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Abstract

In this paper I will consider the intersection between family tragedy, trauma, and affective 
uses of narration in two Australian novels: Surrender (Hartnett, 2005) and The Danger Game 
(Ashton, 2009). In both of these novels, narratological techniques are utilised to represent a 
grief beyond words—the tragic loss of a close family member, specifically, a sibling. Both 
novels use disruptions in narrative forms—particularly in the inherent expectations readers 
bring to the forms of first, second and third person narration. These narrative disruptions 
mirror the disruptions of identity experienced by the characters in these texts. Moreover, as we 
engage with the traumatic content through a fractured subjectivity presented by these texts, our 
identities as readers, too, become fractured and disrupted. These disruptions of identity echo 
that which is experienced by the characters themselves through their loss. By analysing the 
link between these disruptions and the content of these novels, we get a better understanding 
of the ways in which fictive worlds can represent psychological issues. The narration of these 
novels and their engagement with childhood sibling loss enable us to begin to create and 
understand a broader aesthetic of representational trauma.
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1. Introduction

Sonya Hartnett is a prolific author of Australian fiction, publishing regularly since her 
debut novel, Trouble All the Way, in 1984—releasing on average one book per year. 
Hartnett’s works cross genres and age categories, including adult novels, children’s 
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stories, picture books and young-adult novels. Surrender is her tenth novel released in 
the young-adult market, although Hartnett herself resists such simplified classifications 
(Hartnett, 2002). So well regarded is Hartnett in Australian literary circles that she has 
been heralded as the finest Australian writer of this generation (Craven, 2006). Many of 
her novels have received prestigious literary awards. Surrender was honoured with the 
Michael L. Printz Award (2007), as well as being shortlisted for The Age Book of the 
Year Award (2005) and the Commonwealth Writers Prize (2006). Hartnett’s most recent 
novel, Golden Boys (2014), has been shortlisted for the 2015 Prime Minister’s award for 
literature. 

Far less prolific is Kalinda Ashton. The Danger Game is her first, and to date, only 
published novel. Despite her relatively new status as an Australian literary novelist, 
Ashton has won several literary awards, including the Sydney Morning Herald Best Young 
Novelist Award (2012). While The Danger Game was released to fairly positive reviews 
(including Meyer, 2009; Taylor, 2009; and my own review—Phillips, 2009), and garnered 
praise from such established Australian writers as Christos Tsiolkas and Amanda Lohrey, 
it has, in the six years since its publication, all but faded from the Australian popular 
consciousness—although, as I hope this paper will demonstrate, it is indeed a text worthy 
of serious critical attention. 

Where these novels differ in terms of their placement in the author’s careers, they are 
united in one central theme: the emotional and psychological impact of the sudden death 
of a sibling in childhood. But more than theme unites these texts. Both of these novels 
utilise narratological techniques to frame the stories about the survivors of these family 
tragedies. Kalinda Ashton’s The Danger Game uses alternating sections of first, second 
and third person narration—with each sibling’s story told using one of these distinct 
narrative voices. Alice and Louise are sisters who, after fifteen years, have decided to 
address the untold impacts of the death of their brother Jeremy in a house fire when he 
was ten years old.

Sonya Hartnett’s Surrender also alternates between the narratives and perspectives of 
multiple characters—although, unlike The Danger Game, both of these are told in the first 
person. One narrator is Anwell—who has taken on the name Gabriel. He is twenty years old, 
and has for the last 13 years lived with the guilt of accidentally killing his physically and 
mentally disabled older brother Vernon. Interspersed throughout Gabriel’s narrations are 
sections narrated by Finnigan—a homeless arsonist and Gabriel’s only friend. Ultimately, 
it is revealed that Finnigan is nothing other than another aspect of Gabriel’s personality, 
in a twist reminiscent of the cult novel (and film adaptation) Fight Club (Palahniuk, 1996; 
Fincher, 1999). But other than representing a heightened aspect of who Gabriel wishes to 
be (as Tyler Durden is for Fight Club’s nameless narrator), Gabriel created Finnigan as an 
imagined version of who his brother might have been—had he not suffered from such a 
disability—and also, had he lived.

I initially approached both of these novels from my research background in literary 
narratology. In particular, I was intrigued by the way in which both of these texts use 
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narration and particular narrative techniques in the revelation of characters who have been 
impacted by trauma. And while I will be discussing narratological concepts in what follows, 
I believe that first it is important to pay close attention to the impact and trauma of childhood 
sibling loss both on the characters in the texts and the way they narrate their stories.

In the sections which follow, I will consider some of the theories surrounding 
Childhood Sibling Loss, before analysing and unpacking some of the work done on 
trauma narratives. Then, I will perform a close reading of the techniques used in the 
narration of Surrender and The Danger Game, to posit a greater narratological aesthetic 
of sibling-loss narratives.

2. Sibling-Loss Theories 

What follows is a very brief survey of some of the psychological studies of the effects of 
sibling loss. The impacts that have been discovered in real-life situations of such trauma 
are wide-ranging. Psychologist George H. Pollock (1962) analysed how the loss of a 
sibling profoundly impacts the character development of the surviving child. Pollock 
surveyed the 380 patients he saw in his practice over 8 years and discovered that when 
compared by gender, three times as many of his male patients presenting psychological 
problems had suffered sibling loss (1962, p. 296). From Pollock’s own findings, he argued 
that men who lost siblings were more likely to suffer enduring trauma into adulthood than 
women who had done so. Pollock links his argument to the age of the patient at the time of 
the loss, and believes that a more affecting loss occurs when it interferes with the patient’s 
oedipal development (1962, p. 300), findings which invoke Freud’s own sibling loss—his 
younger brother died when Freud was less than 2 years old (Volkan & Ast, 1997, p. 126).

More than acknowledging the existence of enduring trauma of sibling loss as Pollock 
does, Volkan and Ast outline several ways that the representation of the deceased sibling 
“becomes symbolized and contaminated with unconscious fantasies within the adult’s 
mind” (1997, p. 127). They go on to describe one patient who conflated her lost sibling 
with the image of a penis (1997, p. 127), while another patient saw a movie of doomed 
lovers which, in her mind, became the perfect representation of her relationship with 
her lost fraternal male twin (1997, p.150). This pattern of contamination is evident in 
all of the surviving siblings depicted in Surrender and The Danger Game. Where the 
contamination is only mildly part of the sisters’ lives in The Danger Game, Anwell has 
become so infected by the possibility of a life his brother could have lived that he himself 
has started to live it for him, through his split personality of Finnigan. 

In another one of their case-studies, Volkan and Ast describe the funeral Gisela held 
for her brother Hans on the thirtieth anniversary of his death (1997, p.152). For Gisela, 
it was important to re-bury her brother—not through the literal re-burial of his physical 
body, but through the symbolic burial of objects which reminded her of him at the age 
at which he had died. The act of “putting to death” the memory of the sibling is also 
depicted in these novels, although, for Gabriel, it is also his own death which occurs as 
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the novel concludes.
More than depicting siblings as “infections” in the consciousness of the surviving sibling, 

Christian (2007) observes not only positive identifications that the surviving sibling 
can develop with the lost child, but feelings of intense guilt felt by surviving siblings, 
particularly when surviving children are aware of murderous thoughts and feelings directed 
at the sibling prior to his/her death (2007, p. 42). In both novels, all surviving siblings feel 
some level of guilt or complicity in their sibling’s death. For Louise and Alice, it is the 
knowledge that their brother Jeremy may have died trying to fulfil one of the challenges 
they have given them as part of the danger game. For Anwell, it is the knowledge that while 
his motivation was only to keep Vernon quiet for the sake of his sick mother, it was his act 
of locking his brother in a cupboard which directly led to his death.

While many of these studies focus on the effects on surviving children, Colonna 
and Newman (1983) have studied how the loss impacts the parents, and the parents’ 
subsequent attitude toward the surviving children and how that impacts on the survivor’s 
long-term perceptions of the event. In both novels, the complicated relationship between 
parents and surviving children is also represented. In Surrender, Gabriel’s parents blame 
him for the part he played in the death of his brother, never forgiving him. The parental 
response in The Danger Game is more complex. Whereas their father, who had until 
Jeremy’s death been either absent or drunk, returns to the family and decides to commit 
himself to his surviving children, their mother decides to leave the family, never to return. 
In fact, much of the present day narrative of The Danger Game is taken up with the 
sisters’ decision to find their mother after her 15 years of absence.

While all of these psychological elements have been seen at play in Surrender and The 
Danger Game, for the purposes of my analysis, I find the work of Herberman et. al. in their 
2010 study to be the most applicable to narrative depictions of trauma in these texts. In this 
study, persistent and intense grief, emotional and behavioural problems, and survivor guilt 
lasting up to 9 years were identified in bereaved adolescents following the death of a sibling 
(2010, p. 1203). This study also analyses the disruptive and disorganising nature of sudden 
death like sibling loss. These disruptions “impact the development of the concept of self-
identity”. Consequently, as Herberman et al. found, the child finds maintaining “relationships 
to the world and others” a difficult job (2010, p. 1203).

The Herberman study also found that the younger the individual was when the grief 
event occurred the “more intense and prolonged grief ” he felt and the greater physical and 
emotional problems he would have (2010, p. 1203). The study concludes by stating that 
“loss of a significant other, such as a sibling, may destabilize (one’s) sense of meaning, order, 
invulnerability, and benevolence in the world, and can disrupt future hopes and assumptions.” 
(2010, p. 1207) and posits that “there are a number of confounding variables that could 
impact the relationship …[ such as] stressful family background, insecure attachment style, 
economic disadvantage, and pre-existing psychopathology” (2010, p. 1207).

Many of the above observations can be seen within the characterisation of sibling 
survivors Alice and Louise in The Danger Game and Gabriel in Surrender. With each of the 

Jennifer Phillips



112

novels set more than twelve years after the death of the sibling, characters in both novels 
uphold the Herberman study’s finding about survivor guilt persisting up to 9 years (2010, p. 
1203). Additionally, both Gabriel in Surrender and the sisters in The Danger Game exhibit 
feelings of intense guilt (Christian, 2007), and (perhaps subconsciously) demonstrate a fear 
of growing up by never marrying and having children of their own (Arlow, 1972). In fact, 
Gabriel makes the overt decision not to live longer than twenty years.

In addition to these similarities, there are also representations of the grief of sibling 
loss unique to each novel. In Surrender, Gabriel exhibits issues with character formation 
(Pollock, 1962; Volkan & Ast, 1997) and the concept of self-identity. In fact, Gabriel has 
such a profound identification (Christian, 2007) with his lost brother Vernon that a whole 
aspect of his personality is taken up with imagining what his brother’s life could have 
been—in the character of Finnigan. So powerful is this imagination that it becomes a 
fully-fledged manifestation of dissociative-identity disorder. Such is Gabriel’s repressed 
anger about the event that Finnigan is violent, torturing animals, burning down houses 
and at one point murdering the only girl who showed Gabriel any sympathy.

The analysis of the delayed and fractured development of the sibling’s concept of self-
identity (as outlined in the Herberman study) is also represented in The Danger Game in the 
character of Louise and her fractured, impressionistic second-person narration. Recovering 
from drug abuse, Louise also represents the propensity for some survivors of sibling loss to 
struggle with mental health and drug and alcohol dependence (2010, p. 1203). Louise’s older 
sister Alice does not struggle in the same ways as Louise; however, her trauma manifests 
itself in the difficulty she has in making and maintaining relationships—the narrative 
charting the end of her doomed affair with married Jon and the beginning of physical 
relationship with long-time friend Sarah, although there are hints that this, too, is not 
going to last. One final theme explored more in The Danger Game than in Surrender 
is the impact of mitigating factors such as economic disadvantage which, as part of the 
narrative reveals, may also have been one of the causes of Jeremy’s very death. 

While there is much that can be said about the accurate psychological depiction of 
the grief and trauma of sibling loss, what I want to consider is the intersection between 
the WHAT of these novels—this grief—and the HOW—the use of narrative forms to 
represent it. Before considering narration in detail, I will provide a brief survey of some 
of the current studies of trauma narratives—both fictional and non-fictional.

3. Trauma and Narrative

Prominent literary trauma theorists include Geoffrey Hartman, Richard McNally and Cathy 
Caruth—among others. Added to them is the recent work of narrative theorist Joshua 
Pederson (2014). I will outline some of the current studies on trauma narratives, before 
outlining Pederson’s new model, and then highlight what I believe is missing from it.

Pioneering trauma narrative theorist Geoffrey Hartman has claimed that “the 
‘unclaimed experience’ [of trauma] can only be reclaimed by literary knowledge” (qtd. 
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in Caruth, 1996, p. 641). Harman posits a theory which outlines the ways in which words 
and trauma can work together (2004). Words can represent trauma as well as healing the 
traumatised individual. Through words, the traumatic event, which Hartman believes 
effectively bypasses conscious modes of perception and consciousness and instead 
imbeds itself into the psyche, can be brought again into the conscious mind. Cathy Caruth, 
who has written extensively on trauma narratives (1995, 1996), similarly argues that the 
imaginative and figural (as opposed to literal) language of literature enables the unspoken 
(or unspeakable) to be represented. Fiction thus triumphs where discursive language fails, 
giving, as Pederson believes, “a voice to traumatized individuals and populations” (2014, 
p. 334). For Caruth, and Pederson, therefore, the role of literature is essential because 
it provides a mode, method and means for stories of traumatic events to be written, 
represented and shared.

Working more recently in the field, Pederson cites Richard McNally who after extensive 
research finds that traumatic amnesia is almost always a myth (Pederson, 2014, p. 334; 
McNally, 2003). Thus Pederson creates a model of trauma narratives wherein “trauma is 
memorable and describable” (2014, p. 334). Pederson wonders “if only literature can access 
trauma, then perhaps only literature can deliver reality in its truest form” (2014, p. 349). In 
order to investigate this, Pederson poses a three stage model, heavily influenced by the work 
of McNally: First, “critics seeking to engage trauma in literature should turn their focus 
from gaps in the text to the text itself” (2014, p. 338). Thus, the critic is to focus on what the 
text says and how it says it rather than the ellipsis and truncations in the narrative. Second, 
“trauma theorists should seek out evidence of augmented narrative detail” (2014, p. 339). 
This is based on McNally’s finding that “Stress does not impair memory; it strengthens 
it” (2003, p. 62). According to Pederson, then, these memories of trauma “are not elusive 
or absent; they are potentially more detailed and more powerful than normal ones” (2014, 
p. 339). Thirdly, Pederson believes that trauma theorists “should focus on depictions of 
experiences that are temporally, physically, or ontologically distorted” (2014, p. 339). He 
bases this aspect on what McNally describes as stress-induced “dissociative alterations in 
consciousness (time slowing down, everything seeming unreal)” (2003, p. 182). 

While I do believe that we can see some of these aspects at play in Surrender and 
The Danger Game, what Pederson does not address is the specific narrative voice used to 
render a trauma narrative. Not only is this absent from Pederson’s model, but it is precisely 
what is used to encode the traumatic experiences of the characters in these novels. I 
will take a close look now, highlighting how a narratological analysis of the narrative 
techniques can fill in the missing gaps in this model. These novels point to the need to 
consider how the functions of first, second and third person narration interact with the 
narrative representation of trauma.

 

4. Trauma and Narration in The Danger Game

The titular Danger Game is a game in which young siblings Louise, Alice and Jeremy 
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dare each other to perform ever more dangerous and life-risking tasks: eating dirt, 
braving the current in the deepest part of the river and perhaps most troubling, cutting 
themselves with rusted razor blades. This game tells us as much about the children as it 
does their absent parents and the abject poverty they have been born into in rural Victoria. 
Ultimately, it is revealed that the tragic culmination of this game is Jeremy’s death in a 
house fire—an event which the sisters in the present-day of the narrative 15 years later, 
are attempting to finally grapple with.

What initially struck me about this novel is its interesting use of narration. Each of the 
sibling’s stories is narrated using a specific narrative voice: Eldest sister Louise takes the 
central, controlling first-person narrative. Younger sister Alice, arguably the most affected 
by her twin brother Jeremy’s death, narrates her fractured and drug-influenced reality in 
the second person. Jeremy’s narrative is fittingly told in the third person—as he is the 
one character not present to tell his own story. More than using three different narrative 
techniques, Ashton sets out to deliberately subvert the expectations of those forms. 

The third person narration of Jeremy’s narrative is used not only to subvert expectations 
of the third person narrative, but to subvert the storyline of the novel itself by collapsing 
past and present as well. Jeremy’s narrative opens the novel. Immediately the reader is 
placed in tension between the past and the present. Extra-diegetic titles in typeface meant 
to ape handwriting inform us that the Prologue takes place “then”, on a Sunday in 1990 at 
8 p.m. Even though Jeremy’s narrative is situated in the past, the third person present-tense 
narration places this in tension. Past events are given present immediacy. As the opening 
line informs the reader, “They ARE playing the danger game” (p. 9).

While it is true that at that moment in the past, back in 1990, the siblings were 
participating in a violent and troubling game in order to distract themselves from the 
horrible reality of their lives—their unemployed father’s drinking and their mother’s 
failure to care for them—the opening line also implores the reader to consider how the 
game played in 1990 will continue to impact their lives over the fifteen intervening years 
until the “present” timeline of the narrative. Not only is the danger game both played in 
the past and continuing to the present, but this past/present collapse is an essential aspect 
of narrating Jeremy’s story—one which culminates with his tragic death.

More than subverting the expectation of the narrative—that the past timeline of the 
narrative be narrated in the past tense—Jeremy’s narration subverts the expectations of 
the third person narrative form. Where the technique could be considered as creating 
more distance from characters than first person (for instance) when Jeremy’s third-
person narrative is compared with Alice’s first-person narrative, we can see that the tight 
focalization of Jeremy’s narrative gives a much more personal, internal and experiential 
representation of events than Alice’s cold and distant first-person narrative voice.

The third-person narration is so tightly focalized around Jeremy’s experience that 
there is little to no narrative distance between them. Asheton herself has commented on 
this, describing Jeremy’s narrative sections as giving a feeling of being “trapped” and 
“suffocating” in the close proximity between the third-person focalized narrator and the 
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character’s inner life (Interview, 2009). So close is this proximity that I would deem it an 
example of extreme internal focalization. 

Mieke Bal’s discussions of narrative focalization make us consider not who is doing 
the seeing, but what is seen as a more fruitful avenue for analysis. Bal distinguishes 
between the thoughts and feelings which are “seen” and reported by the third person 
narrator which are distinct from actions and appearances seen and reported (1985/1997, 
p. 143). Thus it is the narrator’s ability to “see” and report the inner-life of characters that 
typifies such a tight internal focalization.

Jeremy’s inner-life is rendered in much greater detail than Alice’s first-person narration 
allows her to express. The expectations of both first- and third-person narration are thus 
subverted. In Alice’s first-person narration we instead see an entirely external world 
rendered through an internal voice. Alice is a character reflected in her narration, which 
Ashton has described as “closed” and “controlled” (Interview, 2009)

More than being externally focused, Alice’s story, rendered through an internal 
narrative voice, reveals the impact Jeremy’s death has had upon her. Alice notes early that 
she is in a relationship with married man Jon because she was “used to being unloved” 
(p. 15). When her narration begins, she tells the reader that although she has woken up 
next to him, they are “not meant” to wake together (p. 15) and that the two of them never 
spoke about the future (p. 15). This is not a relationship in the full-bloom, but rather in its 
dying stages. More than that, not only does Alice fail to talk about the future with the man 
she is seeing, he has no idea of her traumatic past. Thus, we see the first hints at how her 
childhood trauma caused her to separate herself from her emotions. 

Alice’s narration further undermines the relationship between the past and the present. 
As the oldest sibling, her life in 2005 seems, at least initially, to bear very little impact 
from the death of her brother, but a closer look at the narration shows that Alice has not 
entirely escaped from the past. Where Jeremy’s section set in the past is narrated in the 
present tense—Alice’s narrative is the opposite: set in the present and narrated in the past 
tense. In fact, as a high school history teacher, Alice lives in a perpetual past.

The closing passage of her first section has Alice, ever the teacher, listing (for her 
students as well as for the readers) all of the important historical events that took place 
in 1991 (p. 26). Alice first mentions global events such as the first Gulf War, the first 
Bush presidency, and the collapse of the Soviet Union. Then she moves to Australian 
history, citing a trial of controversial Queensland politician Joh Bejelke-Peterson, a Royal 
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. Then at the end of the list, she ends with 
one which wouldn’t make any impact on the global, or even the national scale, but which 
changed her whole world: “And in 1991 my brother Jeremy died” (p. 26). This shows 
that Alice not only considers her brother’s death as one of a series of mere facts devoid of 
emotional content, but subconsciously, without her acknowledging it, she sees Jeremy’s 
death as the most important of all—the culmination of the list.

Later, when she visits her estranged father, she recites the newspaper headlines about 
Jeremy’s death. She has internalised these words to such an extent that they have become 
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part of her:

Boy 10, dies in house fire
Neglect alleges: Claim tragic death ‘preventable’
Accelerant found: Formal investigation into ‘firetrap house’ (Ashton, 2009, p. 45)

Trauma is represented in her narration through the tension between past tense and present 
lived experience: Alice is inadvertently living in the past while narrating her present.

Where Alice collapses the past and the present, Louise’s narration shows a collapse of 
the boundary between self and other. Louise’s narrative is told using the second person. 
Second-person narration has been considered akin to first-person narration, performing 
similar rhetorical tasks as a first-person narrated text may, but instead focusing on the 
narrated rather than the agent doing the narrating (as in first-person) or the things which 
are narrated (as in third-person). DelConte notes that the use of the you pronoun positions 
the reader and protagonist together (p. 205); however, I want to argue that in this text, the 
second person is not about uniting the reader with the character, but rather, about uniting 
two different characters together—Louise and Jeremy.

Louise’s second-person narrative represents the dissolution between self and other in 
order to offer a reflection of the loss not only of her brother, but of her twin. Louise imagines 
herself seeing her brother at various ages… he is six… he is eight… he is nine… he is ten… 
he is ten (p. 55)—ten of course is repeated, emphasised, because tragically, Jeremy will 
always and forever stay ten. Later, we learn that wherever Louise goes “you keep seeing 
Jeremy” (p. 63). The collapsing of self and other is not about narrator and narratee, or 
narrator and reader, it is the collapsing of one twin’s consciousness onto another—the “you” 
addressee is as much Louise’s consciousness as it is Jeremy’s.

Narrative techniques are also used as a tool to both conceal and reveal the traumatic 
event central to the novel. As the novel opens, the reader has no idea of the fate that 
awaits Jeremy. He is simply the troubled younger brother of Louise and Alice. He 
struggles at school—both socially and academically—and is left out in his family. Not 
only is he yearning for a father who is—at best—absent and at worst present, drunk and 
violent (p. 27)—but his sisters play a game he doesn’t wish to have a part of—mostly 
because he gets enough injuries from the bullies in the school playground (p. 3). In a 
heartbreaking example of dramatic irony not lost on readers who at that point know that 
Jeremy is doomed to die at the age of ten, the narrator notes that Jeremy “cannot think of 
being thirty-eight. He cannot conceive of himself at his father’s age” (p. 99).

Jeremy’s death is a mystery, both at the time it occurred and throughout the duration 
of the novel. Traditional mystery genre creates an expectation in us for a revelation of 
truth—but all we are given is Jeremy’s inexplicable choice to hide in a cupboard while 
the flames of a house fire consume all around him. The sisters are never given such 
knowledge. All they can think of is that he died trying to win their ever more dangerous 
game. Whether the ultimate cause was Jeremy’s or his sisters’, the ultimate contributing 
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factor was parental absence. Later the sisters discover that their mother was at the scene 
of the fire but didn’t call the fire brigade because she was with her then-lover and didn’t want 
the affair to be discovered. Although parental neglect was the true cause of the tragedy, 
the impact of the trauma shapes the sisters’ lives, and as we have seen, shapes the very 
way their story is narrated.

5. Trauma and Narration in Surrender

There are similar tragic acts of parental negligence contributing to the death of Gabriel’s brother 
Vernon in Sonya Hartnett’s Surrender. Anwell/Gabriel’s older brother Vernon is severely 
disabled, both mentally and physically. Gabriel’s parents make no secret of the fact that 
they had Gabriel as a replacement for Vernon, and proceeded to ignore and neglect him. At 
the age of seven, Gabriel takes the role of carer for his brother—dressing, feeding him and 
bathing him. One morning, when their father is at church and their mother is sleeping off a 
migraine, seven-year-old Anwell is struggling to keep Vernon quiet. Frustrated, he shoves 
a sock in his brother’s mouth and locks him in an old fridge. Vernon dies, and their small 
town is full of whispers about Gabriel’s role in the death.

Just as the contribution of parental negligence unites these texts, these texts are also 
united in the way this trauma is reflected in the narration. However, where The Danger Game 
alternates between narrative voices—first, second and third person narration, Surrender 
remains within the first person narrative mode—although with alternating narrators. A close 
reading of these alternating first-person sections shows that while Gabriel’s first-person 
narration is told in the past tense, Finnigan’s is in the present tense. Much as tense is an 
important marker of meaning in The Danger Game, so too is it here. But where Ashton’s 
novel uses tense to undermine expectations, Hartnett’s novel upholds them.

Gabriel lives in the past; every moment of the intervening 13 years since his brother’s 
death has been marked indelibly by his innocent-yet-negligent act. Finnigan, instead, is 
free. Not only does he live in the present—he has no past—no family, no ties, no history. 
He simply appears in Gabriel’s life one day. He is the opposite of Gabriel—with no past 
events to burden him, only future potential. The future potential of Finnigan is important 
when we later discover his origins—as Gabriel’s imagination of his brother’s potential 
future life had he lived.

More than just alternating first person narrators as a technique to show different 
aspects of the same events and to create a dialogue between the past and the present, this 
technique is used to encode unreliability in the narrative. Ostensibly, the narrators Gabriel 
and Finnigan couldn’t be more different. As the narrative opens, Gabriel is in a palliative 
care ward on the verge of death although he is only twenty years old. Finnigan is wild, 
living rough in the bus, hiding from the police who suspect him of multiple local arson 
attacks and want to question him about a body which has recently been found.

As the novel concludes, it is revealed that Gabriel and Finnigan are not two people, but 
two distinct personalities created by Anwell in response to the death of his brother Vernon 
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13 years ago. So fixated on imagining the possible life his brother could have had had he 
lived (and had he not suffered from a physical and mental disability in the first place), 
Anwell created Finnigan so completely that he ended up living out his lost brother’s life. 
As Gabriel/Anwell says on the verge of death: “Gabriel isn’t [my name]” —“my preference 
isn’t to be who I am” (p. 236). Slightly later, when he sees an image of his deceased brother 
Vernon, he speaks “with Finnigan’s voice” (p. 240). The dislocation of the self is explained 
by Finnigan/Vernon “You have two names. So do I” (p. 240).

More than a dissolution of the binary of self and other, all four characters in the scene 
find their origin in one young man’s fractured self and identity. As he is lying on the verge 
of death, Anwell has taken the name of Gabriel upon himself, and Gabriel is the name 
which greets the reader as a marker at the beginning of each section he narrates. And 
while it is clear that Finnigan is his imagined future, in the final scene, the appearance of 
his brother Vernon as a ghost, a creature, a monster or a zombie (described as a Vernon-
thing) is another aspect of Gabriel’s imagination.

The unreliable narration exists in the tension between the two narrators—we as 
readers expect them to be separate characters; we trust the extradiegetic signal of the title 
at the beginning of each section. When the unreliability is revealed, the level of Gabriel/
Anwell/Finnigan’s trauma is revealed along with it. 

6. Conclusion

Both novels use disruptions in narrative forms—particularly in the inherent expectations 
readers bring to the forms of first-, second- and third-person narration. The narration of 
these novels unsettles our expectations, which in turn leads to disruptions of identity of both 
the characters and readers. These disruptions of identity echo that which is experienced by 
the characters themselves in the loss of their sibling.

This article has posited the beginnings of a narratological aesthetic of trauma—
specifically sibling loss as represented in these two novels. By analysing the link between 
these disruptions and the content of these novels, I believe we can begin to understand 
ways in which fictive worlds can represent psychological issues. The narration of these 
novels and their engagement with childhood sibling loss enable us to begin to create and 
understand a broader aesthetic of representational trauma.

What strikes me as I conclude is not only the pattern that these two set—that 
disruptions within the narrative form are a fitting communicative device for representing 
the psychological aspects of trauma—but the cultural context in which these novels have 
been written—both of these women are Australian writers. Australia is a nation with 
a history marred by the untold grief of those whose sibling loss was sanctioned by the 
government—those members of the stolen generations. It seems fitting that the Australian 
context, where such traumatic losses are marks of shame in the very pages of our history 
books, is where this narratological form has begun to be used, at least in the two books I 
have analysed above.
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It is this context which makes me wonder if one way forward with this analysis of 
narratives of trauma and sibling loss is to look into more Australian stories of sibling loss—
both indigenous and non-indigenous—to consider if there is a place for a more helpful 
narratological consideration of how we go about narrating this grief which defies words.
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