
Author kept Columbine families in mind
TheColumbine high school trage-

dy will not soon be forgotten. The
idea of creating fiction from it, as
Douglas Coupland has done in Hey
Nostradamus!, seems like a chal-
lenge many authors would decline,
anemotionalminefield too treacher-
ous to enter. Coupland, however,
has chosen to enter it, and the result
is a poignant novel, more reflective
andsubdued thanmuchofhisprevi-
ously-publishedwork.

Given the well of emotions in the
mindof any reader pickingup anov-

el ostensibly about Columbine, we
asked Coupland a few questions via
e-mail.
How directly did the actual events of

Columbine lead to your writing the nov-
el?
“When the shootings first hap-

pened, I didn’t think they affected
me more than any other shocked
and appalled citizen. But in hind-
sight, the events formed some kind
of seed crystal within me, and the
book grew from that seed. I had no
idea it was happening until a few

monthsbefore Ibeganwriting it. It’s
like that with all the books I’ve writ-
ten, but this one surprisedme.”
Whatparticularchallengesdidyouen-

counter incorporating such an emotion-
allychargedevent intoyourwriting?
“(It was challenging trying to cre-

ate) dignity for the characters, re-
spect for the living and the dead.
Theultimate test formewasalways,
‘OK, if a familymember of one of the
victims read this book, would they
feel as if their experiences had been
honored?’ ”

(One of Coupland’s recurring themes
inhiswriting is religion. “HeyNostrada-
mus!” is no exception, with characters
struggling tounderstandhowGodcould
condone such a massacre) Why is reli-
gionsuchan importantsubject toyou?
“I don’t know. I come from a secu-

lar household, and it was never
muchdiscussed. I come fromamod-
ern West Coast city where it’s never
discussed, and yet I find myself
thinking of God for a sizeable por-
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Growing through
thegrief ‘Hey Nostradamus!’

offers emotional insight
amid Columbine echoes

By Jessica Slater
ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS

Best known for his first novel
Generation X,whichcharac-
terized the disaffected
post-boomer mentality,
Douglas Coupland has an
extraordinary talent for
capturing the essence of a
subculture, cutting
through its cool preten-
sions and showing us the
guts and soul. As such, his
work provides a diverse
andaccomplishedexplora-
tionof contemporary life.
Perhaps it isn’t surpris-

ing, then, that he should
tackle one of themost trag-
ic events of recenthistory in
his newbook.Hey Nostrad-
amus! is based on a high
school shooting similar to
what happened at Colum-
bine on April 20, 1999. The
novel is filledwith Coupland’s
typically wry observations of
modern culture, but the horror
of the event brings his compas-
sion closer to the surface and
gives his writing a more mature,
subduedperspective.
The fictional shooting takes

place at a suburban Vancouver
high school in 1988. Students in

the cafeteria hear popping sounds
that they think are some kind of
prank, until they see awounded stu-
dent stagger into the cafeteria and
collapse on the floor.
Three 11th-graders carrying

guns, dressed in military fatigues
and covered with bandoleers of am-
munition, appear at the cafeteria
doors and start shooting students
at random. Arguing among them-
selves and taunting jocks, they ter-
rorize those sheltered under tables
orpretending tobedead.
Cheryl had gone to the cafeteria

to meet Jason, her high school
sweetheart. When the shooting be-
gins, she scrambles under a table
with other students. As sirens
sound and the alarm bells ring, es-
cape seems possible, but one of the
gunmen shoots Cheryl in the side.

She doesn’t die immediately; she
hears Jason’s voice and the shot
that misses him. Then, he lifts up
the table and is next to her.
“He tried holding me up, but my

neck was limp, and all I could see
wasacross the room, childrencrush-
ing other children. And that was
that.”
Through the narratives of four

characters — Cheryl,
Jason, Jason’s eventu-
al new girlfriend, and
his father — the novel
tracks the reverbera-
tions of the tragedy
across two decades. If
you expect this to be
“the story of Colum-
bine,” the plot may
start to seem tangen-
tial,butultimately it ex-
pandson the event and
builds its own signifi-
cance.
The first chapter is

written from the per-
spective of Cheryl, who
is talking to readers in
some spiritual state be-
tween earth and the
nextreality.Herdescrip-
tionsof the shootingare
interspersed with back-
story about her family
and her secret elope-
ment to Las Vegas with
Jason.
The gravity of Cheryl’s fate gives

her words potency, but she also
emerges as the character who is the
most at peace of the four.
“I can discuss the killings with the

detachment I have from being in
this new place,” she says. “The
world is pulling away from me, los-
ing its capacity tohurt.”
This detachmentmakes her narra-

tive all the more heartbreaking be-
cause her voice is so calm and mat-
ter-of-fact: “Ithadbeendrilled intous
that to feel fear is to not fully trust
God. Whoever made that one up has
never been beneath a cafeteria table
with a tiny thread of someone else’s
bloodtricklingontotheir leg.”
From her position beyond death,

Cheryl can hear other people’s
prayers, though she cannot identify

who is saying them. This device is
powerful in presenting characters
struggling to reconcile their faith
with the unimaginable tragedy. In
one prayer, readers can feel the an-
ger and hopelessness attached to
suchan event:
“DearLord,
“If You organized a massacre just

to make people have doubts, then
maybe You ought to
consider other ways of
doing things. A high
school massacre? Kids
withpimento loaf sand-
wiches and cans of Or-
ange Crush? I don’t
think You would or-
chestrate something
like this. Amassacre in
a high school cafeteria
can only indicate Your
absence — that for
some reason in some
manner You chose to
absent Yourself from
the room — forsake it,
actually . . . ”
The novel explores

religion and faith
through these prayers
and its main charac-
ters. It raises ques-
tions that have existed
as long as humans
have tried to make
sense of their own suf-

fering. Coupland’s characters con-
front these questions in a culture
where religious preference is often
expressed by bumper stickers rath-
er than in opendiscussion.
As the story unfolds over time, the

immediacy of the shooting fades, yet
Coupland captures the sense of how
deeply the scars canpenetrate a soul.
From the pure simplicity of Cheryl’s
story, as amuch-loved teenwhose life
was ended in an instant, we move to
the complex emotional landscape of
the aftermath. The years that follow
the shooting see shifting loyalties as
each character wrestles with their
ownprivategrief.
Jason’snarrative is dated 11 years

after the shooting. His character re-
veals the darker side of the media’s
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