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Abstract 

 

This is a slipstream psychological horror novella about maternal love, maternal guilt, and 

maternal failure, simultaneously exploring the supernatural as a sort of psychosis. Following a 

tragic accident in which a mother chooses herself over her child, the mother is haunted by an 

unending guilt embodied by a demonic entity. As the lines between reality, dream, and 

hallucination blur, her life unravels. 
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Critical Introduction 

  

The development of my novella, Absolution, emerged from my persistent struggle as a creative 

writer: the challenge of sustaining engaging, meaningful plotlines over extended narratives. 

Shorter pieces come relatively easily to me. Snippets, experiments, little bursts of imagination? 

All the time. Exciting premises and intriguing characters? No problem—my brain is rife with 

those. A beginning, or a snapshot of a middle? Easy. But an entire, complete, fleshed out 

project? How do I sustain plot over longer periods of narrative? How do I sustain good, 

interesting story? Five pages, sure, no problem, perhaps even ten. But as we approach page 

twenty, and the scary beyond, that is where I begin to flag. As the page count grows, so does my 

anxiety. 

Usually, my method involves plunging straight into drafting from a captivating premise, 

driven by the fear of remaining forever trapped in the idea phase without ever actually writing. 

For Absolution, I wanted to try something different. My focus, above all else, was to make the 

piece as long as I possibly could—something I had never earnestly attempted before. In order for 

this to happen, I had to think of Absolution not as some grand perfect magnum opus, but as an 

experiment. A practice run. It didn’t need to be perfect, it just needed to be done. I deprioritized 

brilliant characterization, dialogue, world-building—these could be revised later—and focused 

mainly on plotting for an extended arc. When I began drafting Absolution, I experimented for the 

first time with structured outlining, aiming to prevent my usual narrative paralysis. Despite initial 

frustrations and frequent revisions, plotting did provide a firmer foundation, allowing for organic 

evolution without losing the narrative's thrust. Professor Kristiana Kahakauwila’s lesson on 

“Profluence” during our Spring 2024 Seminar in Techniques of Contemporary Literature 

significantly shaped my approach. Her metaphor of balancing the horizontal (drive: exterior 
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physicality, action, causality) and vertical (depth: interiority of characters, detail, nuance) axes of 

narrative became fundamental to my process and I frequently recalled how she explained that 

“Balancing drive with depth is key to giving the reader a sense of both momentum and meaning” 

(Kahakauwila). The horizontal vector comprises Lilith’s physical actions, encounters, and 

interactions with the external world, while the vertical delves into her psyche, her internal states, 

hallucinations, and subconscious conflicts. This interior world is the one only she and no others 

can see or know. I also thought a great deal about Matthew Salesses’s theory of plot as “a way of 

being in the world” and what way of being my story might illustrate. Lilith begins in relative 

control, confident and assured in her treasure-hunting, but transitions through crisis, tragedy, and 

trauma into a state of being dictated by external forces. Her progression mirrors an inward spiral 

from stability to vulnerability, illustrating a dramatic shift from agency to helplessness. Plot 

becomes less about external events and more about Lilith's internal confrontation with guilt and 

madness, culminating in her desperate attempt to reunite spiritually with Nell. These dualities 

encouraged my attempt to sustain tension and intrigue throughout the novella. 

 

Inspirations and Themes 

My initial concept revolved around my desire to explore motherhood and its limits. A childless 

woman, I am constantly barraged by ideas of what motherhood is, of expectations upon the 

mother, and of what it means to fail to be a good mother. In both the human and animal world, 

there are countless stories about mothers who sacrifice themselves to save their child. We revere 

the ideal of the unconditional love of the mother; the selfless saint of a mother who puts her 

child’s safety and security above her own. But there is also the dark reality—those mothers who 

fail. I was less interested in the overtly “evil mother”—the mother who outright hurts and abuses 
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her child. I was more fascinated with an elusive, grey-area mother: the mother who loves her 

child and cares for her child within a safe world, where her bonds of motherhood are never really 

tested. There, she is a great mother. But what about a mother who, when forced to choose 

between herself and her child, chooses herself out of pure involuntary instinct? From here, the 

premise was born. Following a tragic accident in which a mother chooses herself over her child, 

the woman is haunted by an unending guilt embodied by a demonic entity. As the lines between 

reality, dream, and hallucination blur, her life unravels. My goal was to create something not 

only gripping but also psychologically and emotionally resonant. 

The seed of Absolution also revolved around my lifelong fascination with the intersection 

of dreams, consciousness, and the metaphysical. I wanted to traverse the boundaries between the 

tangible and intangible, the living and the spectral, and the impact of unresolved grief and guilt. 

To explore the idea of endless realities (and unrealities) with each one being as valid as the next, 

with no true “objectivity” possible—only illimitable subjectivities, whose overlap masquerade as 

“truth”. A false truth that many are excluded from. I sought to answer the question: what happens 

when external reality and internal consciousness blur irretrievably, particularly under the 

immense psychological pressure of loss? 

Dreams, and altered states of consciousness have always captivated me because of their 

elusive, mystical nature as well as the unexplainable encounters, surreal images, and seemingly 

prophetic symbols they contain. Further, their connections to our murky subconscious seems to 

suggest a great beyond. Where are the dream-things and dream-places and creatures that have no 

bearing on waking reality, that evade any possibility of being translated into human language? 

Are they on some ethereal plane or in some noncorporeal dimension? Are they converted energy 

from waking life, or do we create them out of nothingness? I wanted to depict that other world in 
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my writing – to remove the haze of dreamy forgetfulness and instead tap into the unharnessed 

potential of other dimensions and states of being. Are they (lucid dreams and astral projection 

and sleep paralysis, hallucinations, and visions, and all those other strange, surreal symptoms of 

our split-lives, our split-consciousness) less real just because they fade in our awake states? Is 

our waking physical “reality” then less real when it fades away in our dream reality? What 

defines real? What makes one lucid or not? Are we sane only when we see exactly what others 

see? Does the narrow scope of collective conformity (the confluence of infinite subjective 

realities) determine how we come to an accepted reality? And if that’s so, if more people 

subscribe to a certain reality, does it become more real? 

Inspired by these questions about the nature of reality and consciousness, the idea of 

infinite coexisting realities, and the different limits of motherly instinct, I envisioned Lilith. I 

wanted to explore how profound grief and guilt could warp one's perceptions of reality, creating 

a world where internal visions and external reality blur in unsettling ways. 

 

Genre 

Absolution, while obviously horror, is also deeply rooted in the slipstream and weird fiction 

genres. Slipstream, defined by Bruce Sterling as "a kind of writing which simply makes you feel 

very strange," seeks to evoke cognitive dissonance by blending speculative elements with 

traditional literary realism to unsettle readers' expectations and challenge their grasp on reality 

(Sterling, "Slipstream"). Similarly, weird fiction, as articulated by Jeff VanderMeer, deals with 

“the absurd and the surreal,” evoking the eerie, uncanny, and eldritch and blurring the boundary 

between natural and preternatural, known and unknown, reality and unreality ("The Weird: A 

Compendium"). Absolution aligns itself with these genres through its focus on the protagonist 
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Lilith's increasingly unstable grasp on regular reality, her lapses into surreality, and the pervasive 

atmosphere of psychological horror. She (and we) often cannot tell what is real, what is 

psychological, and what is supernatural—and if there is even any distinction among the three.  

The exploration of consciousness (and subconsciousness) is central to Absolution, 

manifesting explicitly through Lilith’s interactions with spectral visions and dream-like realities. 

Inspired by Ramona Emerson’s novel Shutter, which foregrounds Diné perspectives on the 

supernatural through the thriller form, I hope for my story to similarly challenge the clinical 

Western dismissal of the metaphysical. Emerson’s protagonist, Rita, exists in two worlds 

simultaneously—much like Lilith, who inhabits both shared reality and a subjective unreality. 

Reading the works of Emerson and other Native American and Hawaiian writers helped me to 

explore perspectives beyond the basic Western presuppositions about dreaming, consciousness, 

and the “supernatural”—and how they all fit together. Rather than kowtow to fear-based 

disregard of the extradimensional seen in much writing, or its wholesale dismissal as frivolous, 

nonexistent, and imaginary, Emerson understands that there is much more to “reality” than can 

be simply perceived by limited human senses. Her engagement with modes of thinking that go 

beyond the narrow scope of the base human senses and her openness to the vast and illimitable 

possibilities of this universe inspires me. Emerson is not silly to write about such things—she is 

courageous. She is realistic. She is facing that which others do not want to. The unexplainable is 

still part of reality, too. The Unexplainable is where I want to dwell, and writers like Emerson 

give me the courage to do so. 

Just like in Absolution, Shutter has a female protagonist that has a unique ability (or 

perhaps a dis-ability) that sets her apart from the rest of the world. Rita is rendered an outsider, a 

loner, haunted by her ability to see and commune with the dead. Like Lilith, she experiences the 
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world in a way that no one else does. Because of this, her interiority is heightened and becomes a 

key part of the novel. Her innermost thoughts, her memories, her dreams, often supersede the 

physical world/action-oriented plot points that make up the novel. Emerson gave me the courage 

to do something similar in my own story. Much of the “action” is what is going on inside of 

Lilith’s own head, her body, just as much as what is outside of it. And much as Rita uses her 

photography as a way of understanding, interpreting, and interacting with the world, so does 

Lilith use her visions. This blending of worlds was a deliberate stylistic and thematic choice, 

inviting the reader to consider broader definitions of reality and sanity. 

At the core of Absolution lies the profound emotional landscape of maternal guilt and 

shame. Lilith’s overwhelming guilt after her daughter Nell's violent death fuels her spiraling 

descent. Her guilt manifests as a relentless haunting by a hideous and horrifying demon 

Obyzouth, in the form of a disfigured crone, who personifies maternal shame and loss. This 

figure embodies the unyielding grasp of unresolved trauma, reflecting Lilith's internal 

condemnation and perceived failures as a mother. Her guilt distorts her perceptions, resulting in 

chilling encounters that may or may not be hallucinations, forcing her (and the reader) to 

question the reliability of her experience, and hopefully, of reality itself. Are her visions less real 

just because she is the only one who can see them? Must things always be corroborated in order 

to be considered valid or worthy of belief? Through Lilith, I aimed to explore the crushing 

weight of maternal responsibility and the devastating effects of loss; how trauma shapes our 

vision and our reality; and how women are often disbelieved and dismissed, especially when 

they do not conform to desirable archetypes.  
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Craft  

Key craft techniques – in additions to those I already discussed—included point-of-view and 

imagery, which go hand in hand in Absolution. At first, I tried to use multiple points of view and 

flit across multiple characters, but after consulting with Professor Kahakauwila, I realized that 

this was not the best approach for my story. Instead, using a close third-person narrative 

perspective restricted mostly to Lilith allowed the story to better blur lines between reality and 

hallucination, to retain mystery and build pressure to its peak. One technique I use to create this 

close third person perspective is free indirect discourse, though I was able to lapse between 

narration and the inner workings of Lilith’s head seamlessly and create a sense of fluidity of 

spacetime. I hope for readers to experience Lilith’s anguish directly, unable to distinguish 

between external supernatural threats and internal psychic disintegration. This unreliability 

generates narrative tension, sustaining reader engagement and making Lilith’s psychological 

journey paramount.  

Point-of-view’s interiority (vertical) is reinforced by imagery’s exteriority (horizontal). 

My goal was not merely to describe scenes vividly but to use imagery as a psychological 

gateway into Lilith's increasingly unstable mental and emotional states. Recurring images such 

as fire, darkness, decay, and grotesque injury become motifs woven through the novella, 

symbolizing Lilith’s trauma and emotional turmoil. Fire, for instance, is a dominant image—

represented during the car accident scene when Lilith awakens to the horrific sight of her car 

engulfed in flames. This catastrophic visual encapsulates Lilith's overwhelming guilt and 

helplessness as a mother, symbolically burning away the life she knew and leaving behind a 

scorched psychological landscape. The visceral depiction of Nell’s charred and blistered body 

further amplifies the emotional horror, of purity and innocence damaged and defiled. Imagery 
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operates on multiple levels here: psychological, symbolic, and narrative, creating an immersive 

experience for the reader.  

The Shackleton painting symbolizes the inherent savagery and the brutality of 

motherhood, and it strikes a deliberate contrast with the stereotype of the mother’s nurturing, 

comforting role in society. Lilith begins outwardly as the quintessential sweet, pretty wife and 

mother, but as the tension of the story deepens, the cracks soon begin to appear, culminating in 

intense internal torment that shatters the image of perfect conformity. The Shackleton painting 

becomes a critical, recurring piece of imagery representing Lilith’s deepening obsession with the 

metaphysical. Described in detail, the disturbing painting of a naked pregnant woman wearing an 

unsettling pendant—a grotesque glyph featuring a crucified centipede—serves as a powerful 

visual metaphor for Lilith’s subconscious fears, her unresolved maternal anxieties, and her 

growing fascination with the unknown. The painting’s visceral strangeness seeps into the 

narrative, influencing Lilith’s actions and perceptions. Its unsettling depiction symbolizes her 

internal torment, acting as a haunting reminder of her psychological descent and the 

encroachment of supernatural elements into her everyday reality. 

Contrasting starkly with these intense, nightmarish images are moments of hospital 

sterility or domestic normalcy. Scenes of Lilith interacting affectionately with Nell before the 

accident—like their sweet banter about limited-edition toys at a yard sale or Nell’s excited 

unwrapping of a lollipop—are rendered with warmth and tenderness. These peaceful snapshots 

heighten the emotional stakes by juxtaposing sharply with later horrors, and they also deepen 

readers' empathy for Lilith's profound sense of loss. Such contrasts in imagery underscore the 

fragility of everyday happiness and the devastating ease with which it can be shattered. 
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Additionally, imagery of physical decay and deterioration vividly mirrors Lilith’s 

deteriorating mental state. The dilapidated house belonging to the deceased occult artist Heskel 

Shackleton is depicted in eerie detail. Rotting wood, foul odors, piles of discarded junk—create a 

tangible sense of dread, mirroring Lilith’s growing internal chaos and moral decay. Likewise, the 

hospital imagery juxtaposes sterile, clinical environments with disturbing, surreal elements. 

Lilith’s hallucinations of grotesque physical deformities and monstrous transformations, like her 

vision of Nell’s liquefied fingers and toes, vividly externalize her internal terror and guilt. 

Nature imagery also underscores thematic and emotional elements. Forests, trees, and 

roads frequently take on sinister characteristics, appearing twisted and menacing. The tree with 

its ugly winding knots, reminiscent of octopus tentacles, encapsulates Lilith's subconscious dread 

and foreshadows later events. The appearance of shadowy, ghostly figures among these natural 

scenes heightens the novella's eerie atmosphere, blurring the boundaries between reality and 

hallucination. Nature thus becomes an active, unsettling presence, reflecting Lilith's increasing 

alienation from her own mind and reality. 

Dreams and hallucinations especially become crucial imagery-driven portals into Lilith's 

subconscious, frequently containing nightmarish visions rich in symbolic meaning. For example, 

Lilith’s visions of Obyzouth—characterized by empty eye sockets and keloid scars—represent 

Lilith’s internalized self-condemnation. This imagery is not only for visual impact but also to 

engage readers in Lilith’s psychological journey, enabling them to experience her perceptions as 

viscerally as possible. Imagery thus becomes a narrative force, shaping the novella’s tone, 

underscores psychological themes, and provides a visceral representation of Lilith’s internal 

world.  
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Aesthetics, Style, & Models 

My personal aesthetics and style in Absolution are marked by surrealism, atmospheric tension, 

dark irony, and psychological introspection. I lean heavily into the surreal and atmospheric, 

characterized by stark contrasts and disorienting dreamlike sequences. I wanted my prose to 

oscillate between gritty realism and lush description, a blend influenced by writers like Franz 

Kafka, whose The Metamorphosis significantly shaped my understanding of slipstream and 

surrealist narratives. Inspired by how Kafka masterfully portrays uncanny realities in The 

Metamorphosis, I aim to slip between lucid and nightmare worlds, constantly unsettling 

conventional notions of perception and consciousness. Kafka’s work illuminated pathways into 

writing characters who traverse altered states of being, something Lilith epitomizes. 

Additionally, influences such as Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House, the William 

Friedkin film The Exorcist (1973), Rosemary’s Baby (book by Ira Levin and film by Roman 

Polanski), and Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw informed the thematic, structural, and 

atmospheric elements of Absolution. These works share an emphasis on the subtle interplay of 

psychological unraveling and supernatural ambiguity. Jackson and James, especially, inspired 

my treatment of Lilith's mental state, oscillating between madness and genuine supernatural 

threat. The narrative’s ambiguous supernatural occurrences echo the unsettling atmosphere 

present in these seminal texts. I looked to Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House for its profound 

psychological and supernatural elements, and James's The Turn of the Screw for its ambiguity 

regarding supernatural and psychological interpretations. Just as Eleanor and the Governess 

slowly lose their grasp on reality as their encounters with the spirits contained within their 

respective manors increase, so does Lilith unravel in Absolution. Never do Jackson nor James 

explicitly state if the spirits really exist, nor if our protagonists are simply contending with the 
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symptoms of mental illness, nor if, in fact, there is even any difference between the two. This 

approach inspired me to be similarly ambiguous about the explanation for Lilith’s mental state 

and to explore the supernatural as a sort of psychosis. 

Films such as The Exorcist and Rosemary's Baby informed my approach to blending 

domestic and psychological horror, exploring themes of possession—both literal and figurative. 

Also key to both is the theme of motherhood, one in which the child and mother are at odds, 

spiritually, emotionally, and physically. By exploring the scenarios of a mother caring for a child 

with an unknown, severe illness and an unwanted pregnancy in an era when women’s agency 

regarding motherhood is under attack, these stories tackle subject matter that is already 

horrifying without the supernatural elements. The inclusion of horror elements, then, adds an 

extra twist—allowing the narrative to reach a profoundly disturbing culmination. The Exorcist 

provides a deeper influence in its groundbreaking depiction of medical horror. The hospital 

sequence in Absolution owes much to the medical procedures, examinations, and tests that 

Reagan undergoes, all of which seem as terrifying and debilitating as the supernatural threats she 

and her mother face. As such, it was clear to me that the toll of the experience on Lilith must be 

twofold: what she endures mentally due to the guilt of Nell’s death and what she endures 

physically in recovering from the accident. Absolution incorporates fragmented bodies and 

fragmented dream sequences, embodying Lilith’s fractured consciousness. This fragmentation 

reflects her psychological state—her dissociation and the internal void left by loss, reinforcing 

her gradual psychic disintegration. 

 

Engagement with speculative fiction and its subgenres remains crucial to my aesthetic 

development. The speculative mode—especially slipstream fiction—is particularly appealing 
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because it allows me to experiment freely with metaphysical themes and surreal imagery, 

pushing imagination to its extremes. Speculative fiction becomes a playground to explore 

philosophical questions about consciousness, dreams, and unreality—core concerns within 

Absolution. Furthermore, being in Hawai'i, at UHM, surrounded by open-minded people (peers 

and mentors) of all backgrounds, encouraged me to be unafraid to experiment and explore in the 

Unexplainable. In more traditional academic settings, I often felt shoehorned into writing a 

certain away, about only certain topics, in order to be taken “seriously.” But being here has 

helped me be assured in the fact that there is serious work to be done in the Unexplainable, and 

that the Unexplainable is a core, intrinsic part of reality, which can tell us a great deal about 

ourselves. That taking imagination and pushing it to its ultimate extremes is not frivolous or silly 

or childish, but necessary to fully explore who we are as dreaming, imagining beings. 

Speculative fiction is so beautiful because it is so full of thought experiments, projections into 

potential futures, and the indulgence of curiosity no matter how fantastical or unbelievable. This, 

I feel, allows our brains to go beyond the restraints of commonly accepted "reality" out into the 

truest depths of imagination. It is literally speculation - which is not so far off from dreaming 

itself. It is wild to imagine the possibilities, the effects of being unable to dream, or to speculate.  

 

Possibilities to Come 

When I think of my writing as partially shaped by inheritance, I notice that, unlike what we are 

often taught as children, there is always something new to say, always something new to explore, 

always some new angle to look at something, always new depth to plumb, new layers to unfurl. 

Thought/idea/creation is not finite. There is always more. My creative philosophy now embraces 

writing as an infinite process of generative exploration, as opposed to competition or scarcity. 
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Writers such as Kafka, Jackson, and Emerson do not consume ideas; they generate infinite new 

possibilities. Like cutting heads off a hydra, exploring one idea spawns myriad new directions 

for literary exploration. This outlook energizes my creative approach and inspires me to continue 

venturing into unexplored psychological and existential territories. 

Absolution marks a significant moment in my journey as a writer. Through Lilith’s 

harrowing experiences, I explored previously uncharted emotional and psychological terrains in 

my writing, bringing to life speculative concepts while grounding them in emotional realism. 

Moving forward, I intend to continue developing my voice and exploring the infinite possibilities 

of speculative and slipstream fiction. Whether in novels, screenplays, short stories, or emerging 

storytelling mediums, I remain committed to challenging reality, diving into the unexplained, 

and investigating the vast territories of human consciousness, emotion, and imagination. 

Ultimately, Absolution represents a personal milestone in my development as a speculative 

fiction creator, specifically within slipstream fiction. By intentionally blurring boundaries 

between reality and unreality, consciousness and subconsciousness, physical and metaphysical, 

my novella challenges readers to reconsider traditional notions of grief, sanity, and maternal 

love. My experience writing this novella confirmed the immense narrative potential within 

speculative fiction to explore profound psychological and philosophical questions, affirming my 

commitment to pushing imaginative and creative boundaries in future works. 

Absolution is now more than a narrative experiment—it represents my evolving 

understanding of storytelling as both an artistic and deeply psychological pursuit. Through 

Lilith's haunting journey, I not only confronted personal anxieties about narrative structure but 

also explored the uncharted territories of human consciousness and emotion. It remains a 
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testament to the limitless possibilities of the slipstream and weird fiction genres and an 

embodiment of my ambition to continue expanding the boundaries of speculative fiction.  

As for where Absolution is going: I would like to continue to revise and enhance it, as 

well as expand it into a full-length novel and convert it into a feature-length screenplay to be 

made into a film.  
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The creative work in this dissertation is permanently suppressed. Inquiries about 

the creative work should be made to Alysha Haeems via the Dept. of English at the 

University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa. 
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