it down, he seeks to describe it. And though his primary goal is different from ours, our aim is similar, and so is that of the characters in Doritos fiction. As we have seen, desire, for them as well as for Plato and Socrates and the gang, is not as much an end in and of itself, as it is the impetus for something else, for something bigger and much, much grander. And nor does desire work alone.


Deeper into the same chapter, working from a comparison with Honoré de Balzac’s La Peau de Chagrin (1831)
, as well as taking his cue from Freud’s notion of the ‘death drive’, which Brooks characterises as the “discovery that with the possibility of total realization of desire, the self encounters the impossibility of desiring, because to desire becomes, and can only be, the choice of death of that same self” (51),
 Brooks offers the imagination as a possible solution to this paradox. “[T]he antique dealer [in La Peau de Chagrin] offers the possibility he calls savoir, by which he means vicarious and imaginary enjoyment, ‘the sublime faculty of making the universe appear in one’s head,’ experiencing pleasure in purely ideal form [sic]” (p. 52-53).


Now, whereas Brooks focuses his attention on ‘desire as the motor of narration’, at one point postulating that the “desire to tell may be the sole meaning of Raphael’s [the narrator’s] act of narration” (ibid), our concern is more with desire as a necessity, and possibly a guiding compass, however perfidious, of life. Here, the idea of savoir is particularly interesting, for whether or not, as according to Brooks and Freud, the ultimate satisfaction of desire also entails the ultimate destruction of self, or if, as according to Plato and Diotima, desire is the aspiration towards immortality, it seems clear that it is only through the imagination that it is truly attainable. Therefore, before we proceed to the analysis, we shall first take a quick look at a contemporary perspective on the role of imagination in the modern individual. Here we will primarily turn to Gregory Currie and Ian Ravenscroft’s Recreative Minds (2003) and what they identify as ‘recreative imagining’.


Whenever you discuss the human imagination you inevitably enter into a discussion of what is real versus what is not. This is, of course, a question that has occupied philosophers and shamans and dream readers since the beginning of human consciousness, and as such, it is a subject far too vast for the aims of this report, and indeed, as we shall come to see in the analysis section, a key characteristic of Doritos fiction seems to be a persistent and, to a certain extent, deliberate Carrollesque inflation of fantasy into the realm(s) of reality.


That is to say, rather than—as Philip K Dick once famously declared—reality being that which, when you stop believing in it, doesn’t go away, the very concept of reality is growing increasingly moot, and belief, possibly, is all there is left. Etgar Keret’s ‘Suddenly, A Knock on the Door’,
 where a writer is continually held at gunpoint and instructed to ‘tell a story’, is a prime example of this, where reality has become insufficient, or worse, and fiction is the only cure, or sedative: “Things are tough, you know. Unemployment, suicide bombings, Iranians. People are hungry for something else” (2010, 7). For the purposes of this report, however, we shall henceforth define reality, both that of our current consensus reality and that of fictional characters within the borders of their universe(s), as those states of existence the factuality of which both the reader and the character can adequately believe. Everything else, then, is fantasy.


Much like the introductory section of this report, Currie and Ravenscroft set out by claiming that reality and the world we inhabit is too narrow, that our “thought needs to be constrained by the way things are” (Currie & Ravenscroft: 2003), and in doing so they go so far as to distinguish the act of imagining from that of believing. After all, this makes sense, because it is quite possible to imagine something without necessarily believing it to be true. Again, I may wish and imagine myself to be Superman, but that does not mean I believe it to be factually the case. Moreover, and to echo one of Kant’s grander epistemological theories, at its core, ‘the way things are’ is only true in so far as it is what we believe to be so. Thus, it is clear that the human imagination certainly has the ability to work independently from belief. And to help clarify this, and to illustrate the primary difference between belief and imagination, Currie and Ravenscroft write:

[O]ne way to represent goals, plans, and possibilities is to take the attitude of belief towards them all […] That way, the distinction between the way things are and the way things might be is reflected in thought at the level of content alone. I believe that P, and I believe that Q is possible […] but we also have more than one kind of factive attitude. We can suppose or assume. More generally, we can imagine. That means we have another way to represent goals, possibilities, and the thoughts of others […] We are not limited to believing P and believing that Smith believes Q. We can believe P and imagine Q. When we do the latter, we start to put ourselves […] in imagination, in Smith's shoes, thinking as Smith thinks, confronting the world as Smith confronts it (1.1).
What they mean, essentially, is that belief concerns itself chiefly with either the approval or denunciation of different interpretations of reality. Either you believe something to be true, or you don’t. Imagination, on the other hand, involves more of a masquerade, where you step into the cloak of someone else—e.g. Smith—in an effort to perceive and interpret the world (i.e. reality) from Smith’s perspective, and thereby hopefully expanding your own understanding of both yourself and the rest of the world.


This, Currie and Ravenscroft say, is recreative imagination, and in so far as it’s relevant to our aims is the manner in which it doesn’t restrict itself to imagining yourself merely into Smith’s shoes; it also includes the shoes of your own imaginary future self and whom you see yourself becoming. This is a trend particularly prevalent in Doritos fiction, and most firmly conceptualised by the characters’ frequent journeys, or odysseys, if you will, away from home, whether voluntary, as in the case of, again, July’s ‘Something That Needs Nothing’, where first two teenage lesbian lovers elope, and later one of them, the narrator, spends her life travelling with and after the other, or involuntary, as in Lindsay Hunter’s ‘Dallas’ (2013), about Dallas roving about after being kicked out by his mother. However, it also, and perhaps most often, expresses itself in the form of characters and narrators daydreaming about a brighter future or, simply, a different present.


The recreative imagination, then, is what we, below in the analysis section, will primarily be referring to when we talk of the human imagination and fantasy. Chiefly, this is because, in truth, the examples of recreative imagination at play in Doritos fiction are not instances of imagining working independently from belief. Rather, on the contrary. Just as I do not endeavour to teach myself the ability to fly before actually believing that I can become Superman, you do not journey away from home in the hopes of finding something better without believing that such a place exists. Indeed, to hark back to some of the points made by Aristotle in De Anima, it is in the union of belief and the imagination that desire, and thus the will to act, is born. Currie and Ravenscroft phrase it like so, “And beliefs alone are never sufficient for action. To act I need a picture not only of how the world is, but also of how I want it to be: I need desires” (Currie & Ravenscroft: 2003, 1.1).


To illustrate, consider this example of children having a pretend tea party. They are gathered around a table with their dolls and teddies and action figures, when someone accidentally knocks over a cup. In actuality, the cup is of course empty, but in the children’s imagination and as part of the pretence, it is anything but, and the following events unfold as you might expect: the tea is spilt and the tablecloth ruined. Here, it is the imagination that governs the actual spilling of the tea—the hot liquid pouring out—while it is belief that makes the tablecloth and doilies wet. Or, in other words, the imagination instigates the events and affords the children to play them out, while belief concretises the consequences in the natural world, effectively transitioning the pretence from pure mental imagery to play. Desire, again, then, is that which drives the children to act out the fantasy accordingly.


Expanding on this, Currie and Ravenscroft relate a similar analogy to the idea of an inherent suspension of disbelief when hearing stories and reading fiction,
 choosing as their starting point David Lewis’s notion of the ‘peculiar inferences’ that go along with said deliberate disbelief. Proceeding from various syllogisms involving the reader of a Sherlock Holmes story, they make the case that, if Holmes found himself in a novel set in present time and he is mentioned being in Toronto, Canada one day, and London the next, the reader will naturally infer (i.e. imagine) that he simply boarded an aerooplane and flew across the Atlantic; however, this same inference would not be possible were the story set in Victorian-era London. Instead, it would likely break the reader’s suspension of disbelief (1.3).


What is actually ‘broken’ is a link in the chain consisting of the same elements as those in the tea party analogy (imagination, belief, desire). As a reader, in the wake of such a happening, the decision is easy: either you put the book down, or you press on in the hopes (or belief) that, by the end, things will make sense. However, when you’re a character in that book and that broken chain dangles loose from your perception of reality, things are less straightforward. And if the fiction of authors such as Zadie Smith and David Foster Wallace, from Wallace’s, “True heroism is minutes, hours, weeks, year upon year of the quiet, precise, judicious exercise of probity and care—with no one there to see or cheer” (2011), to Smith’s White Teeth (2000), whether situated on the tip or precipice of post-modern thought, can be adequately described as sitting firmly in this ecotone between the suspension of disbelief/belief and the hope that soldiering on will be its own reward, then Doritos fiction can be defined as the step after, where, like the children holding the tea party, that desire to act out the fantasy is still as strong as ever. Yet, unlike the children, belief in the usefulness of the illusion is faltering.


One consequence of this, for instance, can, from an artistic point of view, be observed in Doritos authors’ almost reckless structural rearrangements of classic story-telling elements such as the so-called Hero’s Journey, demoting it from, more or less, the pursuit of happiness to simply the pursuit of something different. Also, another is a sudden and at times seemingly haphazard experimental exploration of stylistic aspects such as punctuation and sentence structure—case in point, Lindsay Hunter’s ‘Three Things You Should Know About Peggy Paula’ (2013), which is about a girl floundering in all ways imaginable and culminates in arguably one of the longest sentences ever to appear in world literature.


Thus, it is no longer a question of, to echo some of Baudrillard’s more salient notions, inhabiting a simulacrum, of wandering lost in the ‘desert of the real’, where the things in the world have taken on a Fata Morgana-like quality, and all that remains of them is the ghosts of the signs and signifiers that once represented them; now the story is about how we’re all deeply and tragically aware of this disjunction. To paraphrase Jonathan Lethem in his interview with Paul Holdengräber of the New York Public Library, the intermingling has already happened. Moreover, life is not about, to pilfer from Beckett and Camus, finding the capacity to go on in spite of everything, and nor is it about the “minutes, hours, weeks, year upon year”. What it is about is the desire for something different. New or used, sparkling or filthy, real or fantasy—these things are second priority, because Doritos fiction already and incessantly subsists in a state of suspended belief. Also, it is about children of all ages.

We shall define desire, then, as something twofold. In the Aristophanesian sense, it is a physical urge to seek or unearth something missing, be it interpersonal connection, such as in the case of love (which, in Doritos fiction, is never not desperate, and as such often interchangeable, or simply mistaken for, lust), or affirmation of the self—which, not surprisingly, most often presents itself as a result of, precisely, interpersonal connection. This sense of desire, as the definition implies, is distinctly instinctive, attaching itself primarily to something akin to Freud’s pleasure-principle, and is as such governed chiefly by, as Aristotle surmised, your sensations and the emotions they call forth in the body. However, this alone, as Freud also realised, is not enough to explain the essence of the human conative drive, and here the second face of desire rears its head.


When Aristotle said, “[I]f sensation, necessarily also imagination and appetition”, what he meant by ‘imagination’ was the capacity to picture future outcomes, to judge whether something will be pleasurable or painful, and by way of this, guide one’s appetition (desire) towards pleasurable outcomes. But as he himself admits, the imagination is also capable of working independently from your senses. Moreover, as previously mentioned, this theory in itself is wanting, since your desires are not always necessarily tied to physical cravings. And this is where, taking our cue from Plato and Diotima, we define the other side of desire as the pursuit of improved circumstances or states of existence (what, essentially, Thomas Jefferson called the ‘pursuit of happiness’ and Diotima the ‘pursuit of beauty’), be it in the form of your aspirations or your surroundings or your loved one(s). Herein the imagination plays a crucial role by lending you the ability to dream up any possible and impossible and improbable scenario. Consequently, though the imagination may work independently from desire, when it comes to this Diotimatian sense of desire, the inverse is not the case; a picture of the future and an idea of what it could be formed into is essential to this, and only the imagination is capable of giving you this. Furthermore, in conjunction with the human capacity for belief, it is even capable of altering your perception of reality (or the future), merging fiction with fact and, in effect, moulding the world to better suit your desires. Therefore, this form of desire is distinctly idealistic, governed chiefly by the psychological and (ir)rational parts of the soul, such as dreams and concerns regarding the future. 


In other words, explained through the Christian metaphor of Adam and Eve after the Fall, seen from the male perspective, the Aristophanesian form of desire is the desire for a reunion with Eve, since she is what is missing in an emotional sense, while the Diotimatian form of desire is the desire for recreation of Paradise, since this represents a situation or state of existence superior to anything else.


Finally, not to forget, and possibly most crucial of all, these two aspects of desire express themselves constantly and concurrently in the daily human experience, sometimes working together
, sometimes not
. Therefore, we shall henceforth define the satisfaction of one’s desires only as that hypothetical point where the requirements of both the Aristophanesian and the Diotimatian desires have been met, for when this is not the case, they are in opposition with each other, pulling in different directions, which is precisely what the characters of Doritos fiction (as well as potentially all literature) struggle with. In fact, this more than anything else is what we are referring to when, in the title, we refer to the pursuit of Neverland, and our claim is that this point, this confluence of both aspects of desire, is precisely what constitutes that quality Kierkegaard referred to as ‘genuinely human’.


And our definition of the human imagination and its aptitude for fantasy, therefore, very much hinges on this understanding of desire. For one, we distinguish between ‘instances of imagining’, which cover all forms of the human imagination, and ‘fantasy’, which we define as instances of imagining as dependent on our desires, meaning they are fantasies that derive their initial spark and topic(s)
 from either or both of these fundamental facets of desire, and are thus inseparable from them. To hark back to Balzac’s antiques dealer, this is how Peter Brooks interprets the term savoir, and without appropriating the word directly, it is this definition of the human imagination that we will be referring to exclusively, unless otherwise expressed.


Essentially, this entails that fantasising, at best, is a vicarious act, because while it affords, say, me the opportunity to imagine myself being Superman, saving the world once a day and twice on Sundays, and enjoying myself as I do, showing me what life could be like if it really were true, it does not, however, allow me to actually satisfy my desire to be a superhero. Fantasy is never more than a substitute, and as such, it is inferior to reality.
 Further, if my desires truly cannot be readily satisfied in the world at hand, and fantasy is all I have, it is only, perhaps paradoxically, natural that a disjunction should form between reality and my willingness to accept (i.e. believe) it. This is precisely the world characters of Doritos fiction inhabit, and why, as mentioned earlier, for instance, they often seem to mistake lust for love (the latter being the fantasy, and the former reality), and as a result, wind up preferring to spend their time in a state of suspended belief.

Analysis
But soft, behold, lo, where it comes again!

I’ll cross it though it blast me.

Stay, illusion

— Horatio

If the last hundred years of Anglophone literature can be unearthed in Horatio’s three encounters with the ghost in Act One, Scene One of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the first, where, at the request of Marcellus, Horatio approaches the ghost and asks it the exceptionally metaphysical question, “What art thou” (2002, 40), charging it to speak, most closely resembles, then, fundamental traits of modernist works such as Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899) and TS Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ (1916) and Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), all of which are built around the individual, as a representation of humanity, faced with uncertainty, something grand and unknown, and who bleeds with the desire to make sense of things and arrive at the hearts of them.


The second encounter, which, as demonstrated by the epigraph above, has Horatio, after he has laid out the history and impending future of Denmark’s war with Norway, resort to more desperate measures, alternating between threatening the ghost and pleading with it, trying to grab hold of something he already knows will slip through his fingers if he does, rather approximates postmodernism and the residual existential angst fed to it by, for instance, Sartre and Camus and the Theatre of the Absurd, from Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1953) to Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) to Barth’s Lost in the Funhouse (1968) and Auster’s The New York Trilogy (1987) and Salvador Plascencia’s The People of Paper (2005) to David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest (1996) and Jonathan Lethem’s Chronic City (2009) and Coupland’s The Gum Thief (2007), in a nutshell.


And the third, quite appropriately, doesn’t occur. Instead, Horatio I forced to confront the illustrious, and not to forget tragic, realisation that, “it is as the air, invulnerable, / And our vain blows malicious mockery” (Shakespeare: 2002, 43), after which Shakespeare’s three sentinels and liegemen of the Dane exist the stage. Contemporary characters of fiction, however, are not always so lucky. Rather, in this sense, the fates of crispers are far more Hamletian, feigning reason and good sense even as they pursue fantasy upon fantasy, speaking of love and old relationships as were they the skulls of past jesters, and all the while the armies of Fortinbras are bearing down, and life is just one long, languid rush towards the grave.

Being God

Thus, we shall begin by looking at not a short story nor a novel but a film. More specifically, we will investigate the inciting incident of Miranda July’s Me and You and Everyone We Know (2005), focusing primarily on the two facets of desire as outlined above, before we proceed into analyses of her short fiction and the (mostly vain) wish for control over one’s surroundings that seems to, ironically, dictate the crispers’ every move. In extension of this, then, halfway through the chapter, in the hopes of arriving at a more permanent demarcation of control as it pertains to desire in Doritos fiction, we draw in Etgar Keret and some of his works.


Half an hour into the film, we find Christine Jesperson, the female lead and portrayed by July herself, skulking about in something as mundane as a department store, pretending to be looking at picture frames, when what she is actually doing is stalking Richard Swersey, a shoe salesman who works at the store and with whom she is in love. Richard Swersey, the male lead and played by John Hawkes, is, not surprisingly, like the store he works in, also extraordinarily mundane, and seen from his point of view, July’s film is about his coming to terms with that and, through Christine, having his world opened up into something bigger. For instance, at one point early on in the story, in a desperate effort to cope, yearning for something, anything, to happen, he sets his own hand on fire (4:20).


When Richard then gets off work and walks out the front sliding doors of the department store, Christine follows and catches up to him on the pavement outside. The first thing she says is, “I’m not following you. My car’s parked over there” (30:17). And after they find out that they’re parked in opposite car parks, and that, at the end of the next block, they will separate, what follows is a transcendent scene where reality and the human imagination is blended into something quite a bit different and magnanimous—i.e., it foreshadows the end of the story, where Christine and Richard together manage to satisfy both their Aristophanesian desire (that is, they find each other) and their Diotimatian one,
 and by way of that, they attain a sense of harmony.


This is, perhaps, something all characters throughout the history of fiction have yearned for. As such, it is not particularly interesting for the aims of this paper. What seems unique, however, about crispers, is the manner(s) in which they go about, precisely, attaining this harmony, and almost always failing either wholly or in part.


Back on the pavement outside the department store, Richard says, “Yeah, the ‘Ice Land’ sign is halfway” (ibid), and after a brief moment of silence, Christine ponders: “Ice Land is—it’s kind of like that point in a relationship, you know … where you suddenly realize it's not gonna last forever. You know, you can see the end in sight” (ibid). And before they know it, they’re in the midst of concocting a fantasy spanning the entirety of their lives, where “Tyrone [street] is, like, when we die of old age. And this is, like, our whole life together, this block” (ibid) and, since Tyrone is still a ways off in the distance, everything’s perfect and they’re “still at the good part […] not even sick of each other yet” (ibid).


Here, to elaborate, the metaphor of the pavement, typically one emphasising a story’s progression, affording it an illusion of forward momentum, as well as, and especially in love stories, the path the two lovers take and the troubles they have to overcome in order to, at the end, win each other over, as it were, is made overt. More than that, in collaboration with their imagination, it is made malleable, because if there’s one perquisite to making up your own fantasies, whether as an escape from or substitution of reality, it is that, barring mental illness, control is completely in the hands of the one fantasising. And control is something Christine Jesperson craves; it is, like Diotima’s Eros, what she feels she lacks the most.
 For instance, she, like July, is a performance/visual artist, and like most performance/visual artists, she is a struggling performance/visual artist, subsisting under the heavy thumbs of gallery owners and stage managers. Moreover, to help support her life as an artist, she works as an ‘eldercab’ taxi driver, spending her working hours literally relinquishing control of the destination to the passenger; at most, she gets to decide the route (i.e. the path), which is precisely what she does in her and Richard’s pavement fantasy.


This need for control is one we see all over July’s fiction, and primarily it appears to function, for the crispers, as a source of comfort. But this is a duplicitous kind of comfort, depending on the degree of control. At its best, it affords July’s characters a feeling of calm, helping them gain a tangible hold on their desires, which, truly, is what they want the very most, because if you are in control of the circumstances of your life, it follows that you will also be in control of your desires, able to satisfy them at will, and as such, the need for control is merely a product of the need to having both facets of your fundamental desires satisfied; at its worst, it is desperate, constantly teetering on the verge of collapse, about to come crashing down and dragging everything down with it. In this latter sense, thus, ultimately it becomes more a source of angst and anxiety than comfort.


‘The Moves’ (July: 2003) is an example of the former. It is a flash about a father having taught his daughter his ‘finger moves’, even though he wasn’t sure they would ever be of use to her, “seeing as how [the narrator] was a woman myself, but it was all he had in the way of a dowry” (145). He teaches her by doing them on her hand ‘like sign language’. This is how the narrator’s father controlled both a woman’s pleasure and his own masculinity and sense of self-assurance—“He was incredibly confident” (146). It was how he, as it were, kept a firm grip on the world and his Aristophanesian desire, which is what he ultimately ended up bequeathing his daughter: a way in which to stay in control of her life and her circumstances, and in extension of that, at least one facet of desire. The final paragraph starts, “Each morning when I try to motivate toward doing something positive, I think of him saying this, and it is a great comfort”, meaning she takes comfort in the sense of control she feels over the world and, more importantly, her own place in it.


On the other end of the scale, July’s ‘The Man on the Stairs’ (2004), which is arguably one of her most unsettling stories, is unsettling precisely because, for the vast majority of the tale, it concentrates exclusively on a kind of impotence, a loss of control so profound that, in the beginning, lying in bed and hearing a “quiet sound […] a human sound” (33), the narrator first loses her breath and ability to speak, to shape words, and when she tries squeezing her bedmate’s wrist, “in units, three pulses, then two, then three” (ibid), she grows so anxious that what she ends up doing is attempting to “invent a language that could enter his sleep. But after a while I realized I wasn’t even squeezing his wrist, I was just pulsing the air. That’s how scared I was; I was squeezing the air” (ibid). Here, a loss of control is equal to a literal vanishing away of both Aristophanesian desire, as embodied by Kevin, and life as a whole, which is meaningless without words and when air is all there is left in the spaces between people.
 Indeed, the last two lines of the story go: “I didn’t laugh, I did not laugh. But I died, I did die” (38).


Etgar Keret is of a similar mind. His relatively old story ‘The Bus Driver Who Wanted to be God’ (1998), about Eddie, a guy who reminds a bus driver of a time “when he still wanted to become God” (3), which was a sad memory, “because the driver didn’t become God in the end, but it was a happy one too, because he became a bus driver, which was his second choice” (ibid), and so he drives his bus like he would run the universe: according to a specific ideology. In essence, he is a bus driver who never opens the door for commuters who are late, and this principle is founded on the reasoning that:

[I]f, say, the delay that was caused by opening the door for someone who came late was just under thirty seconds, and if not opening the door meant that this person would wind up losing fifteen minutes of his life, it would still be more fair to society to not open the door, because the thirty seconds would be lost by every single passenger on the bus. And if there were, say, sixty people on the bus who hadn’t done anything wrong, and had all arrived at the bus stop on time, then together they’d be losing half an hour, which is double fifteen minutes (1-2).

Aside from, as an aside, touching on the pervasiveness of meticulous attention to minutiae in the face of the quotidian nature of everyday routine, which is a notion that has been receiving ever-increasing attention since at least David Foster Wallace’s ‘Another Pioneer’ (2001) and ‘Good Old Neon’ (2001) and ‘The Soul is not a Smithy’ (2003)
, Keret, by contrasting the infinitely convoluted job of being God with the relatively simpler one of being a bus driver, also gets to the heart of both the sheer magnitude of just what exactly it means to really be in control and the inherently narcissistic, even childish, delusion that, at heart, it is to believe you can fully master your surroundings. Even to dream of it is ludicrous.


Ultimately, according to Keret, it is also futile, as exhibited by Eddie’s side of the story. The reason for Eddie taking the bus is usually because that is how he commutes to work as a chef at a local restaurant. However, on this one particular day, he has a date with a girl at the Dolphinarium
. Moreover, the girl, who remains nameless throughout, is even outright referred to as “Happiness, or at least a shot at Happiness” (Keret: 1998, 2). But the problem is that Eddie has this fantastical condition that “always made him oversleep by ten minutes, and no alarm clock did any good” (ibid), and when Keret has him overcome the perils of this condition for the first time in his life, and actually arrive at the Dolphinarium on time despite the bus driver who wanted to be God, it is because he, like July, believes in the power of dreams (the dream of Happiness or confidence or love, etc.); and when Keret has Happiness stand Eddie up, because “Happiness already had a boyfriend” (4), it is because he, perhaps not so much like July, perceives all dreams as nothing much more than another kind of delusion. That is, if reality came in the shape of a standard Queen-size bed, to Keret, at best, dreams are teddy bears piled up in the corner, and the state of the bedspread is one devoid of even the slightest sense of order.


Indeed, it is only when the bus driver finally relents, when he remembers how “he’d once promised himself that if he became God in the end, He’d be merciful and kind and would listen to all His creatures” (3), that Eddie is granted some, if inadequate, reprieve: “And when they started moving, [the bus driver] looked in the rearview mirror and gave Eddie a sad wink, which somehow made the whole thing almost bearable” (4). The key word being almost, of course. 


And it is no different in Keret’s newer ‘Mystique’ (2010), which tells the story of a narrator on an aeroplane and how the man in the seat next to him says and does everything he is about to say and do only seconds before him. “That’s what was so nerve-racking about him, the fact that he wasn’t clever or even sensitive, and yet he knew the lines and managed to say them — all the lines I meant to say — three seconds before me” (97). As the story progresses, we further find out that both their wives are obsessed with a particular perfume—called Mystique—of which there is only one bottle left in duty-free, and that, as the man says to a stewardess, “If I come back from a trip and don’t get a bottle of Mystique, she tells me I don’t love her any more. If I dare walk in the door without at least one bottle, I’m in trouble” (ibid). Then, at the end, when the man forgets the duty-free bag in the overhead compartment, the narrator seizes the opportunity, waits as the plane empties, snatches the bag, and debarks the plane as if it was his all along—but not before, of course, explaining to the reader how, “My wife’s obsessed with that perfume […] If I come back from a trip and don’t get a bottle of Mystique from duty-free, she tells me I don’t love her any more. If I dare walk in the door without at least one bottle, I’m in trouble” (99).


This leaves us with two interpretations: 1) the man truly is stealing the words and lines out of the narrator’s mouth, and thus they, two random passengers on an aeroplane, are living identical lives, or 2), the narrator is a kind of identity-void parasite that absorbs the lives of anyone within his or her vicinity. Either way, what Keret is saying is that we don’t even have control over the things we say, or why we say them, or to whom we say them, because we are all just living the same existence over and over and over again, and control over our lives and desires is nothing but fantasy, and moreover, it cannot possibly be more than that no matter how much we wish it to be or how hard we imagine it to be, and thinking that it can is the real tragedy of contemporary human existence.

So, though July and Keret dabble in and around the same topics (i.e. the fundamental human desires and the wish for control over them), their approaches, as well as possibly their perspectives on said topics, seem to be somewhat different. Below, we shall look at this in more detail and what exactly it means, again working from their respective short works of fiction. Further, towards the end of the chapter, so as to illustrate Keret’s point of view that to dream of control over one’s desires may be tantamount to dreaming one’s life away,
 we will also draw in a comparison with one of Daniel A Hoyt’s stories.

Under the Covers

Where July and Keret disagree, then, is on the nature of dreams and the degree of influence your imagination can have on your everyday life. For one, while both July’s and Keret’s work is generally tragic in character, a vital difference is that Keret’s work, almost as per tradition, typically starts out at a point of status quo, and from there descends into heartbreak and entropy, as cautionary tales tend to do.


His ‘The Mysterious Disappearance of Alon Shemesh’ (2010) is a perfect example of this, where first Shemesh, a primary school student, mysteriously disappears from class, and as the story progresses, is followed by almost every other character in the story, including the teachers and principal of the school, until the only ones left are the main character,
 his mother, and a French kid named Michel de Casablanca with whom the main character becomes fast friends after no one else is left, emphasising, as an aside, that we don’t even have control over whom we face tragedy with.


And July’s stories often follow a similar pattern. Only, instead of a series of events building up to any particular tragic finale, for July, that finale is not always the end—and, as we shall come to see, often it may even be the starting point. The rest of the story, whether in the form of a prolonged coda or a sort of suspended crescendo ebbing out into either a climax of sorts (e.g. ‘Something That Needs Nothing’ (2006)) or an open-ended resolution (e.g. ‘This Person’ (2003)), often reveals the true moral of the tale.


The very first sentence of her ‘The Boy from Lam Kien’ (2007), though out of context peculiarly mild,
 represents just this. It opens like so: “I took twenty-seven steps and then I stopped. Next to the juniper bush” (p. 99). The short tale tells the story of a character, male or female, suffering from a highly alternative form of agoraphobia, and the juniper bush here is, at this point in the story, for all intents and purposes, the precipice of the narrator’s slice of the world and of reality. And on the level of story-telling, instantly, things couldn’t be more high-strung; for the character, a step backwards would mean giving in to the condition, while a step forwards would mean, basically, stepping off the edge of the world. That is to say, if the evolution of tragedy in a fictional narrative could be traced in the aftermath of an earthquake, in this case the juniper bush twenty-seven steps from the narrator’s apartment would be the epicentre, and everything from then on a progression towards order—or at least increasing order.


The only thing beyond the bush is Lam Kien Beauty Salon, and as a result of spending an afternoon with the boy who emerges from it, the narrator’s world at once implodes and expands. In the final paragraph, it goes from, “the sound of Earth hurtling away from the apartment at a speed too fast to imagine” (104) to, in a manner quite reminiscent of Borges’s ‘On the Exactitude of Science’ (1946),
 “I ran my hand over the topography of the bedspread. There were river valleys and mountain communities. There was smooth desert tundra. There was a city, and in that city, there was a beauty salon” (July: 2007: 105). Likewise, the main character has gone from someone whose world, at the start, extended to twenty-seven steps from her front door, symbolising her incredibly, even ludicrously, limited control over her own circumstances, to someone who has the entire universe within her grasp.


Thus, while both Keret’s and July’s narrative arguably builds in a dramatic sense, in the end July’s main character is granted a modicum of hope in the form of a world and reality the size of which is limited only by her imagination. On the contrary, Keret’s story starts out in the same place as it ends, with the same questions posed and left unanswered—“‘Maybe they came down with typhoid fever”, “‘They’re all having a cookout on the beach” (Keret: 2010, 71; 72)—only now with even less hope of a resolution (i.e. satisfaction).


Another way to phrase it could be to say that one of Keret’s primary points of interest is, precisely, the disruption of control as a metaphor or allegory of the perpetually chaotic state of reality as he sees it, against which the human imagination, though a comfort, is nevertheless helpless in allowing us to satisfy our desires in any real, palpable sense. Which is, perhaps, and though this is mostly speculation, a trait especially characteristic of contemporary Israelite literature, a great deal of which is produced in and around a culture weighed down by constantly living on the brink of war (i.e. total chaos).


Some of what Keret said at the 2007 PEN World Voices Festival seems to support this. Speaking with American author and short story writer George Saunders, he goes on to state that.

But you cannot imagine that you will wake up one day and there will be no Americans on the face of the earth, and no one who speaks your language. For Palestinians and Israelis, that feels like a likely scenario […] We interpret reality as a conspiracy to wipe us off the earth, and, say, 20 percent of the time, we’re right. So it’s a different state of mind (PEN American: 2008).

Judging by his and July’s stories, however, it appears it may not be as much a question of a different state of mind than a question of two separate points of departure from this state. Both, after all, in their art explore and often operate from
 this need for control over one’s existence;
 moreover, both also acknowledge the human imagination and its capacity for fantasy and pretence as the closest alternative to fulfilling said need. Where they do differ is on the matter of belief—belief in the power of the imagination and whether or not it really is capable of influencing reality and helping you satisfy your true desires.


And this belief, often personified in literature in the form of children (e.g. Carroll’s Alice, L Frank Baum’s Dorothy, Stephen King’s Danny) and the reckless abandon with which they engage in acts of the imagination as a deliberate extension of reality,
 is one we shall come to see quite a bit more of later in the analysis, because more than any other age group, children are the people who populate and narrate Doritos fiction, and the primary reason for this, as we shall come to demonstrate, is precisely because of children’s capacity for imagination and for effortlessly inflating fantasy into the realm of reality, effectively augmenting (that is, improving) the circumstances of one’s reality.
 But more on this later.


To elaborate on the difference between July’s and Keret’s sense of belief, let’s reconsider the analogy involving the children and the tea party introduced earlier in the Theory section. At one end of the table, we find Keret and Alon and Eddie and Michel de Casablanca and the rest of the gang. At the other end there’s July and Christine and the woman with her father’s finger moves and the boy from Lam Kien and all the others. Together they have the ability and are all more than willing to play the game and go along with the illusion that the table is filled with all sorts of teatime goodies. And when someone accidentally, or on purpose, knocks over a cup, everyone is perfectly happy acting shocked at the event. However, it is only July’s side of the table that is willing to believe the tablecloth to be soaked and, even after the game has finished and most everyone’s retreated back to their respective rooms, proceed to put it in the washer and hang it to dry and, in the morning, find it clean and sparkling once more.


This is the disconnect that Keret’s fiction seeks to underline—that the tablecloth isn’t actually wet, and that nothing good will come out of pretending it is—and if it expresses any particular state of mind, it is one similar to that of Daniel A Hoyt’s protagonist, John, in ‘Here I Am’ (2014), who starts the story out with having his head decapitated, seemingly at random,
 and ends it, still technically alive and very much conscious, a world removed from his body, literally, which is out there “somewhere in the world” (53), sending back signals:

Here I am walking down hard pavement, crushed gravel, a worn rut in the dirt. Here I am jostled by a crowd, some crowd, any crowd. Here I am drenched by the sky. Here I am doing jumping jacks to keep warm. Here I am entering buildings and climbing stairs and feeling around corners and frisking doors, searching for what I’ll never see, never understand (ibid).

To reiterate, John, here, is cut off from the world, and all he has left are figments of impressions, whether real or imagined, transmitted to him from a body that is virtually a peripatetic ghost, wandering the world all the while haunting John with its charade mimicking life and doing jumping jacks. In essence, he has absolutely zero control over his own life and the circumstances of it. Moreover, for the majority of the story, being the only one to have survived without a body for so long, John (the head) has become an occult attraction in someone’s basement, where “He sits on a pillow inside a little cage, and no, he does not mind the cage. It protects him” (49), and perhaps, above all, this is what Keret fears the most—to find yourself trapped, as it were, inside your own head, your own imagination, and in time, convince yourself that it is for the best, that it keeps you safe from the real world out there. After all, in such a state, while it may still be possible to convince yourself that, say, the pillow is soft and the cage comfortable, even idyllic, and thus satisfying, to an extent, your Diotimatian desire, the deeper you delve into this fantasy, the more you remove yourself from your Aristophanesian desire, doomed to live a ghostly existence in a world you experience only, and at best, second-hand, and whose shapes and forms you can only imagine.


In short, for Keret, the imagination offers an escape equivalent to hiding under the covers, which may be nice from time to time, but also never not treacherous, because the risk you run is that you don’t want to crawl back out, relinquishing control of your desires to your imagination; for July, on the other hand, that space is a refuge; indeed, it is the very thing through which you are able to gain control over things and the world, and thus also your desire, because in ‘the topography of the bedspread’—there you have the world, and maybe that is real enough, or at least as real as anything else?

Keret’s apprehension, however, may not be unfounded. Earlier, towards the end of the Theory section, we mentioned Lindsay Hunter’s ‘Three Things You Should Know About Peggy Paula’ (2013), and if there is one character who seems to epitomise all aspects of Doritos fiction, even more than the protagonist of the story which gave it its name, it is poor Peggy Paula. The reasons for this are legion, and in order to, first, pinpoint some of them, and later investigate those further, we shall in the following analyse Hunter’s story in detail, while, at certain points, comparing and contrasting Hunter’s perspective on the issues of desire and the human imagination with that of Keret’s.


July and her works, then, and the role they play in this relationship between the three authors, and how, in truth, their views on desire, as well as the role of the imagination towards satisfaction of desire, or carrolling, are identical, will be drawn into the discussion in the chapter after. Consequently, we will at that point also have come to at least a tentative understanding of just precisely how both facets of desire are viewed and portrayed in Doritos fiction.

Being There

One: Peggy Paula is Alice by another name, and there’s nothing she wants more than to live in a dream. That is to say, Neverland is what she wants from the world, and the state of it is less important than the manifestation itself, and if she could keep it folded up in a used tube of lipgloss, then all the better. In high school, she worked as a waitress at the local Perkins, and there children from her school “would come in after games or dances with bleary eyes and messy hair” (3), and Peggy Paula would fantasise about them passing drinks and ‘smoking those flimsy joints’ as she watched them, “the girls with smudged makeup and rat’s nests in the back of their heads, proud unblinking eyes, scanning the dining room like I dare you, I dare you to guess what I just let Jared or Steve or Casey do to me, I let him and I liked it and I don’t care” (ibid). Indeed, she envies them, “taking their orders for French fries and ranch, keeping their secrets and the sticky lipgloss tubes they’d sometimes leave behind, watermelon and cherry and berry and once a spicy cinnamon that burned Peggy Paula’s lips for an hour” (ibid). And the reason why she envies them is precisely because they live lives that, to her, are like a dream, and yet still manage to burn bright, lives that sting the lips of a boy in the backseat of his father’s sedan, “moving farther down, burning that boy up with her mouth” (4), lives that, contrary to that of Hoyt’s John, give themselves over completely to their Aristophanesian desire, all the while Peggy Paula is resigned to retreating “into the bathroom stall and wanting to touch herself but not knowing where to begin, wanting to begin everywhere […] and so going back to the dining room feeling every inch of her skin, her lips cherry red and raw” (ibid).


So, not only, however falsely, do the girls look like they are in control of their desires, doing what they want and not caring and liking it; they also, on a daily basis, experience emotions that Peggy Paula can only dream about. In reality, of course, while Peggy Paula may be restricted to the bathroom, ‘not knowing where to begin’, neither do the other girls, skipping from boy to boy, leaving behind traces of themselves in the form of lipgloss and other tools of disguise, in a world where the only thing they do control is a wonderstruck little waitress at the local Perkins who brings them French fries.


Two: thus, in contrast with what she wants, what she actually desires is all the things dreams cannot readily give you. Peggy Paula craves excitement, and though she imagines the lives of the girls as something extraordinary, as a dream, it is the passion and the tumultuous, and very much real, emotions that come with that and ‘burning a boy up with your mouth’ which she craves. That, from Peggy Paula’s perspective, is life. Dreams, therefore, are restricted in as far as they cannot reach beyond the bathroom stall—which rather seems to echo Keret’s standpoint regarding the human imagination and its confined, and confining, nature.


The closest Peggy Paula comes to such a life is the remains of the girls’ forgotten lipgloss, and much like Keret’s Eddie, her only reprieve comes in the form of something not entirely adequate. More specifically, it is the Perkins’ dishwasher. One night she asks him to “drive her home and [directs] him to the spot she knew those girls went to” (4). Then she all but throws herself at him, saying, “Shh, stinging his shoulder with her lips and his back with her nails and feeling filled up and afraid and like her heart could kick the windows out” (ibid).


But the feeling is only temporary. Indeed, in the very next paragraph, we leap forward a few years and see Peggy Paula fall out of, precisely, a window. In truth, the dishwasher serves merely as a projection of herself and her unfulfilled desires, because as the girls say, it is about letting the boys, the Jareds and Steves and Caseys of the world, do what they want to do to you, and not the other way around. Only that is love, and this is also why the dishwasher is never named.


Moreover, at one point, in relating the story of when she fell out the window and got the kidney-shaped scar on her lower back, we are told how she fell out “backward at a disco” (5) and landed in a skip outside, unnoticed and unable to get out and singing along to ‘Jive Talkin’, until a boy in a sequin robe “stood on some milk crates so he could pee into the Dumpster […] and Peggy Paula still singing to herself so instead of screaming Hey or Stop she screamed TRAGEDY, and the boy so startled that his pee shot out and piddled the empty TV box just to the left of Peggy Paula” (ibid), and, the boy unable to cut his stream, because he, too, lacks control of his life, the scene actually ended up comforting Peggy Paula as she waited it out, “thinking how it smelled like warmed butter, or buttered popcorn [..] thinking it was kind of nice, kind of intimate, and suddenly feeling grateful for the whole night” (6), before the boy drove her to the hospital and then home to her place, offering her a “small, white pill to take that made Peggy Paula long to be naked” (ibid), and lay with her on the couch and “moved closer and stroked her jaw, her nape, pet her arms, her thighs, even gently pulling her knees apart and moving the back of his hand softly, lovingly, between her legs, Peggy Paula thinking, I am his pet, thank God I’m his pet” (ibid), and the next morning, inevitably, waking up to see the boy gone, along with her wallet and breath mints, and instead there was a note saying, “Thank you I’m sorry Thank you You’re special” (7), before the chapter closes out with, “Peggy Paula loves that kidney-shaped scar” (ibid).


On the one hand, it is only logical that she would love the scar. It is, after all, most assuredly real,
 a sign of life lived, and it is, like the girls’ forgotten lipgloss, something left over from a genuine, intimate (for Peggy Paula at least) moment with another human being. Moreover, as she picked up from the girls at the Perkins, to live and to be in control of your desires means to seduce boys and let them have their way with you. The manner in which she is replicating that here with the boy in the sequin robe is merely a result of this and her wish for a life full of, as it were, life and desires satisfied, where she is in control, knowing not only where to begin but also, possibly, where to end.


On the other hand, it is highly illogical, because control of one’s desires in the shape of giving it over to someone else—to a stranger, even, whom you met only earlier that same night when he urinated on you in a skip—is at worst an oxymoron, and at best, another fantasy.
 Of course this isn’t in any way control. The manner in which Peggy Paula then comes to appreciate this memory, even love it and the scar it left on her, is the sort of delusion Keret dreads,
 since it seems to do little more than distance you from reality and the life you are supposed to lead within it. Thus, it effectively diminishes any emotional and inter-relational experiences you may have, which is what, according to our understanding of the Aristophanesian desire, you (that is, crispers as extensions of the contemporary individual’s psyche) crave from life in the first place and what your fantasies lean towards.


This is, one could argue, precisely what Peggy Paula is struggling with, and why she can’t ever seem to stay ‘filled up’; instead, she, again like the girls, convinces herself that the solution is to give herself over to someone else, anyone else, be that a random dishwasher or a boy who can’t hold his pee. In other words, instead of searching for her Aristophanesian other half, she offers her own half up to anyone who will take it, which is, not surprisingly, expressed most clearly in the Dumpster scene, where she wishes to be the boy’s pet and have him take control. When your life is not in your own hands, you cannot be blamed when it slips through your fingers.


Three: from the day she was born and till the day she will die, Peggy Paula is a child. She is also—contrary to Miranda July’s two girls in ‘Something that Needs Nothing’, who from the start have both each other, and who only in “an ideal world” (July: 2007, 63) would have been orphans—alone, which is what makes her desperate. In the final and third chapter, she goes to the video store and gives her heart to a man like you return a movie. And the fact that he is married is a) of little moral consequence, and b) the reason for his, like the Perkins dishwasher, not being named either, because he is already someone else’s. Furthermore, it only works to make his attention that more affectionate, since it is affection stolen, and thus even more precious. It happens like so:

He took the video from her like it was delicate and valuable, touching her wrist with his thumb and smiling. The man had a dimple in his chin and a wedding ring, that thumb on her wrist like she was his and he was making it known, and Peggy Paula had him over for pot roast and ice cream two nights later and lowered herself onto him so slowly that he cried out in frustration, Peggy Paula still stunned at this man before her, wondering how exactly it had happened, and then when he grabbed her hips to move her the way he wanted not wondering about anything at all (Hunter: 2013, 7).

Additionally, what follows is a description of Peggy Paula playing housewife, “for months, the man coming for dinner and Peggy Paula bathing and perfuming herself all day […] and breathing breathing breathing breathing him in, the sour smell of video cleaner and his aftershave and underneath it all the smell of his wife’s rosewater perfume, the same Peggy Paula used” (ibid). And it is this pretence that is of special interest to us.


The relationship and whichever desires of Peggy Paula’s it may temporarily satisfy—temporary because the moments when the man is not there, Peggy Paula spends “wanting to pound the walls into dust with the waiting for him” (ibid)—is at best a facsimile of the story’s true relationship, which is that between the video store man and his wife.
 For instance, to hark back briefly to Baudrillard’s notion of the aforementioned simulacrum and the ‘desert of the real’, with the man, Peggy Paula is inhabiting her own, private desert, and in this sense, Peggy Paula is nothing much more than a ghost in her own life, haunting the edges of a fantasy where love is real and your desires are fulfilled. All of which, again, seems to resonate with Keret’s line of reasoning—that an over-reliance on one’s fantasies and giving in too often to this urge to, as mentioned in the previous chapter, carrolling with childish abandon may ultimately result in you actually distancing yourself from what you desire, and at worst, as in Hoyt’s example, complete and utter physical isolation. 


More importantly, if not most importantly, is the fact that, despite it all and despite everything, Peggy Paula is always and forever aware of this disjunction between reality and fantasy, and the perfume is what gives this away, along with the lipgloss and the bathroom-stall reveries.


When she was young, the bathroom stall was where she would go to relieve herself of the pressure of her desires—those which, when left neglected, drive you to pound walls into dust—which she, being an adolescent, and like the girls, identifies as sexual, and the way she does this is through fantasy, by imagining the girls being with the boys in the backs of their fathers’ sedans, doing increasingly exciting
 stuff. When this proves insufficient, however, she does as any child would do, and attempts to act out the fantasy by pilfering and applying the girls’ lipgloss to her own lips—a perfect example of what Currie and Ravenscroft define as the ‘recreative imagination’ at work—and effectively already here turning her life into a game. This ploy, after having gone to the disco and, if you will, tried on this life for herself, and indeed ending up with a boy, until he has his way with her and then leaves her on her own again, is precisely what she reverts back to with the man from the video store, wearing the wife’s perfume as she wore the lipgloss and assuming the role of housewife instead of high school girl.


It is when the game is exposed as a charade, then, that things get real. “[O]ne day the man didn’t come, and he didn’t come the next day, and the next day his wife came” (7), and Peggy Paula invites her in, and after a while, the woman comes out of Peggy Paula’s kitchen with a bread knife “held high in her fist and making a horrible sound with her mouth” (8). And what Peggy Paula does next is at once unexpected and inevitable. Rather than panic at the sight of the woman coming at her with a knife, what she does is pity her. “Peggy Paula realized the woman was sobbing with her mouth open, and her heart broke for the woman even as she lunged” (ibid), and the reason she does this is because the mirrors have been turned, and instead of picturing herself in the shoes of this woman, donning her perfume and being with her man, Peggy Paula now recognises that, all along, the woman, too, has been wearing hers, and so Peggy Paula does the only thing she knows how to do, which is break her heart and, curiously, “wanting to show the woman how a bread knife doesn’t have a point, is only good for sawing things, not stabbing really” (ibid), because after all, Peggy Paula knows scars and how you get them, and that is still the extent of her understanding of her own desires; this is the best alternative to her being in control of them.


However, this brush with reality changes little, and after Peggy Paula moves out of the way and the woman “[trips] on the carpeting” and stumbles “toward the couch, the sobbing noise getting louder” (ibid) and the man comes to take her home, “his eyes cutting over to Peggy Paula like it was her with the knife” (ibid), further emphasising how the charade was one they all shared and now there’s a visible rift, she nonetheless still lets the man back in:

Peggy Paula so stunned that she couldn’t cry, couldn’t feel, and maybe that’s why she let the man in two nights later, had to see his eyes, had to feel again, and she kept letting the man in, she kept letting the man, his smell the hair on his chest the delicate skin above his pelvis the muscles in his thighs his calloused hands the shapes of his toes the gold in his eyes the missing molar the mole on his back the heart in his chest the breaths in and out he was alive he was another he was a man […] (8)

For one, the sudden and total elision of punctuation, which is not an uncommon sight in Hunter’s work, functions here primarily to accentuate the mesh of things that reality and our perception of it is, which is expressed perhaps most meshiest of all in love, or lust, prattling out everything in one long, continuous stream. And for another, if there is any development in Peggy Paula’s character subsequent to the bread knife scene, it is that her belief in this fantasy has been rattled. More precisely, her belief in the fantasy of a fulfilling life, a happy life,
 and by extension, her desires and what she thinks they are, which is perhaps the hardest blow of all, because if you can no longer trust your own desires, that conative force which drives your soul, what, then, is there left to trust?


That is to say, were Peggy Paula to hold a tea party and someone were to knock over a cup of tea, she and everyone else would still play along and act the scene out accordingly, because that is all they have in terms of control of reality. However, the problem is, there is the possibility that there truly isn’t any more to reality, and dreaming about another life, one where you won’t have to hide in the nearest bathroom stall whenever your unfulfilled desires get the best of you and you don’t spend your days pounding the walls into dust, may in the end be nothing but just that—a dream.


The final few clauses of ‘Three Things You Should Know About Peggy Paula’ has her questioning this. “Peggy Paula let him, she let him, because if no one is there to touch you are you even really there?” (8). This is the peril that fantasy poses, and ultimately, as Currie and Ravenscroft also established, at the heart of it all you find belief. So, the question comes down to this: if you believe it to be real, does that make it so, and even if only partly, could that still be enough to satisfy your desires and offer you a fulfilling life, one where you feel truly ‘filled up’?

Here is where Miranda July’s works return to the fray. Her stories deal almost exclusively with characters who, in simple terms, from Christine Jesperson to the narrator of ‘The Boy from Lam Kien’, want more from the world than it seems capable of offering, and while the same can be said of Keret’s and Hunter’s characters, what seems to separate them, at least on the surface, is faith.


Therefore, below, we shall look further into this, before, in the next chapters, investigating how, if there is such a fundamental divide between July’s and Keret’s fiction, their works can still, together as well as independently, justifiably be labelled examples of Doritos fiction. Among other things, we shall come to see that, more important than the manners in which the authors portray these aforementioned acts of carrolling, is why they portray them at all.

Child’s Play

If posed with the question above, Keret would shake his head, and as we see in the example of ‘Three Things You Should Know About Peggy Paula’, his fears regarding fantasy taking over and ultimately distancing you from reality, and thus effectively stripping you of whatever flimsy control you may have over you own life, is exactly what has happened to poor Peggy Paula. Consequently, in sex and unrequited affection—i.e. the act, as it were, of being touched by someone other than herself
—what she will find, at best, is a mere substitute of reality, and remembering the moral of Hoyt’s story, it is a reality removed from Aristophanesian desire; thus, no amount of affection or sex will be enough to satisfy her desires. This is, in truth, how crispers typically seek to overcome the disjunction between reality and fantasy mentioned previously—by going all out on, as it were, sexual affection (being the closest relative to pure Aristophanesian desire), and hoping that, maybe, it will be enough to compensate for a Diotimatian desire left to feed on fantasies as unfulfilling as the sex itself.


In a specific sense, Peggy Paula, desperate for these vestiges of affection, rather than carrolling, has resorted to something akin to childhood pretence, continuing to play out the fantasy—the romance with the man from the video store—despite it having been exposed as a farce and, worst of all, fruitless.


However, returning for a minute to Miranda July’s Me and You and Everyone We Know, July would seem to be of a different opinion. July, like Hunter and Keret, often favours either outright children characters and narrators, or at least characters possessing one or more childlike characteristics. Indeed, in the very opening scene of Me and You and Everyone We Know, fading in from a static TV screen
, we see Christine Jesperson playing perhaps the most iconic of children games since Cowboys and Indians—she is playing with dolls. Only, she is an adult, and as such, beyond dolls; instead, she uses just her voice and the faces of the people in the pictures on her wall. Furthermore, she is an artist, and therefore beyond play; instead, she performs, and the characters are two people in love, one having a distinctly baritone voice (non-italicised parts below), and the other just Christine Jesperson’s:

If you really love me, then let’s make a vow… right here, together… right now. Okay? Okay. All right. Repeat after me— I’m gonna be free. I’m gonna be free. And I’m gonna be brave. I’m gonna be brave. Good. And the next one is— I’m gonna live each day as if it were my last. Oh, that’s good. You like that? Yeah. Say it. I’m gonna live each day as if it were my last. Fantastically. Fantastically (July: 2005, 00:40).

Again here, as in ’The Boy from Lam Kien’, and similar to her ‘This Person’ and ‘It was Romance’ and ‘Making Love in 2003’, in contrast to Keret’s more caustic sarcasm, what we are presented with is a decidedly more idealistic, even childish, outlook on the world and, in particular, the future and what the present may evolve into. And always is the character’s capacity to imagine at the heart of the matter, expressing a decidedly more optimistic view of the Diotimatian desire than, say, Peggy Paula, who merely ends up questioning it. Also, in the end, Christine and Richard really do find a way to live like that—fantastically.


Therefore, the primary difference between July’s and Keret and Hunter’s fiction is this: Keret and Hunter fears that, if greeted with too naïve a nature, such as that of a child, the future may be just as big a source of disappointment as the present; meanwhile, July does not share this hesitation. Rather, on the contrary. Though the stories may not always have such happy endings (e.g. ‘This Person’)—and indeed, they very rarely do—for July, complete and unwavering belief in a better future is not merely what drives you forward, some unspecified need to fulfil some equally unspecified desire; it is also the only thing keeping you alive during the day. Without it, there would hardly be a reason to get out of bed in the morning—which is also why ‘This Person’ closes with the main character climbing into bed, mourning “the fact that she has ruined her one chance to be loved by everyone” (56). And, in ‘Birthmark’ (2007), however disastrously, and to steal a term from Peter Brooks, it even serves as the main narrative motor, compelling the protagonist to surgically remove a birthmark
 so as to enter the “part of her life where she was just beautiful, except for nothing” (171).


Additionally, in the aforementioned ‘Making Love in 2003’, this staunch, dogged belief in the human imagination and its ability to affect the real world is even concretised in the form of a novel
 written by the narrator-protagonist. The first few paragraphs of the story show her, quite literally, attempting to make her novel and the dreams it contains (i.e. essentially the dream of being with a married man she loves) take root in reality. She is standing in his living-room, waiting, with his wife, for him to come home. Her hopes are presented like so: “What would he do? What do the men do with the very talented young women who have finished writing their books? Would he kiss me? Would he invite me to be his daughter or wife or babysitter? […] Would he rub my legs and let me cry?” (108), before, again, underpinning the narrator’s naïveté by mentioning, for the second time, that the man is married and that her dreams, therefore, are little more than fantasy. “His wife and I waited to find out. She had less patience than me. I was willing to wait forever, and she was giving him five more minutes” (ibid).


Here we have, above all, what defines Miranda July’s fiction: the willingness, even eagerness, to wait forever for dreams to come through. And much like little Alice Liddell, wishing to have a boat trip down the river enriched by stories of talking flowers and semantically discombobulating eggs perched atop garden walls (Carroll: 1871), July, or at least her characters, believe that it is through carrolling, through a Carrollesque inflation of the human imagination into reality, that we have the best hopes of attaining said dreams, and thus, fulfilling our true desires. Because if, as Aristotle implied, the imagination truly is the window to the soul, then our most fundamental desires is whatever drives us to pound the walls to dust and crawl out through the rabbit hole to the other side.


As a quick aside, the reason why the woman in ‘Making Love in 2003’, ultimately, doesn’t get what she wants is because she, like Peggy Paula, fails to take control of her own desires, instead waiting for the man she loves to do it for her.


So, it seems we are left at a fork in the road, with Keret and Peggy Paula going off one way, and Miranda July and Christine Jesperson the other—the first group with their hearts convinced of the slow, inevitable decay of dreams; the latter’s blooming with the hopes of what awaits just round the next bend.


To sum this up:


Etgar Keret’s ‘Shut’ (2010) tells the story of a man “who fantasises all the time” (41), and, according to the first-person narrator, this man’s best friend, he does this to his own detriment. He fantasises about other people, their cars, their jobs, his wife, other women, the children of strangers. This is how he passes the time. “If it was up to him, he’d spend his whole life at it” (42). Most pertinently, he does this despite having “an amazing life. A fantastic wife. Great kids” (ibid), and as a result, while he dreams of a house “right in the centre of Tel Aviv. Beautiful, with a mulberry tree right outside the window”, life passes him by,
 and his best friend, the narrator, is sleeping with his wife.


And Lindsay Hunter’s ‘Sex Armageddon’, about a couple who have “been living in Jordan’s car for about six weeks” and pass the time, and keep warm, playing “sex armageddon. It used to be called analocalypse. Sex armageddon sounds more serious and less specific” (178), expresses a similar attitude. In sex armageddon, anything goes, an early on there’s a vivid description involving a nostril, exposed breasts, and a Frito, all of which works, along with the parked car, to emphasise the rut the characters are in
 and how even sex has ceased to be enough. Now it’s Armageddon sex. In fact, bathing in the cold water of a nearby lake at dusk, the narrator pretends “this is a baptism and dunk myself under again”, wishing nothing more than to surface again in a new day in a new life, one where, like Peggy Paula, she is no longer a “walking emptiness, a vast nothing” (ibid) and where the “black edges” (ibid) aren’t closing in.


On the surface, surely these two examples express something very different from July’s fiction, and as such, perhaps July’s and Keret’s and Hunter’s works, as we have been taking for granted so far, cannot all be legitimately described as examples of Doritos fiction. Or what? To help answer this question, we will need to draw in another author or two.


As mentioned, if there is anything they all share, it is a proclivity towards children—or childish—characters, and with that in mind, we will now look at two new stories from two different, contemporary authors published in the same magazine (Tin House) within two years of each other. Both stories deal with very similar issues, most discernibly loss, and are narrated by very similar first-person male adolescent narrators. In the process, we will demonstrate how and in what way one story aligns itself perfectly with the Doritos tradition, while the other, crucially, does not. At the same time, we will prove how both Keret’s and July’s and Hunter’s work belongs to the former.


The two stories in question are Ted Thompson’s ‘Mascots’
 (2009) and Jodi Angel’s ‘A Good Deuce’ (2011). But first, a quick deliberation on loss and Doritos fiction.

Tomorrow, and Tomorrow, and Tomorrow

The spirit of Horatio, liegeman to the Dane—maybe his is one that all crispers can relate to? Not because he battles a ghost, nor because, for all intents and purposes, though he is present throughout most of the play and in most major scenes, he is effectively a ghost himself, which is, for example, again, precisely what Peggy Paula ends up feeling like. Nor, even, is it because he is the most trusted friend of Hamlet, the primary driving force, of course, behind the story, as is also the case of many crispers, such as Keret’s Eddie and Daniel A Hoyt’s John, both of whom are blown hither and thither by the whims of a story they have no control over.
 No, in truth, if it is, it is because Horatio is one of the very few to survive past the end of the play. And accordingly, he is the one who, even more so than Hamlet, knows loss.


More than that, Hamlet even bequeaths to him the burden of telling his story to those who do not know the truth: “If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart, / Absent thee from felicity awhile, / And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain / To tell my story” (Shakespeare: 2002, 150)—but more on this, the act of telling one’s, or another’s, story, later.


In both Thompson’s and Angel’s stories, loss is the prevailing theme. As is it in Lindsay Hunter’s ‘Gerald’s Wife’ (2012) and Amelia Gray’s ‘The Swan as Metaphor for Love’ (2012) and Julie McArthur’s ‘Thank You for Disappearing’ (2014), and so on and so forth. So this, in itself, is not a rarity. What is, however, is the manners in which it is utilised in the narrative and what it has to say about the characters whom inhabit it.


In ‘Mascots’, the narrator, Peter, is dealing with the death of his identical twin brother, and in ‘A Good Deuce’, Roy is faced with the death of his alcoholic mother and departure of his younger sister, Christy, who goes to live with their grandmother. The two opening scenes also drop us into very similar waters, where we are introduced to the narrators’ friends and acquaintances, who are there mainly as bodies of comfort—and very much inadequate comfort—failing to substitute the loss of, respectively, the brother and the mother. Hence, their actual function becomes one of distraction, a veil to cover up the brutal nature of reality and to help them put their minds off the loss.


Here is the first line of ‘Mascots’: “There was a cutter who had scars like tiny plastic slugs on her arm, and a guy who torched his high school gym with a bucket of gasoline” (Thompson: 2009). These are children, “kids who had been given everything and still terrified their families with an unexplainable urge to destroy” (ibid), that Peter meets on a month-long excursion into the woods for troubled youths that his mother sends him out on subsequent to his brother’s burial,
 and soon after arriving back home, “marching up our granite walkway, pushing open our heavy front door” (ibid),
 said excursion and the relationships he formed there, since they are, at best, only phantasmagoric distractions, prove insufficient. When his mother asks him about the trip and what he learned, he does not tell her what he actually did, such as steal away with the cutter and some others in the dead of night to snort “meth that she’d smuggled in the hem of her rain pants” (ibid) and that of “all the discoveries I was supposed to have made, the only one that felt real was that when you lose your identical twin, in a way you become two people” (ibid). Instead, he extemporises a story about running into a grizzly while peeing up against a tree.


Several things are of interest here. Let’s begin with the recurring references to destruction and the end of things, which naturally hark back to the destruction, as it were, of the brother’s existence. More pertinently, however, they also say something about Peter’s state of mind. Along with the title of the story—and the fact that, when Peter returns, he comes home to find that his mother, in the meantime, has adopted two Austrian children, boys,
 who are part of a summer-exchange program and who lost their exchange family—it hints at the story’s greatest destruction of all, which is Peter’s self-identity. That is to say, what Thompson actually dedicates the majority of the narrative to detailing is the fear of becoming something other than yourself. This, not becoming two people, is Peter’s greatest worry.


Compared to his brother, Peter worries that he, like his friends at camp and the person it was supposed to make him, is inadequate. And in this sense, the actual loss Peter spends the story dealing with is the loss of himself. Indeed, after coming home, the character he spends the most time with is a friend—Ian the libidinous lifeguard, representing Aristophanesian desire in its purest, most unadulterated, rabid form—who, originally, was more his brother’s friend than his own, and moreover, in the closing scene of the story, during a farewell party at their house for the two Austrian boys,
 Peter even loses his virginity to Linda, a woman who ‘knew his brother’ and who is interested in him solely because of that, allowing Peter to, as it were, try his brother’s skin on for size.


Peter is, at all times, acutely aware of this, and herein lies the proper tragedy. As Linda rides him in his brother’s bed, with his mother even looking on for a while through a crack in the door, “slack and motionless and tired” (ibid), he describes it like so: “She was heavy and forceful, a machine that made the bed frame squeak, and I held on as long as I could while she kept at it, eyes clenched, as if trying to force out of me something she could never have again” (ibid). From this perspective, and hence the title, at most he is his brother’s mascot, telling his brother’s story like he tells the story of an encounter with a bear that never occurred.


When they were eight years old, the two brothers “modeled for the local department store, and a billboard of us in matching corduroy jackets had hung outside the public library until we were well into middle school” (ibid), and from that moment on, in the eyes of everyone else, they became indistinguishable from one another, “mistaking me for my brother and assuming what was said to one was said to the other” (ibid), and in effect, whether losing his brother means Peter becomes both of them or not, similar to Horatio, he is expected to, forevermore, tell his brother’s story in lines with and to the detriment of his own. And this is the heart of Thompson’s story; more than the loss of a brother and identical twin, the loss is of a future, of Peter’s future and what it could have been and what it now may never be—that, not the wrists of a random girl nor an arbitrary high school gym, is what has been left scarred and set on fire, and ultimately, it seems Peter is doomed either way.


As himself, in the wake of his brother’s death and after a month in the woods, walking up the granite walkway and pushing open the heavy door, “ready, in a way, to start again” (ibid), he comes home to find that he has, in addition to his brother, lost not only his mother to two strange (in all senses of the word) Austrian children, but his father too, who at the party throws “his arm around Ian’s meaty shoulders and they held each other there like two men who had fought together in a war” (ibid) and later sing Beach Boys hits together, which stands in stark contrast to the moment Peter returns from the woods, where his father does little more than pat him on the shoulder and, not unlike a bear himself, as Peter is about to say something in return, let out “a moaning yawn” (ibid).


And as his brother, with Linda in the bed, things are not much better. Consider the final paragraph: “‘You know, I actually can see the difference,’ she said, running her fingers down my forehead, my eyelids, my nose. ‘After a while, it’s not really so hard to tell.’” (ibid), meaning that he cannot even pull off a convincing mascot. Furthermore, Thompson’s use of the word ‘tell’, here, and the ambiguity it implies, is no coincidence. On the one hand, it is meant to be interpreted literally, as we just have, claiming that, bittersweetly, in spite of everything, Peter is still better at being himself than his brother. Which conclusion to draw from that, then, is for the reader to decide. On the other hand, however, it is also meant to be taken ironically, referring to the ways in which Peter is indeed having a hard time, a very hard time, telling either and both his own story and that of his brother and what it will (d)evolve into.


Thus, again we see that the essence of Thompson’s story and the true loss that is being portrayed is the loss of the main character’s future.
 Now, similar to this, also in ‘A Good Deuce’ is the true loss depicted not the one immediately apparent (the death of the narrator-protagonist’s mother); however, here, rather than one’s future, what is being mourned is one’s past, and that is a crucial difference. In the following chapter, before returning back to July and Keret and the gang, we shall demonstrate how and why this is, beginning with an analysis of the story itself.

Farewell Neverland

As said, Jodi Angel’s story distinguishes itself markedly, even though it, too, opens with the main character, Roy, looking for distraction in lieu of comfort. At first, Robert Redford serves this role.

I was on my second bag of Doritos and my lips were stained emergency orange when my best friend, Phillip, said he knew a bar in Hallelujah Junction that didn’t card, and maybe we should go there. We had been sitting in my living room for eighteen or nineteen hours watching Robert Redford movies, where Redford had gone from square-jawed, muscled, and rugged to looking like a blanched piece of jerky, and we had watched it go from dark to light to dark again through the break in the curtains. The coroner had wheeled my mother out all those hours ago and my grandma Hannah had stalked down the sidewalk with her fists closed and locked at her side, insisting that a dead body had every right to stay in the house for as long as the family wanted it there (Angel: 2011).

A whole host of things are noteworthy here. For one, it is primarily by means of the grandmother and her ‘closed fists’ that we detect any sense of loss at all, and indeed later on in the story, Roy (or that is, rather, Phillip) tells a tale of how, when he was younger, his grandmother forced him to toss a sack full of live kittens in their backyard pond; only, and as Phillip recounts it, “His grandma didn’t tell him that he had to weigh the bag down. You know, put some rocks in it or something. So when he throws it out there, it just floats on the surface with all these kittens screaming and trying to swim” (ibid). The details of the story itself may or may not have unfolded just so, but for Roy, the memory represents perhaps the most brutally vivid (and thus real) moment of his life—even more so than the death of his mother, because finding her passed out in the bed was hardly anything new: “[…] and we had done what we had done so many times before out of habit, the rolling and looking at what we would find, only this time it was different, more than different, less than different” (ibid).


At least, this is what Roy seems to want to convince himself and the reader of. But Roy, like Peggy Paula, has a tendency to fib, and mostly in order to delude himself. However, the cat’s out of the bag, as it were, and a few things are giving him away, which expose clear parallels between the two events (the memory of the cats and the death of his mother) and, more importantly, what it actually is that ails Roy throughout the story.


Just as he was unable to save the kittens—“I had started to take off my shoes and wade in to get the bag, but Grandma Hannah had put her hand against my arm and stopped me […] She just kept her hand on my arm, not tight, not gripping, just present” (ibid)—standing by helplessly and listening to “the kittens crying on and on until one by one they tired and drowned” (ibid), he watched his mother slowly descend into alcoholism and, ultimately, death. A most undignified one at that, and all Roy has left is cleaning up the mess. “[And] then we had been running hot water, so much so that the steam banked against the wall, taking turns running water and soaking towels and cleaning up. There just seemed like so much to clean” (ibid).


The result is, perhaps not surprisingly, that, on the one hand, what he is cleaning is also his own conscience, while on the other, he is trying to establish a sense of order
 in the chaos that is his mother’s death and, indeed, the childhood she never gave him—as illustrated by the way that this was far from the first time he and his sister cleaned up after their mother—and the rest of his life, too, that she, with her demise, has now stolen from him, because as he says, “[it] was Christy who’d found her” (ibid), and therefore, “for the rest of Christy’s life she could fuck up or give up or not show up, and nobody would hold it against her because Jesus Christ, you know her mother died, and she was the one who found the body”, while “[the] one who comes in second is the one who is supposed to spend the rest of his life cleaning up the mess” (ibid). Roy came in second.


All of which is to say, again, like in the case of Thompson’s Peter, more than the passing of the actual departed person, the loss that is being grieved is a fair bit more internal and abstract. However, rather than his future, what Roy laments the most is the loss of his childhood. And this, above all, is the explanation for his grandmother’s prominent role in the story, as well as why Roy is reminded of the pond and the events that took place there: the pond is where he lost his innocence (i.e. childhood), and furthermore, it represents the moment he failed to fight for that innocence, watching from the bank as the kittens drowned instead of swimming out and rescuing them, which is what he was about to do before his grandmother stopped him.


Thus, in contrast with ‘Mascots’, the heart of Angel’s story is about Roy’s desperate attempts to cling on to this childhood, and in effect, as we shall see momentarily, even the climax of the story, wherein Roy takes part in that ritual over all rituals meant to symbolise the death of innocence and the birth of a man, namely losing your virginity, comes to symbolise the exact opposite, however temporary, standing for the boundless comforts of childhood and the reckless innocence that comes with it,
 exemplified and/or idealised, once more, as in the tea party analogy or Carroll’s Alice, in the child’s expansive imagination and ability to, through the act of carrolling, seamlessly journey between the realm of reality and that of fantasy—which is precisely what crispers yearn for.


First, however, having come closer to identifying this fundamental difference between Thompson’s and Angel’s stories, before we proceed, we must now examine whether or not the works of the other writers we have been analysing so far distinguish themselves from Thompson’s work in a similar manner. And rather than contrasting them with his story, we shall compare them with Angel’s. Moreover, halfway through the chapter, we will also bring in a story by Amelia Gray, to help further illustrate the argument.

Hello, Fables
Enter a bag of Doritos. In ‘A Good Deuce’, the link between the sack of kittens and the bag of Doritos is undeniable, and, while on a storytelling level the bag of Doritos functions as a narrative instrument through which the reader is hurled into the realm of the story, for Roy it is, initially, what sparks the memory of the drowning cats and reminds him, on a subconscious level if nothing else, of what it is he has actually lost, because what happens next is that they, Phillip and he, plan a journey to a faraway bar, a realm where men are men and women are women and children are not supposed to be found. That is to say, if he is to be an adult now, and if he is supposed to be grieving and cleaning up the mess, he might as well start out by wallowing in that mess and go grieve where grown-ups grieve.


More than that, though, as an extension of the Robert Redford
 films (playing a role and offering a fantasy similar to those of the TVs in Peggy Paula’s and Christine Jesperson’s stories), the bag of Doritos—in the same way that the kittens in the sack represent Roy’s childhood and how he failed to fight for it, watching it die before his eyes—affords him a chance to, in this interlude between the death of his mother and the rest of his life, cling on to the memory of childhood. Therefore, what the trip to the bar actually becomes is an externalisation of this fantasy. For all intents and purposes, the bag of Doritos is Roy’s rabbit hole, the bar Neverland, and the drive there the yellow brick road, and compared to Thompson’s story, all of it is the equivalent of Peter’s month out in the woods.


In the car on their way there, Roy imagines eloping for good. “[I]n twenty minutes we put the town behind us, and if Phillip kept the car pointed east, we could put the state behind us, too” (ibid). What he dreams of is starting life all over again, from the beginning, and when “east kept bending north […] and the thought of escaping faded from a spark to an ash” (ibid), it only works to further crystalise his loss and remind him that the fantasy is all he has left. And this is where Roy reveals his strength; despite everything, despite his mother dying and his little sister moving away with his grandmother, despite, on top of it all, it having rained, turning the road “hard obsidian that threw back the reflection of taillights every time Phillip came up on a car” (ibid),
 Roy does not let go, because perhaps, and only maybe, the fantasy is enough?


For instance, the car itself is a wreck,
 but their drive and Roy’s relationship with it quickly becomes a symbol of this resilience:

The tape deck was broken, just like the heater and the window crank in the back and the speedometer, but Phillip was able to wedge a Van Halen tape in place with a crumpled Viceroy pack, and we listened to side one over and over again as the road hairpinned and climbed until the asphalt thinned out and there was a gap in the trees and the sudden neon promise of cold beer (ibid).
Meaning, the things malfunctioning in the car are just another extension of all the other things that are, as it were, faulty in Roy’s life, and yet, despite it all, the promise of the bar is enough to pull him through. After all, there must be something miraculous (i.e. fantastical) about a bar located in a place called Hallelujah Junction.


So, naturally, the bar proves to be just another disappointment, because if there is anything we have established thus far, it is that, for crispers, the world never quite lives up to fantasy. “I had wanted the stuff of movies and TV, the mountain bar, the big men with shaggy beards and leather vests and a band playing loose and loud and a barefoot lead singer and a sea of hats bobbing in time to the kick” (ibid).


When it comes to Doritos fiction, this is as quotidian as it gets. Moreover, in the case of, for instance, Lindsay Hunter, possibly the closest we come to a veritable miracle—where the world indeed doesn’t come up short—is in the story ‘After’ (2013), about the time after the apocalypse, where at least the end of everything is more or less as you’d expect, if only a little grosser: “[…] after them mall walkers being vaporised over by the P.F. Chang’s that you used to eat at with your momma at every birthday, idiots pumping they elbows like the sun wasn’t an oozing boil, one of them a hawk-faced sculpture of bone before the rapture, so the pile of ash was an improvement” (9).


Then again, also in ‘After’ is the main character a child, here embodied by none other than the reader him/herself: “[…] after you crawled out the basement and your momma made you eat canned for every meal, after your brother’s eye just one day burbled and dripped out the socket in yolky clumps that he wiped off with his shirt hem, after you found yourself prizing your goobers like the pig to the truffle” (9-10). In instances such as these, such crushing instances, perhaps it is only children and childish minds, regardless of age, that possess the capacity to, as it were, keep on dreaming, or carrolling, and never letting go of the fantasy, even after your mother has passed and you are expected to grow up overnight, even after the fantasy has been exposed as such and maybe that means you are not even there, even after the apocalypse, where good judgement and sound reasoning tells you there’s not supposed to be an after at all? Perhaps this, more than anything else, explains the prevalence of children in the works of Doritos fiction?


In more technical terms, individuals with this ability, more than any other branch of the human species, excel in at least three areas. These are a), this aforementioned concept of recreative imagining, where you imagine yourself into the shoes of someone else, be that a stranger, a friend, your body in the world separated from your severed head, or your little sister who was first to find the body, or else a future, imaginary version of yourself, while b) simultaneously, and vitally, possessing the conviction to continue clinging on to the hopes, or fantasy, that your desires will eventually be fulfilled, even in the face of the staunches reality, be it the spilling of tea over a tablecloth or that the world extends no further than the juniper bush twenty-seven steps from your apartment or a life spent cleaning up other people’s and generations’ mess.
 And moreover, c), living your days accordingly, and conversely to Currie and Ravenscroft’s theoretical readers of an anachronistic Sherlock Holmes story, doing it all despite spending your days caught in a loop of repeated suspension of belief,
 because in the end, maybe this, the hope of having your desires fulfilled, is the only thing separating you from non-existence.


As a result, reality becomes more malleable, and if the extended bar scene in Jodi Angel’s story praises anything, it praises Roy’s desperate struggle to recapture this state of mind, this essence of not just childhood but, potentially, a happy life, because if the world you inhabit is one that is more susceptible to change, and change that you, at least to an extent, control, it naturally follows that you now have an alternative to lowering your expectations, which is, for example, what Keret’s Eddie seems forced to do. Further, whether or not you are intimate with your true desires, no matter what they are, it is still possible to have them satisfied, since the world and your life in it, unlike Jordan’s car in ‘Sex Armageddon’, is not at a standstill. Consequently, the fact that the bar doesn’t live up to Roy’s expectations is nothing much more than just another bump in the road, and in Amelia Gray’s ‘These Are the Fables’ (2012), we find a prime example of precisely this ability to not only keep on believing, but also overcome, if you will, the steepest of bumps.


Gray’s flash opens in the parking lot of a Dunkin’ Donuts in Beaumont, Texas, the unnamed narrator having just told her boyfriend, Kyle, that “I was pregnant. I figured I’d rather be out under God as I announced the reason for all my illness and misery” (ibid), to which Kyle responds:

“Your mama’s dead. And you’re forty years old. And I have a warrant out for my arrest. And I am addicted to getting tattoos. And our air conditioner’s broke. And you are drunk every day. And all I ever want to do is fight and go swimming. And I am addicted to Keno. And you are just covered in hair. And I’ve never done a load of laundry in my life. And you are still technically married to my drug dealer. And I refuse to eat beets. And you can’t sleep unless you’re sleeping on the floor. And I am addicted to heroin. And honest to God, you got big tits but you make a real shitty muse. And we are in Beaumont, Texas” (ibid)

And on top of everything, Kyle has barely finished cataloguing these bumps of theirs—or, as the blessedly naïve (or childish) narrator calls them, “minor setbacks on the road to glory” (ibid)—when, out of nowhere, the Dunkin’ Donuts next to them catches fire. This is the picture the narrator draws for us of the spectacle: “The wall of donuts had fueled a mighty grease fire. The cream-filled variety sizzled and popped and sprinkles blackened […] The coffee machine melted. The smoke was blue and smelled like a dead bird” (ibid), and of course the fire symbolises the lives of the two characters going, as it were, up in flames. Even the narrator knows this, at one point stating, “we both knew the next nine months plus the eighteen to twenty-two years after that would wreak some manner of havoc” (ibid). And still—and this is where the donut crumbles
—like Roy, like Christine Jesperson, like Peggy Paula, like the main character in Keret’s ‘Bitch’ (2010), who ends the story begging his dead wife’s forgiveness for murdering her with the gargantuan wardrobe in their tiny bedroom, which “took up so much space that there was no room left” (163), and doing so through a stranger’s poodle “dressed elegantly in an embroidered, powder-blue jumper” (163-164) that he becomes convinced is his wife reincarnated, despite it all, despite the bumps and potholes in the road to glory, despite the burning donuts over her shoulder and, like Roy, the rest of her life staring down her face, Gray’s main character never once gives up on her desires, fantastical as they may be, and ultimately, she comes out the other end of the story, lying on the e. coli-ridden floor of the, apparently, infamous Days Inn where, ostensibly, Selena the Tejano star was murdered,
 and what she says is, “Kyle came and settled near me. When he pressed his cheek against my belly I could feel the machinations of his jaw grinding tooth on tooth. I said, These are the fables I will tell our child” (Gray: 2012).


Perhaps it is easy to mistake this for simple delusion or, as Steph Ofitz does in his short editor’s note to the story in Electric Literature’s Recommended Reading
, ‘wilful ignorance’ and ‘obsessive love’, and furthermore, perhaps that is not so preposterous an account. Again, this is precisely the thing that Etgar Keret warns against in his stories,
 of growing up without first facing reality, of reaching either side of forty and still spending your life dreaming your days away on the floor of some smutty motel, which most likely isn’t even nearly as infamous as it would like its guests (i.e. the reader) to believe: “‘There are secrets at this Days Inn,’ she said. I said that there were secrets at every Days Inn. The ice machine was broken and the women wailed for unrelated reasons” (Gray: 2012). But there are two things that Ofitz forgets to consider.


For one—and, in fairness, it would be unreasonable to expect Ofitz to know this—more than warn against it, Keret, like Roy, mourns the loss of it, of a time (that is, childhood) when you had more inherent trust in your imagination, and the world, thus, indeed was more malleable. In his fable ‘Pudding’ (2010), he touches on this. It tells the story about the “incident with Avishai Abudi” (63), the most ordinary of ordinary adults, and how, “one day, out of nowhere, a pair of thugs are banging at his door. They drag him down the stairs, stick him in the back of some van, and haul him straight to his parents’ place” (ibid), but not before stripping him down and forcing him into his old school uniform and strapping a backpack to his back. At his parents’ place, his mother—or rather, Mummy—“comes over to chivvy him. ‘This isn’t the time for homework. Come and eat. Hurry up, chop-chop, before all the vitamins escape from the salad” (65), and proceeds to feed him delicious food.


Now, ‘Pudding’ is very much a story of contrasts. The delicious food his mother makes compared to the takeaways and cheap restaurants he’d “been surviving solely on” (ibid), the school uniform he wears juxtaposed with his current age and position in the world, which is further enforced right before the end when his mummy asks him, “‘Now what are you daydreaming about?” (67) all the while “stroking his balding head” (ibid). None, however, is starker than the contrast between dream and reality. That is, the dream of his childhood and the reality of his adult life.


Avishai, too, again like Christine Jesperson and the rest of the gang and, as we shall come to see, like Angel’s Roy, is never not aware if this. At one point, “Avishai thinks to himself: It’s just a dream” (66). But seeing as the dream is so good, even though he could wake himself at any moment, “maybe if he simply refuses to absorb everything around him, if he casts doubt, it’ll all suddenly melt away” (ibid), there’s no need to hurry, “no need to stress. He might as well eat first […] And when Avishai gets to thinking about it, even when he’s finished eating, it’s not exactly urgent […] He could even stretch it out another day or two, until just before some especially hard exam” (66-67).


And it is this idea of comfort that sets it apart from stories such as Thompson’s ‘Mascots’ or, say, Zadie Smith’s ‘Meet the President’ (2013)
. Rather than the dream being inadequate, as in the case of Peter’s encounter with the grizzly, and thus, simply, a lie, this idea that the dream, though a danger—indeed, Keret’s narrator opens ‘Pudding’ by claiming that the reason why the story is being told at all is for it to “set a red light flashing for us all” (Keret: 2010, 63)—is nevertheless a place the character prefers to stay in and which, ultimately, makes him happy, because from the beginning of the story, where he is being kidnapped (in all senses of the word), he ends it with having a choice not between two evils, but two desserts, namely jelly or chocolate pudding,
 which his mummy pulls out of the fridge like a rabbit out of a hat. And thus, in one fell swoop, both his Aristophanesian desire, concretised in the food and his suddenly voracious nature, and his Diotimatian one, exemplified by the nirvana-like status his childhood home has been granted, are satisfied.


In this sense and from this perspective, as said, instead of being a caveat, Keret’s story, indeed his entire oeuvre, it would seem, becomes an expression of grief, mourning the loss of childhood and the Carrollesque grandeur it breathes into reality. And so we see that, in short, the only difference between Miranda July’s fiction and Hunter and Keret’s fiction, is that July’s is, perhaps, slightly more hopeful, preferring to celebrate the preservation of childhood in the adult imagination rather than mourn the loss of it.


Second, what Ofitz also forgets is that, in the end, not only are the fables what pull Gray’s character through the story, helping her cope with reality and crushing events such as the burning Dunkin’ Donuts and her alcoholism and, once more, the death of her mother; with the arrival of the baby (say it’s named Socrates), they are also the only thing that truly matters, because, along the lines of Diotima’s notion of love and procreation and living on through your offspring, the fables, as passed down to the child Socrates, will aid him by at once opening up to him the possibilities of the imagination and the role it has to play in the satisfaction of his desires, and, just as importantly, illuminate for him the bumps in the road that his mother has had to overcome and that he can therefore potentially avoid.


Furthermore, that is how, finally, Kyle and the narrator, on the floor of the motel, do indeed manage to recapture childhood.


All this, then, is part of Roy’s state of mind as they come into Hallelujah Junction, and indeed several scenes from ‘A Good Deuce’ stand out in a light similar to that of ‘These Are the Fables’. Two, however, in particular. One takes place in the backseat of the car at the very end of the story; the other at the moment two women come up to Philip and Roy in the bar. We shall make a quick stop at the latter first, before diving in to the former.


One of the women, Candy, sits down next to Roy and asks him what he does for a living, to which Roy responds: ‘construction’. The truth is, of course, that this is a blatant lie, and he justifies it to the reader like so: 

I had never worked construction, but I had always been fascinated with the guys who did, with their ragged T-shirts and tank tops and tattoos and dark tans from working in the sun, muscular and dirty and smoking and blasting hard music over the sound of their hammers (Angel: 2011)

Which echoes his unfulfilled fantasies pertaining to the bar, and as such, works primarily to emphasise what he is not, namely adult and dirty and a construction worker. Moreover, on the opposite side of the coin, it also highlights what he is—a child. And none of this stops him from, even at this point—having just had his “first drink in a bar” (ibid) and alternating between chatting with a strange, fat woman and washing his hands in the bathroom of the bar and worrying about the soap (“a weak green color that looked toxic” (ibid)) and his dead mother—potentially convincing himself of the fantasy. To himself, he concludes: “Maybe I would work construction if I could” (ibid).


Meanwhile, in the very next paragraph, we are told that Candy, who “waited tables in Battle Creek” (ibid) and wanted to move and go to school, but “she was getting older and there never seemed to be the chance to go” (ibid), concretises, again, the rapid decay of childhood and dreams (i.e. desires). Furthermore, like Roy and Phillip, the other woman, Veronica, “was her best friend, and they worked together, and Veronica had a two-year-old daughter”, which is, potentially, how Roy and Phillip could end up—as stuck as Candy and Veronica or, say, a couple on the run in the parking-lot of a burning Dunkin’ Donuts.


Whether or not that truly does paint an accurate picture of Roy’s future, for the time being, Hallelujah Junction represents for him a temporary escape from this possible future, which is why, when Phillip and Veronica start kissing, and things are, as it were, getting real, it unsettles Roy. “I could see the silhouette of their tongues moving back and forth between them” (ibid), before Phillip pulls “back from Veronica and there was a glazed look in her eyes that threw back the overhead light like the wet road had done” (ibid)—reminding Roy once more of the world outside of Hallelujah Junction—digs in his front pocket for the car keys and slides them across the table towards Roy. “‘Thirty minutes,’ he said” (ibid), and as Candy, like the keys, slides out of the booth, “waiting for [Roy] to follow” (ibid), he fingers the keys in his hand. “The keys were cold and I looked at each of them and knew what they were meant for—the car, the front door, the door to my grandmother’s house. I could tell the difference just by touch” (ibid). And apart from being another token, a distinctly tangible, tactile one, from his childhood—more specifically, the keys to the doors of the memory of his childhood home—they now also, on first glance, by way of unlocking the door to the backseat of the car wherein he is to lose his virginity, come to symbolise the departure from that childhood and the entrance into a world where soap is toxic and there never stops being something to clean up. 


Therefore, it is not surprising to find that Roy’s first instinct is to run. Coming out of the bar, “There were no cars on the highway […] I wanted to run down the white center line as fast as I could, run between the trees and suck down the air until my lungs burned and I had to run with my mouth open just to keep my breath” (ibid).


Moreover, when they reach the car and he puts the key in the door, Oscar, Roy’s dog, which has been in the car all along, “jumped up off the backseat and started barking and lunging at the glass” (ibid), and for all intents and purposes, Oscar’s role in the story is to serve as an externalised expression of Roy’s suppressed emotional responses. In the beginning of the story, as Phillip and Roy are walking out to the car, they come to find Oscar abandoned and dejected and tied to a post in the backyard, his water bowl tipped over, and Roy “remembered that Oscar had been chained to the back fence since the paramedics came, and he had cried like that at the sound of the sirens, even though they were all for show and not for need” (ibid), all of which works to draw attention to Roy’s own helplessness and how, for the past eighteen or nineteen hours, he, too, had been tied to a sort of post. At this point, then, jumping up and lunging at the glass and, later, in the way that Oscar is let out to pee and actually, unlike Roy, gets to “put his nose to the ground and [disappear] toward the trees” (ibid), Oscar’s role is to accentuate this wish of Roy’s to escape and start over again and hang on to this temporary grasp on childhood that Hallelujah Junction has offered him thus far.


Now, earlier, when we claimed that perhaps the greatest miracle in all of Doritos fiction was the end of the world in Lindsay Hunter’s ‘After’, we were mistaken. In Roy’s dead mother’s car—that is where the true miracle happens, with Candy living up to her name. Here is how it begins: “Her lips were nice, and she was comfortable and slow and when she kissed me I stopped thinking about all of the things that were demanding my time” (ibid), meaning that she is affording him the opportunity to temporarily relinquish some of this aforementioned need for control,
 and as she “pulled me in toward her and undressed me in layers” (ibid), what she is actually undressing him of is the responsibility of being the one ‘who comes in second’, the one who has to clean up the mess. In extension of that, of course, she is also stripping him of, for the time being at least, the responsibility of growing up.


And this is when Candy does something highly peculiar. She unbuttons her shirt and proceeds to wrap the open sides of it around Roy, before “sliding down against the door so that we were both lying across the seat and I wasn’t so much against her as settled into her, pressed in below her surface” (ibid). Essentially, what she is doing is mothering him, letting him nestle in her like a child in a mother’s arms, and as she “went back to work, moving me, burying me, guiding me, drowning me” (ibid), Roy can see “over the door panel and out into the darkness, and smell the mountain grape and deer brush leaking in” (ibid). Thus, instead of Roy escaping, disappearing along with Oscar into the trees and over the mountain, in the car with Candy, the mountain is coming to him. As a result, while only temporary, Roy, too, manages to satisfy both his Aristophanesian desire, by being with Candy, and his Diotimatian one, in so far as the mountain grape and the deer brush, signifying his wish to escape and start over, actually come within reach.


Here, then, is where Jodi Angel has the reader leave Roy: “Far away I could hear a dog barking, faint clips of sound breaking the heavy stillness of the highway and moving away from me. I knew that soon Phillip would be at the car, and he would want inside, and I would have to come to the surface again. I didn’t know for how long I could stay” (ibid). And this, because all miracles, like everything else, Neverland included, eventually come to an end. But maybe, if you close the story at exactly the right time, it doesn’t have to, and you can stay a child forever.

In childhood, we see, and the reckless abandon with which children of all ages take to fables and fantasy, lies not merely the difference between Angel’s and Thompson’s stories, but indeed the principal feature of Doritos fiction. Thompson’s Peter, as shown, has given up on childhood. At best, incarnated by the two Austrian boys his mother adopted, and who, at one point, even outright invade his brother’s room, childhood is an annoyance; at worst, it is a lie, as fraudulent as his version of his dead brother, demonstrated most clearly by his story detailing the encounter with the grizzly and how neither he nor Linda manage to believe it for a second. Childhood, here, like one’s virginity, is something to be shed, and that is why, though in many ways thematically identical to Jodi Angel’s story, it is nevertheless not an example of Doritos fiction.


On the contrary, if Angel’s Roy has given up on anything, he has given up on everything but his childhood, and as such, his childhood, in lieu of actually returning to it, is what he fights desperately to cling on to, even though, in the end, he knows his time with Candy is limited, that Phillip and the rest of his life is bearing down upon him. Childhood, for Roy, by way of its faith in the human imagination and its capacity for carrolling, inflating the realm of reality with that of fantasy, represents precisely this willingness to believe in a world and a future more desirable, in a new life on the other side of the mountain. So, like Keret’s characters, like July’s characters, like Hunter’s and Gray’s characters, like Daniel A Hoyt’s severed head, he learns to mourn the passing of childhood, because it is only through it, in a manner similar to JM Barrie’s Wendy and AA Milne’s Christopher Robin, that 1), the world becomes more than the mere sum of its parts, and 2), he can have both facets of his desire satisfied. This, then, whether in the form of a Julyesque celebration or Keretian grief, is the defining feature of Doritos fiction. 

Discussion
Previously, we mentioned that Philip K Dick, in I Hope I Shall Arrive Soon (1985), once said, “Reality is that which, when you stop believing in it, doesn’t go away” (ibid). And if we were to appropriate that maxim into the context of Doritos fiction, the only thing that changes is the perspective. That is to say, reality is what you’re left with when you give up believing in everything else, and to be more precise, this is it: in Christine Jesperson’s case, reality is Tyrone street, a random ‘Ice Land’ sign, and the pavement outside a department store, while the hope of love and company (i.e. satisfaction of her Aristophanesian desire), as embodied by Richard Swersey, and the wish to ‘live each day as if it were her last’, to live ‘fantastically’ (i.e. satisfaction of her Diotimatian desire) is everything else, or, in other words, fantasy; for Peggy Paula, reality changes shape as she grows older, from an empty restroom stall, to a skip outside a disco, to the walls of her own home, but never does it change nature, and every minute of her life is spent ignoring it, pounding down the walls of her home, because if she doesn’t before having had her desires fulfilled, the outcome could be that she doesn’t exist at all, and so imagining that there is more to the world, that she is, as the note says, ‘special‘, and she wasn’t just raped by a man whom she met when he peed on her and that the scar that night left on her body is something to be loved rather than despised, is preferable to reality; for Keret’s Eddie, reality is always oversleeping by ten minutes, and fantasy is making it in time anyway, while reality, again, is being stood up by Happiness; when it comes to the narrator of ‘These Are the Fables’, reality is all the complications on Kyle’s list, and a burning Dunkin’ Donuts on top of it, and everything else is the dream of the child and the fables they will tell it; and as for Roy, reality is a sack of kittens and a dead mother, while everything else is Candy and Hallelujah Junction.


So, in the end, perhaps it is not Horatio after all who is a kindred spirit of crispers. His concern is Hamlet’s concern, and his story to tell, similarly to Thompson’s Peter, is not his own, but Hamlet’s. After Hamlet’s passing, Horatio says to Fortinbras, “You from the Polack wars, and you from England, / Are here arrived, give order that these bodies / High on a stage be placèd to the view, / And let me speak to th’yet unknowing world / How these things came about” (Shakespeare: 2002, 151), and from that moment on, though he may have become master of the story, able to tell it as he sees fit, it will never be his own, and that—that is a loss far worse than even Etgar Keret could dream up, because not only is it the ultimate loss of control of your personal desires; it is also a loss that entails a departure from both your past and your future at once.


Indeed, if there is any figure in Hamlet that crispers could identify with, it is Hamlet and Ophelia’s uninseminated child (let us name him Plato), as much heir to the throne of Denmark as his father ever became, and representing, in turn, the disappointment that reality inevitably is, all the while growing up on a steady diet of Horatio’s fables about his father and his mother, accustoming him to life in a world, whether factually possible or not, wherein mere reality is never going to be enough. This is, if you ask Keret, what is rotten in the state of Doritos fiction, and if you ask July, it is what is rotten about everything else.


There is a scene in Me and You and Everyone We Know preceding the one set on the pavement and the start of the two main characters’ adventure. It takes place in the department store where Richard works. Next to an island of picture frames, Christine is watching him exit through the sliding-doors, and just as she’s about to follow after him, she accidentally presses a button on the frame she has been holding so as not to draw suspicion to herself while spying on Richard from afar, and out of nowhere the empty frame exclaims, “I love you” (30:07). What happens next is, not surprisingly, that Christine runs away, embarrassed, because what has just happened, more than her love for Richard being been laid bare to the world (i.e. the random woman standing next to her, who fails to understand), it is her desire for, quite literally, a picture-perfect existence together with Richard Swersey, which is the result of fables told to her in the same manner that Gray’s narrator will tell her child and Horatio would have told Plato.


Now, if you ask Christine or Peggy Paula or Eddie, life means being whisked away by a great big twister and spending your days looking for courage and magic and a heart; it means following a white rabbit down a hole and sharing a jug of honey with Piglet and Winnie the Pooh; it means sitting down at the Mad Hatter’s table and feeling the steaming hot tea burn like spicy cinnamon on your lips, as you frolic, pouring it all over the table and yourself; it means taking a boat ride down the winding river and transforming it into the final scene from Funny Face (Donen: 1957), with Audrey Hepburn and Fred Astaire singing backup.


This is how, in a manner of speaking, not merely crispers but indeed Doritos fiction as a whole, actually, is the progeny of Hamlet and one Charles Lutwidge Dodgson. And though they may rarely ever actually find what they’re looking for (for instance, in all of the stories mentioned and analysed above, Me and You and Everyone We Know is alone
 to give its characters a legitimately happy ending), and even after they realise this fact (e.g. Eddie), they never cease to carroll on.


But make no mistake. The simple fact that Doritos fiction deals with themes pertaining to childhood and its proclivity towards fantasy is not what distinguishes it from other corners and niches of literature. For one, as we have already pointed out, Doritos fiction shares a great many similarities with children’s and nonsense literature of the past century, such as the works of, once more, Lewis Carroll, L Frank Baum, JM Barrie. The primary difference, however, is that, for Alice and Dorothy and their friends, the journey out of reality and to Wonderland, Oz, the Hundred Acre Wood, Neverland, etc. serves not as much as an escape as a temporary elopement; in the end, they come back, having learnt something new and, most importantly, grown older. This is only natural. Education and the delivery of a specific morale is, after all, the discerning feature of a children’s story. But for Peggy Paula and Christine Jesperson and the rest of the gang, Neverland is not just some holiday destination; it is Paradise, and as such, like the childhood home of Avishai Abudi, it is not a place from which they wish to return, because that would mean that the dream of a better life, one where both facets of desire are satisfied, is only temporary, and thus no better than any illusion.


Hemingway, too, as an example of a modernist writer, in one of his most anthologised stories, ‘Indian Camp’ (1924), touches on themes of childhood and the process of growing up. Indeed, though told from a third-person point of view, it is narrated from the perspective of Nick Adams, arguably one of Hemingway’s most famous, recurring characters, and very much a child. Without going into too detailed an analysis of the story, after the birth of an indigenous child, the delivery of which Nick’s father helps MacGyver, and the subsequent suicide of the child’s father, Nick, like Thompson’s Peter, takes one giant leap towards adulthood.


In this sense, similarly to Thompson’s ‘Mascots’, ‘Indian Camp’ is also about shedding your childhood in favour of growing up. And on a broader scale, the story, as so many modernist stories, is likely a result of recent violent upheavals in society, such as World War One, with Nick representing the young, impressionable modern society, the troubling child birth the war, and the death of the father the aftermath.


All of this is, of course, at least on the surface, quite far removed from Doritos fiction. Which makes sense, seeing as, for example, more contemporary American writers do not have a similarly global war to worry about or draw inspiration from, and any violent, societal upheaval today is of a radically different nature (e.g. the advent of the Internet and the rapid digitalisation of society). Even the threat of imminent demise (most clearly identified in the example of Etgar Keret and his oeuvre) has become something that the individual is growing increasingly accustomed to.


Instead, as in the case of Thompson’s ‘Mascots’, where the shedding of childhood and faith in the eventual satisfaction of your desires, rather than a symbol of society as a whole, comes to signify a certain loss of the self, where Peter, at best, ends up as a (failed) mascot for himself and his deceased brother. In short, a facsimile. And society, thus, becomes a place wherein he forever struggles to find a footing.


This, in turn, is somewhat evocative of post-modern literature, where the individual’s anxiety and wavering sense of self in a pluralistic, multicultural society
 is often brought into relief. From John Barth’s classic example of ‘Lost in the Funhouse’ (1967), and his almost as classic The End of the Road (1958), which opens with the oft-quoted, “In a sense, I am Jacob Horner” (255), through Italo Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveller (1979), to, again, Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy and Douglas Coupland’s notion of generation X. Furthermore, for a more specific and recent example, there is Zadie Smith’s ‘The Embassy of Cambodia’, a story narrated by “we, the people of Willesden”
 (Smith: 2013) and telling the story of Fatou the immigrant housemaid and, among other things, her trips to the local swimming pool, where “[g]enerally, the clientele are white, or else South Asian or from the Middle East, but now and then Fatou finds herself in the water with fellow-Africans” (ibid), all of which works to emphasise her struggle to fit in and find space for herself in a world which may stomach her, yet has still to accept her, as it were, into the fold.


More pertinent, however, is another, even more recent, New Yorker story of Zadie Smith’s, which we have already mentioned once in passing. The story is ‘Meet the President!’, and it tells the tale of a dystopia wherein there is a technological gap between two castes of humans equal to that of, say, as in ‘Indian Camp’, when African tribes first came into contact with Europeans. The reader is thrown into it all at the top of a cliff, where a boy, not much unlike a descendant of Nick Adams,
 stands wearing equipment reminiscent of 3D goggles, attempting to merge the landscape around himself with the world fabricated by the goggles, all the while an old woman and a nine-year-old girl are—“[b]oth of them local, typically stunted, dim: they stared up at him stupidly” (Smith: 2013)—trying to break through and get the boy’s attention. The rest of the story, then, is devoted to gaps of many kinds, most prominent of which are, of course, this societal gap, along with the one between reality and fantasy (i.e. the boy’s 3D world, which consists of essentially a shoot-‘em-up video game interlaced in a sort of carrollian with the landscape of reality).


Immediately, we see quite a few parallels between this story and those of July and Keret and Hunter, etc. There is the desire to inflate reality—a reality where “[g]ray sky met gray sea. Not ideal, but sufficient” (ibid)—with fantasy. More specifically, by way of his goggles, the boy, Bill Peek, exchanges “Felixstowe, England. A Norman village; later, briefly, a resort, made popular by the German royal family” (ibid) for “‘Blood Head 4.’ Then: ‘Washington.’ It was his first time at this level. Another world began to construct itself around Bill Peek, a shining city on a hill” (ibid). Indeed, throughout the story, Bill Peek continually seeks to escape the clutches of reality, symbolised by Felixstowe and the sky and the sea and the old woman and the girl. At one point, even, as if snatched out of ‘Three Things You Should Know About Peggy Paula’, the old woman reaches out towards the boy, who is “unused to proximity” (Smith: 2013), and “the boy felt the shocking touch of a hand on his own flesh” (ibid). And the reason why it is shocking to him is because, like Peggy Paula, touch (i.e. connection with another human being) confirms your existence in the world, which is precisely what the boy is trying to escape from.


So, here the parallel between Zadie Smith’s story and Doritos fiction comes to an end, because Smith—even more so than Etgar Keret, who is, at most, merely wary of fantasy—outright distrusts it, as evidenced by Bill Peek’s all but complete removal from the real world (i.e. the one of sensations, within which your Aristophanesian desire may be satisfied).


This, too, in the context of post-modern literature, is also a description supported by Linda Hutcheon when, in her A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988), she talks about postmodernism and its relationship with master narratives: “[Post-modernism] argues that such systems are indeed attractive, perhaps even necessary; but this does not make them any the less illusory”. And as our analysis has shown, rather than losing touch with reality, and thus, again, also your Aristophanesian desire, as Bill Peek has, Doritos fiction is about merging reality with the human imagination in such a manner that both aspects of your desire may be satisfied, and as a result, effectively bringing you closer to reality rather than away from it.


This is precisely how Doritos fiction and its perspective on the themes of reality and childhood and coming of age distinguishes itself from other literary trends and movements dealing with similar topics. While it is clear that Doritos fiction has sprung forth from the womb of modernist anxiety and exuberance, and been nurtured in the bosom of post-modernist antics, it is nevertheless very much a child of its own, and with a rather different outlook on the world.


Why, then, this particular outlook on and fascination with desire, and especially desire for at world seemingly unattainable? The answer to that question, as explained in the Introduction, is far too vast and complicated for the aims of this paper. However that, before moving on to the Conclusion, does not prevent us from briefly speculating on what is, in all probability, the most significant factor. Namely, the advent of the Internet.


If post-modern fiction can be summarised, as we have done, crudely, as varied expressions of a rising anxiety in the individual as part of a society that has grown, and is still growing, into an increasingly global beast, tolerant (ideally) of all cultural and intellectual variation, and as a result, constantly threatening to swallow said individual and his/her sense of self—for instance, David Foster Wallace’s aforementioned meticulous study of the quotidian experiences in the everyday life could be said to be a response to this, attempting to carve out significance in something seemingly mundane and insignificant—then perhaps the Internet, and in particular the notion of Web 2.0
, has exacerbated this condition.


Effectively, in this context, what the Internet is is a constant, self-repeating act of carrolling, offering the individual, quite literally, an entirely new (digitalised) world within which to submerge itself. And in other words, perhaps, when we speak of Neverland in the context of Doritos fiction, what we are actually referring to is the World Wide Web and the opportunities for self-expression and inter-cultural connection
 that it has to offer, which further means that, considering the rapid deterioration of the natural world, and moreover, the immense part it plays in contemporary culture—possibly not much unlike the part World War One played in modernist literature—it is also pristinely capable of satisfying the more Diotimatian aspects of our desire.


The price for this, however, is the same price Daniel A Hoyt’s John paid: by retreating from the natural world, you are simultaneously also distancing yourself from the satisfaction of your Aristophanesian desire. And this is where we see again the disjunction between the world the crispers, or we, live in and the one we wish to live in. Furthermore, it also explains the Doritian focus on sex and bodily affection, because as we retreat further and further into our fantasies, or fables, our Aristophanesian desire only increases exponentially, since it is left to starve such.
Conclusion

The aim of this paper was to identify and describe a new, emerging trend in (mostly) American literature, which, for various reasons detailed in the Introduction, we chose to name Doritos fiction. As a result of this being the first attempt at doing just that, there was understandably no secondary literature
 to turn to. However, because of the minor renaissance that the literary community is going through at the moment, and especially in the US, we had, and still have, a great wealth of new literature (much of which has long hovered between classifications such as post-modernist, neo-absurd, post-post-modernist, post-ironic, without ever sticking to any for very long) to dig into and from which to construct our argument.


In order to stay within the restrictions of our paper, we chose to limit our analysis to, first, a small handful of up-and-coming writers, and second, focus our investigation almost exclusively on said writers’ exploits into short fiction. Further, considering the cultural breadth and multi-faceted nature of any literary movement and the factors that come into play, including but certainly not limited to historical events, technological developments, shifts in socio-psychological perspective, and so on and so forth, and, again, the relatively small size of this paper, we moreover decided to concentrate our analysis primarily on close scrutiny of a few, select thematic structures that seemed to recur in the fictions of all these writers.


Much like most of contemporary literature, from even a cursory look at the chosen source material, it was clear that themes such as desire and the individual’s perception of reality and, most importantly, the interaction of the two, were vital elements in all of it. Thus, prior to the analysis itself, we set out by looking into what past and present literature had to say on the subjects of human desire and human imagination, and from that we developed an understanding of desire as the product of the relationship between two fundamental human urges. These we came to name the Aristophanesian and the Diotimatian facets of desire, where, put crudely, the former constrains itself primarily to physiological, or emotional, needs, and the latter to psychological, or rational, ones. And in direct extension of this, our understanding of the human imagination came to be that, in short, it operates chiefly as a vicarious internal enactment of these desires as expressed in their purest state, whether conscious or subconscious. This, in honour of Lewis Carroll, we came to call carrolling.


On this basis, we proceeded with the actual analysis, wherein, as we had decided beforehand, we compared and contrasted the works of the chosen writers with each other, as well as, at certain points, drawing in works that, though potentially similar to those belonging under the Doritos umbrella, were nevertheless fundamentally different in precisely the context of desire and perception of reality. Moreover, as an aside, this method of comparing and contrasting proved convenient also in so far as it is a method that requires little, if any, secondary literature.


Beginning with Miranda July’s fiction, we started by looking at the manner(s) in which crispers (that is, character of Doritos fiction) sought to deal with their desires, and while they all seemed to grapple for control of them in some sense, what they shared above all was the failure to do so and, vitally, knowledge of this failure. This, then, is where the human imagination and the crispers’ proclivity towards retreating into fantasy became important, attempting, like Lewis Carroll did for Alice Liddell and her sisters, to improve the circumstances of their lives (i.e. the reality in which they subsist) by imagining that, either, said circumstances are better than they really are (as in the case of Peggy Paula) or that, before long, if so and so and so, the future will be (as in ‘These Are the Fables’).


And though they are typically just as unsuccessful in this as in controlling their desires, subsequent to drawing in Ted Thompson’s ‘Mascots’ and juxtaposing it with Jodi Angel’s ‘A Good Deuce’, we saw that this was of little importance. Rather, what truly mattered, and what was shown to set crispers and Doritos fiction apart from any other literary trends and niches, was the fact that, despite being constantly aware this disjunction between the world they live in and the one they wish they lived in, they nevertheless continue to celebrate, or mourn the loss of, this capacity for carrolling. Therefore, in combination with their particular struggles with the two facets of desire, this is also what was ultimately shown to be the primary characteristic of Doritos fiction as a literary trend or movement.


Finally, advancing from a quick look at human desire as expressed in modern and post-modern literature, and in which ways Doritos fiction is greatly, though not wholly, influenced by each, we finish by speculating on the importance of the Internet and the World Wide Web as a potential source of this Doritian fascination with desire and the imagination, concluding that Doritos fiction may indeed be an amalgamation of modern and post-modern, as well as much children’s and nonsense literature, concerns kicked into hyper drive.
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� E.g. modernism and post-modernism, principally, as well as, potentially, some facets of absurdist works such as Sartre’s Nausea and Camus’ The Stranger, Beckett’s entire oeuvre, and Ionesco’s character Bérenger.


� Again, Lindsay Hunter, for instance, reportedly rarely edits her works: � HYPERLINK "http://www.theshortform.com/interview/lindsay-hunter"�http://www.theshortform.com/interview/lindsay-hunter�


� Which, tragically, is often the closest that characters in Doritos fiction come to love, and as such, for the purposes of this paper, and for reasons explained at the end of the Theory section, we will henceforth equate one with the other and vice versa, because in Doritos fiction, lust is, essentially, a desperate urge rising from the unfulfilled need to find love and be loved (i.e affection).


� Henceforth known as crispers.


� Both of which, of course, we offer definitions of in the Theory section.


� This is reminiscent of Plato’s perspective on love and desire, which will be explored in more detail later.


� From Gaiman’s commencement speech at the University of Arts Class of 2012.


� Indeed, Aristotle’s subject’s soul, contrasted with the modern conception, may even be better understood as a form of lifeforce or, perhaps, if you will, one’s qi (De Anima; Farzaneh, 2008).





� By ‘psychic power’ Aristotle means qualities such as ‘the nutritive, the appetitive, the sensory, the locomotive, and the power of thinking’ (Book II).


� As separate from plants due to their possessing only the one ‘psychic power’ mentioned earlier.


� P. 7, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’.


� Case in point, Lindsay Hunter’s ‘The Fence’.


� This idea ostensibly separate from Plato’s Theory of Forms as formulated in Phaedo.


� Respectively, from Amelia Gray’s ‘These Are the Fables’; Miranda July’s ‘Something that Needs Nothing’ (2006); Lindsay Hunter’s ‘We’ (2008).





� Part of La Comedie Humaine.


� Later, he elaborates: “Desire is inherently unsatisfied and unsatisfiable since it is linked to memory traces and seeks its realization in the hallucinatory reproduction of indestructible signs of infantile satisfaction: it reposes on phantasmatic scenarios of satisfaction” (Brooks: 1984, 55).





� From the 2010 collection of the same name.


� To elaborate briefly, this means that in, for instance, Miranda July’s ‘The Boy From Lam Kien’ (2007), a story we shall analyse in more detail in the Analysis section, reality is everything taking place either outside of the narrator’s bedspread or the pillows on the couch, which “move by themselves” (104), meanwhile, in Daniel A Hoyt’s ‘Here I Am’ (2014), another story we will look more into later, reality involves a decapitated man walking down the street with his head under his arm, because this is an established fact in the context of said story’s universe.





� That which makes it possible for us to accept the fictional factuality, as it were, of someone walking around with their own, severed head under their arm.





� E.g. conviction as a precedence for belief, which hinges on a chiefly Diomatian desire, is, arguably, often sparked by Freud’s notion of the ’strong tendency towards pleasure’, which is very much an Aristophanesian desire, seeing as the wishful fulfilment of your dreams is typically a pleasurable experience.


� E.g. in the case of wanting to be Superman.


� In other words, that which the given fantasy is about—e.g. becoming Superman.


� For instance, one fantasy may involve you loving someone, while in reality, it may actually be no more than lust, which—contrary to actual love, which is an expression of the two facets of desire harmonised into one—is an expression of the Aristophanesian desire alone.


� This they do, for instance, by merging their fantasies—one of which we analyse in the following paragraphs—with the real, mundane, commonplace world they inhabit (the pavement below their feet), and thus enlarging their shared human experience.


� Exemplified most clearly in the fact that, after the first few tries, she has yet to make Richard fall in love with her.


� Furthermore, in her 2003 story ‘It Was Romance’, during the climax, the narrator even says, “There were things of this general scale to cry about. But the biggest reason to cry was to drench the air in front of our faces. It was romance” (61).


� The title of which alludes to one of the final lines of James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916)—“Welcome, O life! I go to encounter for the millionth time the reality of experience and to forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience of my race” (288), which hints strongly at Stephen Dedalus sharing a similar disposition.


� One of several signs in the story emphasising the proposition that human life isn’t much different from that of fish, who spend their lives mostly in the dark, following or battling against the stream.





� Final clause appropriated and mangled from Yann Martel’s 2001 novel, Life of Pi.


� Who is not introduced as the narrator until halfway through the story, turning the narration on its head and shifting from a third-person perspective to a first-person one.


� And, again, focusing meticulously on something exceedingly mundane.


� Which, interestingly, Baudrillard also used as an analogy to explain his aforementioned notion of the Simulacrum.


� Which, further, is possible somewhat reminiscent of the conditions under which most early post-modern fiction was created.





� And collaborate with each other, as when July here reads Keret’s ‘Unzipping’: � HYPERLINK "http://etgarkeret.com/MJp1k7gOe7FS327/Unzipping%20-%20read%20by%20Miranda%20July.mp3"�http://etgarkeret.com/MJp1k7gOe7FS327/Unzipping%20-%20read%20by%20Miranda%20July.mp3�


� As a prerequisite of gaining control over one’s Aristophanesian and Diotimatian desires and the satisfaction of them.


� Which, as a tip of the hat to Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, we shall henceforth refer to as carrolling.


� Which, naturally, further means, again, that the imagination lends to the individual an opportunity for increased control over the world, and thus also one’s desires.





� Another instance of personal control undermined.


� As emphasised by the empty, and very much off, TV box next to her in the skip, which in this context functions as a form of fantastical memento mori, signalling the death of fantasy and arrival of grim reality, however fleeting.


� Case in point: when she finally goes out to a disco “to meet men” (5), she falls backwards out of a window and spends the night outside of the disco and the actual event, singing along to the DJ’s tracks as she imagines the merriment inside.


� Although, and as an aside, the only way she manages to deal with the things unfolding on the couch is by reverting back to fantasy, as evidenced by, after, her turning the TV back on and “falling asleep during a rerun of Andy Griffith” (6).





� Which, however, judging by the man’s infidelity, is nevertheless as unfulfilling as the rest. This, moreover, is also highlighted by the man working in a video store, a mecca of fiction and TV that you enter in order to escape from reality.


� I.e. desperate.


� A notion Lydia Millet’s supremely tragic 2007 novel My Happy Life explores to the fullest extent.


� Which is also one of the principal reasons why, for her, love and lust equate to the same thing.


� This one a symbol almost identical to those in Peggy Paula’s world, underlining the fiction of it all; however, as we shall come to see, it serves quite a different, more uplifting purpose here.


� A potentially disastrous urge that is also the narrative motor behind Nathaniel Hawthorne’s much older story, ‘The Birth-Mark’ (1843).


� Novels being, if anything, suitcases for the authors’ imagination.


� The opening scene, for example, has him driving with his eyes closed, the world swooshing by around him.


� And, on a bigger scale, the lack of progression.


� Which was, remarkably, his debut as a published writer.


� Another, and more overt, example is the narrator-protagonist of Jonathan Ames’s ’Bored to Death’, about a writer who plays at being a private detective à la Philip Marlowe, simply so as to have something to do while he ”breathed my way to my own placid, dull, and boring death” (2007). He is an alcoholic, but not even that is something he does himself. Drinking, he says, ”tries me. It tries me on for size and finds out I don’t fit and throws me to the ground” (ibid). Also, the way in which the protagonist shares his name with, precisely, Jonathan Ames himself, who is not only a fellow writer, but indeed, in the context of this story, the writer, and still he has no control over the unfolding of events, is just another Keretian jab at the ostensible illusion of control. (An aside: Ames’s short story was later adapted, by himself, into an Emmy-winning TV series that lasted for three seasons.)


� The justification being that it would help Peter; although it is certainly hinted that another reason may be that, since he is his brother’s identical twin, she also sends Peter away because he reminds her of his brother and her loss. That is, sending Peter away is just one way of helping her veil reality from herself and keep her mind on other matters.


� The hard granite and the heavy door emphasising the tactile nature of things, the weighty presence of the things in the world, which stand in stark contrast to his month spent in the woods, away from his everyday and things and the loss of his brother. Seen from this angle, the granite and the door thus symbolise not merely his return to reality, to everyday life, but also a direct confrontation with it, which is then expressed most explicitly in Peter’s relationship with his mother.





� Another distraction.


� In reality, however, serving just as much as a farewell party to the brother. 


� Furthermore, though this is chiefly conjecture, it could possibly also explain why, precisely, the main character’s name is Peter, in so far as it could potentially be an allusion to JM Barrie’s Peter Pan.





� Similar to Keret’s Eddie and the bus driver who wanted to be God, he is looking for the same kind of illusory control that they were, and the way he is doing it is furthermore strikingly reminiscent of Christine Jesperson and the character in Miranda July’s ‘The Boy from Lam Kien’.


� Something else, as an aside, that is expressed by Hunter’s stylistic exploits.


� The caustically honest description of his skin further underlining the notion of ageing and decay and, as such, though to a lesser degree, death.


� The hard obsidian road serving the same role as the granite walkway and the heavy door in ‘Mascots’.


� Further emphasising Roy’s current state of mind.


� These two are, for instance, essential to the act of carrolling.


� Or side one of a Van Halen tape.


� These problems, essentially, functioning in the same manner as the one’s with Roy’s mother’s car.


� Awkward. Forgo?


� The tale working primarily to emphasise the fantasies and, possibly, lies that we tell each other and ourselves.


� � HYPERLINK "http://recommendedreading.tumblr.com/post/49927424766/clmp-recommends-these-are-the-fables-by-amelia-gray"�http://recommendedreading.tumblr.com/post/49927424766/clmp-recommends-these-are-the-fables-by-amelia-gray�


� Leading to, for instance, such tragedies as conversing with your dead wife through a stranger’s poodle or having a bus driver wait for one passenger to the detriment of thirty other passengers.


� Which we shall return to in the Discussion.


� Additionally, here the jelly and the pudding and, especially, their texture, comes to symbolise precisely this aforementioned malleability of the natural world that one’s imagination affords the individual.





� That which Christine Jesperson and Richard Swersey and the bus driver who wanted to be God craved so dearly and which, ultimately, turned out to be the source of all their worries.





� Though, as mentioned in the Introduction, this touches on issues too vast for this paper to consider, one prime example of a chronicler of these fables in contemporary society is, simply, Disney and, to a more varied extent, Hollywood.


� Perhaps with the exception of ’These Are the Fables’. 


� This is more or less precisely what Doritos characters seek to overcome by infusing reality with a little bit of fantasy, and whether or not they are successful, by the continued effort alone they, in truth, at the very least, such as in Peggy Paula’s case, manage to forget to consider the potential bleakness staring them in the face, and that, if anything, is a triumph.


� Essentially, what Brian McHale defines as the ’ontological dominant’ in post-modern literature, as opposed to the ’epistemological dominant’ more prevalent in modernist literature (McHale: 1987).


� Willesden being quite a favoured location of Zadie Smith, also featured in White Teeth.


� The boy’s father, too, is an ’inspector’, surveying the local populace.


� I.e. the Internet as social media and a community in and of itself, a prime example being social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter, as well as new platforms of expression, including but certainly not limited to, YouTube and the blogosphere.


� Indeed, Web 2.0, though populated by a great variety of people belonging to a great many different, and often differing, cultures, can also, in certain circumstances, be categorised as one great big culture in which everyone belongs.


� Defined here as theoretical background literature.
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