
26 ***     Saturday 28 July 2018 The Daily Telegraph

made a spectacle of themselves 
on a dry lake bed in Nevada. The 
desert, as this subtle and quietly 
powerful book demonstrates, can 
be whatever the mind makes of it.

The Immeasurable World is a 
follow-up to The Moor, in which 
Atkins explored England’s most 
forbidding landscape and its place 
in history, culture and the national 

psyche. The dry is more hazardous 
than the damp: he has a couple of 
encounters with venomous snakes, 
though he comes closest to death 
inside a cabin in Arizona, when he 
fails to turn off his stove properly 
and nearly gasses himself.

Not that he is intent on proving, 
like some sponsored 21st-century 
shadow of a genuine explorer, that 

How to annihilate 
your waking hours

he narrator of Ottessa 
Moshfegh’s second 
novel goes unnamed. 
Young, beautiful, she 
lives on the Upper East 

Side, and money isn’t a problem: 
refusing to sell, to move on from, 
her dead parents’ house, she 
has their investments ripening 
in the bank. So she needn’t 
work – though she begins the 
story as receptionist at an art 
gallery specialising in “canned 
counterculture crap”.

A self-professed “somnophile”, 
her ambition is to sleep and sleep 
until her “hibernation” makes 
possible, somehow, a happier 
life. To this end, she takes a range 
of soporific medication, and 
annihilates her waking hours by 
watching the same films on VHS 
over and over. Sometimes, she 
has bad sex with Trevor, who 
works in the World Trade Centre. 
(The novel is set in 2001.) She has 
only one friend, Reva: a bulimic 

Riddle of  
the sands

“slave to vanity and status” whose 
conversation, a tissue of clichés, is 
obsessively self-help-centred.

In “How to S---”, her essay in 
The Masters Review, Moshfegh 
admits that she wrote her Booker-
shortlisted novel Eileen to be 
saleable, a sort of thriller: 

You could say that I participated 
in the paradigm I’m so critical of. 
I drank the Kool-Aid. I ate the s---. 
But my aim was to s--- out new 
s---. And so in writing, I think a 
lot about how to s---. What kind 
of stink do I want to make in the 
world? My new s--- becomes the 
s--- I eat. I learn by digesting my 
own delusions. It’s often very 
disgusting. The process requires as 
much self-awareness and honesty 
as I’m capable of having. It 
requires the courage to be hostile 
and contradictory.

A friend of mine recently 
announced on Facebook that 
she’d struggled all her life with 
SIBO – small intestinal bacterial 
overgrowth – but hadn’t felt able 
to talk about it because women 
“aren’t supposed to have bowels”. 
In My Year of Rest and Relaxation, 
they definitely do. 

Abandoning her job, the 
narrator defecates on the floor. 
There’s an anal sex disaster with 
Trevor. She and Reva argue over 
whether the saying is “eat s--- or 
die” or “eat s--- and die”. One scene 
features a gruesome colonic. 

I say gruesome, but the narrator 

T

is unempathetic in her descriptions 
– and assiduously cruel, where 
Reva is concerned:

“You’ll be fine,” I told Reva when 
she said her mother was starting a 
third round of chemo.

“Don’t be a spaz,” I said when her 
mother’s cancer spread to her 
brain.

hile I was reading The 
Immeasurable World: 
Journeys in Desert 
Places, Donald Trump 
had yet to reverse his 

shameful policy of separating 
undocumented migrant children 
from their parents at America’s 
border. A picture was circulating 
on social media of two children 
lying in a cage in Nogales, 
Arizona, after being detained by 
the United States Border Patrol. 
The picture was presented as an 
example of the singular cruelty of 
the Trump administration – but 
it had been taken in 2014, during 
the presidency of Barack Obama.

Obama’s administration, and 
others before it, also detained 
immigrant families – parents 
and children together. Since the 
Nineties, as William Atkins points 
out, the doctrine of the US Border 
Patrol has been what it calls 
“prevention through deterrence”, 
the aim of which, according to a 
congressional report, “is to make 
it so difficult and so costly to 
enter this country illegally that 

fewer individuals even try”.
Still they come, though, the 

desperate people of El Salvador, 
Honduras, Guatemala and Mexico, 
fleeing systemic violence at home; 
and as they now have to attempt a 
crossing in the most isolated areas 
between Mexico and the US, more 
of them are perishing. Atkins, 
who spent time both with a group 
helping migrants and with a border 
patrol officer, reports that between 
October 2000 and September 
2014, the number of bodies found 
in southern Arizona alone was 
2,721. The desert – even without 
Trump’s wall – is a barrier, and 
often a deadly one.

It has also, at various times and 
in various cultures, been seen as a 
realm of demonic temptation and a 
monkish retreat, a proving ground 
for explorers and pioneers, a 
prison for criminals and dissidents, 
a “wasteland” for the testing of 
nuclear weapons, and an ideal 
venue for what Atkins calls “the 
most excessive party on earth”: 
the annual Burning Man festival, 
where last year 70,000 people 
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novel about drug-induced 
hibernation as America 
sleepwalks toward 9/11
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This travel book about the 
world’s most barren lands is 
a journey deep into the mind 
too, discovers Michael Kerr
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We learn later that the narrator’s 
own father died of cancer. She 
is, perhaps, hiding from her true 
feelings, having also lost her 
mother – a “beautiful fish in a 
man-made pool” – who drank, 
took pills, showed little affection, 
and committed suicide after her 
husband’s death. For a period she 
allowed her daughter, then a child, 
to sleep with her  – a rare stretch 

of tenderness that the project 
of hibernation seems to recall. 
Moshfegh writes crisp, cutting 
prose, yet her syntax softens like a 
Dalí clock as it tries for a residue of 
happiness:

My mother could make me feel 
very special, stroking my hair, her 
perfume sweet and light, her pale, 
bony hands cool and jangling with 
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MAKE  
ME FEEL 
SPECIAL
The narrator 
spends her  
days in bed, like 
Audrey Hepburn 
in Breakfast at 
Tiffany’s (1961)

purse for a little pillbox”. Yet these 
Freudian clues go ignored by Dr 
Tuttle, her shrink, who for all her 
New Age claptrap is a tool for Big 
Pharma, and who puts the narrator 
on infermiterol, a fictional drug 
that causes waking blackouts.

This narrative device solves the 
problem of writing a novel from 
the point of view of a character 
who is otherwise totally passive. 
When she takes the drug, the 
narrator sleepwalks, sleep-eats, 
sleep-buys, under its influence, 
before coming to in unforeseen 
locations. After Reva’s mother dies, 
she wakes up on a train, seemingly 
having made the unusually human 
decision to attend the funeral – 
wearing a strange fur coat: 

A bell clanged. I had to hurry. But 
as I gathered up my things, I had 
a sudden and overwhelming urge 
to s---. I left my bag and the roses 
on the seat and hurried down the 
aisle to the toilet. I had to take 
the coat off and turn it inside out 
before hanging it up so that only 
the silky pink lining rested against 
the grimy wall of the toilet stall.

The coat’s “silky pink lining” 
having to touch that grimy wall 
represents the clash between 
performed femininity and the 
unairbrushed reality of a body. 
During her blackouts, the 
narrator resumes rituals that her 
waking self rejects – ordering 
lingerie, curating her body hair. 
This, Moshfegh suggests, is how 
society’s expectations of the female 
body get internalised.

My Year of Rest and Relaxation 
is whip-smart, continuously 
compelling, and acerbic in all 
the right ways. Its proximity to 
9/11 also merits discussion; in 
the hope you’ll read it, I’m trying 
not to spoil things, but I was 
reminded of a remark of Seamus 
Heaney’s about the “centrally 
heated daydream” of American 
culture before its terrible political 
awakenings. The narrator’s self-
protective drug-cocoon tells us, 
too, about her country: she isn’t 
the outlier she thinks she is.

he is a hard nut. To grind away at 
yourself like that, he says, is “to 
aspire to the condition of sand”. 
He had been reading about the 
connection between Christian 
monasticism and the desert; when 
he and his partner split up, he 
wondered whether, as the poet 
Marianne Moore has it, “the cure 
for loneliness is solitude”. 

In search of an answer, 
he dipped in and out of the 
desert on trips in the Middle 
East, Asia, Australia and the 
United States. He journeys 
as much in the library as on 
the ground, deep into desert 
literature and lore, metaphor 

and myth, and the ways of hermit 
priests and watchful camels (“If 
your camel looks slowly left to 
right,” he is told, “it is [looking at] 
a fox. If your camel stops chewing 
and stares into the darkness, 
something is wrong.”).

And if the desert starts to grow? 
Well, that will be down to the 
intervention of human beings. 
When it was mapped on an 
expedition in 1848, the Aral Sea 

was the world’s fourth-largest lake, 
covering 26,000 square miles. 
Then, after the Russian Revolution, 
it was decided that the country 
should be self-sufficient in cotton. 
Water would be drawn from the 
Aral’s feeder rivers to make that 
possible. The result: the sea has 
been reduced to an area of less 
than 6,500 square miles. An old 
fisherman Atkins met (“born to the 
sound of lapping waves”) told him 
he had seen the water withdraw 
year by year, until the shore was 
two days’ walk away, and the 
water touching it all but dead.

It was Taras Shevchenko, a 
dissident Ukrainian poet and 
artist (a man banished to the 
desert by Tsar Nicholas I), who 
ended up documenting the 1848 
expedition. His delicate sketches 
and watercolours, says Atkins, 
show “a tender, doctorly attention 
to sparsity… intimate regard for 
bleakness”. The same is true of 
The Immeasurable World.

Call 0844 871 1514 to order a copy 
from the Telegraph for £16.99
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Death Valley  
in California

gold bracelets, her frosted hair, 
her lipstick, breath woody with 
smoke and stringent from booze. 

Hands return as the narrator 
remembers reaching out for her 
father’s “huge, weird hand” on 
his deathbed, and being rejected; 
at the funeral, her mother 
retracts her “cold” hand from her 
daughter’s “to dig around in her 
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