Review for THE SHINGLE BAR SEA MONSTER and other stories 

by Laura Solomon

I first came across this writer in 1996 when I reviewed her first novel Black Light. She was only twenty one years old at the time. Even at her tender age, Solomon was able to deconstruct the boundaries between art and life, tragedy and humour, producing a sophisticated challenge to the more conservative writers amongst us.    
Solomon produced another novel in 1997. This book, Nothing Lasting, was about a psychopath who created mayhem wherever he went. I read this novel as an allegory of social breakdown and noted that without the redemptive literary skills of Solomon, the book would be almost too painful to bear. 
You may wonder why I am bringing these early novels into this review. I am doing this quite deliberately. A novel can survive with just one character. Not so with a collection of short stories. They are sometimes difficult to grasp, given the multiple characters and plots that crowd around calling out pick me, pick me! I wanted to find out if Solomon could manage this motley queue and in so doing, tease out the dominant themes of this eclectic collection.  
In The Head, a man awakes to find his head belongs to another. The science of cryogenic transplants have developed into a fine art. But who is the real person? And are there more than two?    
“The head was bossy… it wanted to rule the roost. It wanted to have a say about everything, from what was cooked for dinner, to when the vacuuming was done… it was a terrible nag.”    
I found this story very funny. All that research, all that money to preserve a living head and the result is mundane domestic bickering. 
Then there is the story called Lady Bluebeard written from the woman’s point of view.

Solomon turns this mythological tale into one of beauty and lust. This time, the tale is controlled by a woman protagonist and not from the voice of a collective male history. 
Another man finds himself alone in a hospital with total memory loss. His head is empty. He fights desperately to develop methods of regaining any sense of self. This is a common theme in contemporary TV and film. There seems to be a fascination with the human character that operates as a blank slate. Even though memory loss has become a cliché, Solomon is completely in control of her material. This story, Memory is, in my view, one of the finest in the book.

An old man hobbles out of his cottage and becomes instantly blind. This leads to an improvement in his lonely existence. His carer pays more attention to him and he learns Braille. In common with some of the other stories, this story has a positive ending.
Solomon presents each story to us in various ways, some mythological, some scientific, some within the comfort of social realism.  Each story presents itself with some form of bodily trauma as the metaphoric centre of the work. Her characters are constantly seeking a meaningful life.    
For example, in the story The Faker, a young women muses upon the strange way that we live our lives. “Was it really possible,” she said, “to set up a life and then vacate it, leaving the empty room of your old existence behind to gather cobwebs and dust?”  

This collection is one to savour, to read and re-read. Solomon writes with passion and is totally dedicated to her art. Sometimes she wins and sometimes she loses, but she is never afraid to let language off the hook to see where it will lead her next. 

A great read; highly recommended.  
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