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Introduction  

 
 by Margaret Mackey 

 
There used to be a beer advertisement that 

promised that its beer would "reach 

the parts other beers don't reach." In this 

booklist, we aim to reach readers not 

reached by other resources: good high 

school readers who are ready to branch out 

into adult reading but who don't necessarily 

know where to start. 

 

For ten years, the Canadian review journal 

Resource Links has offered a group of 

colleagues loosely based at the University of 

Alberta the opportunity to produce an annual 

column of contemporary Canadian adult 

books with potential appeal for good teenage 

readers. In 2006, financial support from the 

Faculty of Education Alumni Association at 

the University of Alberta has made it 

possible for us to compile all ten yearsô 

worth of that column into a single standalone 

publication, which you now hold in 

your hands. Victoria Pennell, the current 

editor of Resource Links, has very 

generously supported this project. 

 

In making our choices for inclusion in the 

column (and hence in this compilation), my 

colleagues and I have adhered to a small 

number of important selection criteria. We 

choose exclusively Canadian material, in 

part to meet the mandate of Resource Links, 

but in part to keep the selection task 

manageable. Our main content criterion is 

that the territory covered in the book should 

have some appeal to young readers; we do 

our best to avoid books that are largely 

focused on the issues and concerns of 

middle age. We never eliminate a book 

because it offers strong language, graphic 

sex or violence, or some potential to offend 

in political or religious terms. Adult reading 

should not be limited in these ways, and we 

feel strongly that any teenager able to read 

and enjoy these books is mature enough to 

handle the content. By the time they are 

ready to tackle adult reading, teenagers do 

not want to be patronized with only the 

ñsafeò choices. 

 

This column began its life in 1995 when 

Allison Haupt, then working at Resource 

Links, invited Ingrid Johnston and me to 

start work in this area. After a few years, it 

became obvious that the task was too big for 

two readers and we broadened the review 

staff to include other local professionals. 

Over the years, almost a dozen readers have 

contributed to the column. 

 

For many years, I have taken the main 

responsibility for collating the column, and 

each year, I have assembled the annual set 

of reviews with interest and pleasure. 

Reading through the combined ten yearsô 

worth of reviews that are collected in this 

publication has been an experience of 

greatly enhanced excitement. The enormous 

range and quality of contemporary Canadian 

publishing is astonishing, especially to a 

reader who remembers what it was like in 

this country forty years ago. 

 

We do not claim to have included every 

promising book in this compilation of 

reviews. Our expertise is greater in some 

areas than in others and this publication 

reflects that fact. We have, over the years, 

made serious efforts to include a range of 

genres; I, for example, almost singlehandedly 

have insisted that sports books 

should be reviewed whenever possible. But 

inevitably, some genres (like historical 

fiction) are over-represented in the 

publishersô lists and perhaps overly 

dominant in this list as a result. Similarly, 

some genres (like speculative fiction) are 

less well represented, both in the world at 

large and in this list. 

 

We have not had the resources to update our 

reviews or to check whether or not titles 
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remain in print or have been reissued in 

paperback. This publication simply 

compiles ten years of columns, making only 

very minor changes of format. Any 

inadequacies in the original approach remain 

in this publication. Despite this 

qualification, however, I believe that the 

publication of this booklist is a worthwhile 

endeavour, offering a unique resource to 

Canadian teenagers and the librarians, 

teachers and parents who work with them. 

 

This publication is organized under large 

general headings, such as ñContemporary 

Life.ò Reviews are included in reverse 

chronological order, starting in each case 

with 2005 titles. Each review is signed with 

the reviewerôs initials. In general, inclusion 

is taken as a sign of approval, though 

reviewers may highlight weaknesses as well 

as strengths of a title. Over the years, our 

reaction to a title that we were uncertain 

about has been to omit that title. 

 

Resource Links maintains a website (at 

http://www.resourcelinks.ca/) where 

archived copies of this column may be read. 

Readers looking for updates to the material 

in this list should check this website in the 

fall of each year; the column appears in the 

October issue every year, and the new 

material appears on the Resource Links 

website (http://www.resourcelinks.ca/) at 

that time. We hope to be able to update the 

online version of this list six months later; 

that is, in the spring of each year, the new 

titles from the previous fallôs column will be 

inserted into the web version of this 

compilation.  

 

I would like to thank the editors of Resource 

Links, past and present, for making the 

creation of the column such a pleasure; the 

Alumni Association of the University of 

Albertaôs Faculty of Education for their 

generous and imaginative financial support; 

James Nahachewsky for excellent editorial 

work in creating this compilation; Sophia 

Sherman of the office of the School of 

Library and Information Studies for patient 

and creative attention to detail; Tanya 

Rogoschewsky for careful work on the 

citations; and, most of all, the reviewers of 

the column who have kept this project 

moving over ten years. It has been a 

privilege to do this work and I hope the 

result is useful to many readers. 

 

Spring 2009: The third updated version of 

this list includes titles from the October 

2008 column (ñContemporary Canadian Adult 

Titles with Strong Appeal for Strong 

Teenage Readersò) in Resource Links 14(1), 58- 

63. Titles have been interleaved with the 

previous version and new indexes have been 

created. Thanks to Elizabeth DeBlois for this 

work. 

 

Readers may print their own copy of this 

booklist from the online version 

(http://www.ualberta.ca/~mmackey/adultboo 

klist2009.pdf). This year, for the first time, we 

have also made it possible for readers to order a 

print-on-demand hard copy.  Details are 

available at 

http://www.lulu.com/content/paperback-

book/adult-canadian-books-for-strong-teenage-

readers/7346327 - or go to http://www.lulu.com 

and search for the title. 

http://www.lulu.com/content/paperback-book/adult-canadian-books-for-strong-teenage-readers/7346327
http://www.lulu.com/content/paperback-book/adult-canadian-books-for-strong-teenage-readers/7346327
http://www.lulu.com/content/paperback-book/adult-canadian-books-for-strong-teenage-readers/7346327
http://www.lulu.com/
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Contemporary life 
 

The Angel Riots, by Ibi Kaslik. 

 Toronto:  Penguin, 2008.  Paperback.  275 

pages.  978-0-14-305512-9. 

The Angel Riots is the story of an indie rock 

collective experiencing its first taste of 

heady fame. The story is told from the 

perspective of two of the band members. Jim 

is an 18-year-old Saskatchewan girl (her 

name was accidentally switched with her 

twin brother's on their birth certificates) who 

has recently arrived in Montreal to study 

violin at McGill. A musical genius, she is 

the youngest band member in terms of age, 

but probably the oldest in terms of having 

lived through some hard times. Jim stands at 

a remove from the other band members, 

struggling with her grief over some 

traumatic events involving her twin brother, 

which are gradually revealed. Rize, the other 

character whose perspective we see, is a 

gifted trombonist who struggles with a 

mental illness and with his tendency to be 

eclipsed by his childhood best friend and 

fellow band member Jules. 

 When the Riots go on their first 

American tour, they achieve success beyond 

their wildest dreams, but at the same time, 

relationships between the band 

members begin to fray. Jules and his wife 

Margo have trouble keeping their marriage 

together; Rize gets too heavily into drugs; 

and Jim seems to be the only one who 

realizes that Kellogg, the band's manager, 

may not be as benevolent as he seems. The 

novel is an achingly complex tangle of 

human relationships, and its depiction of the 

touring musician's life feels authentically 

unglamorous.  HG 

The Gum Thief by Douglas Coupland.  

Toronto:   Random House Canada, 2007.  

Hardback.  275 pages.  978-0-307-34628-4 

Bethany works in Staples, the office 

supplies superstore.  So does Roger, who is 

old enough to have gone to school with 

Bethany's mother DeeDee.  For the most 

part, these three characters are the 

unlikely narrators of Douglas Coupland's 

unlikely novel.  Roger is a secret novelist 

and this book also includes extensive 

extracts from Glove Pond, his fiction. 

 Coupland is pitch-perfect and 

shrewd, as usual, on the 

discrepancies between the vacuous language 

of Staples commerce-speak and the 

real anguish and despair of Roger, Bethany 

and DeeDee.  Bethany is the youngest of the 

three but her life has been shadowed by far 

too many deaths, and she expresses herself 

as a Goth; one virtue of Staples as an 

employer is that they let her wear her black 

lipstick.  Roger's life is adrift; he drinks too 

much and his job at Staples marks him as a 

middle-aged loser.  The story is told in their 

letters to each other, sparked when Bethany 

discovers Roger's diary in the staff lounge 

and learns he is practising being a writer by 

imagining himself as writing from within 

her persona. 

 In some ways, the voices merge, 

and the end of the story does not rule out the 

idea that Roger has created all of it.  Within 

the terms of the correspondence, I was never 

unclear about which character was writing at 

any given time, but the three are clearly on 

the same side against the pressures of the 

world they live in ( represented by google, 

iPods, advertising patter, sales pitches, and 

so forth), and the main contrast lies between 

them and their setting.  The artificiality of 

the commercial world is strongly observed 

and the struggles of the characters 

within this world are poignant.  This book 

will speak to many young readers. MM 

 

The Film Club: A True Story of a Father 

and Son, by David Gilmour.  Toronto: 

Thomas Allen Publishers, 2007. 

Hardback.  247 pages.  978-0-88762-285-
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4. 

A lot of teens think of dropping out of 

school at some point, but very few of them 

do so with the support of their parents. 

David Gilmour, the Toronto writer and film 

critic, realized that his 16-year-old son Jesse 

hated school. Despite being a bright kid, 

Jesse's grades were skidding towards failure, 

and no intervention on the part of his parents 

(transferring him to a private school, 

micromanaging his homework) seemed to 

help. Realizing that school is 

turning his honest, likeable son into a liar 

and a sneak who hides his homework 

assignments and then claims he has no more 

work to do, David allows Jesse to drop out 

of school, on one condition: Jesse must 

watch three movies a week, of David's 

choosing, and discuss them with his father. 

 What follows is a three-year tour 

through world cinema, both good and bad, 

and a profound evolution in the relationship 

between father and son. At a time when 

many teenage boys are doing their utmost to 

shut out their parents, Gilmour's "film 

club" allows him a window into his son's life 

and thoughts. We also see Jesse develop 

from an insecure and apathetic teen into a 

bright and confident young man.  HG 

Spook Country by William Gibson. 

New York: G.P. Putnamôs Sons, 2007. 

Hardback. 371 pages. 978-0-399- 

15430-0 

A review of William Gibsonôs work 

suggests that the Vancouver author wrote 

science fiction until the real world became 

stranger than anything he could invent. Be 

that as it may, this story is set in the current 

world; the action begins in February 2006 

and Gibson refers both to contemporary 

political occurrences and also to ground-

breaking technological events. 

 The book is a complex thriller, 

focused on three main characters whose 

stories are told in alternating chapters. Hollis 

Henry was once a rock singer but she now 

hopes to make a living working as a 

journalist, and is currently writing a story on 

locative art (digital representations overlaid 

by means of GPS onto real landscape, 

visible only to those with the right VR 

equipment). Tito is a Chinese-Cuban whose 

family has a long history of working 

underground. Milgrim is a drug addict, kept 

captive by means of his dependency, so that 

his decoding skills can be put to work for a 

cause that is both mysterious and sinister. 

All of these characters eventually converge 

in the pursuit of a shipping container that is 

travelling the world and never landing, like a 

contemporary Flying Dutchman. Lurking in 

the background is Hubertus Bigend, a 

mysterious magnate who first appeared in 

Gibsonôs Pattern Recognition. 

 In this complicated and absorbing 

story, it is never quite clear who is on whose 

side. What does seem clear is that the 

underground world of the ñspooksò is 

overlaid onto our own universe, if only we 

could see it. The book demands a very 

attentive reading and offers an invitation to 

apply the same quality of attention to our 

political, cultural and financial assumptions. 

MM 

 

jPod by Douglas Coupland. Toronto: 

Random House Canada, 

2006. Hardback. 517 pages. 0-679- 

31424-5 

Coupland has written a book about the 

gaming world, and he has omitted no 

opportunity to remind his readers that this is 

a book. All the affordances of paper have 

been exploited in this interesting volume, 

starting with an extended verbal riff that 

completely covers the end papers, front and 

back, and concluding with a pseudo-replay 

button on the final page. In between, 

Coupland tells the story of a group of young 

people who lead such a surreal life that they 

barely notice when regular daily life turns 

equally surreal. Ethan Jarlewski is one of six 
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workers whose names all begin with J; as a 

working unit, they are nicknamed the jPod 

and they labour to create digital games. 

Unfortunately, their dedication to the cause 

of creating a magnificent game is sabotaged 

by the loony notions of a marketing 

executive, and of course, marketing wins, 

hands down. Ethan and his colleagues are 

required to insert a goofy cuddly turtle in the 

middle of their skateboard game. 

 What meaning there was in 

developing the skateboard game promptly 

evaporates, and the JPodsters resort to a kind 

of aimless anarchism at work. Ethan also 

finds it easy to transfer this feckless attitude 

to his home life, where it seems to fit 

appropriately in any case: Mom is a 

murderous drug-dealer and Dad is a failed 

actor with a passion for competitive 

ballroom dancing. Douglas Coupland 

appears as a character from time to time, 

detested by Ethan but occasionally powerful 

in the development of the plot. 

 This is a book to read now. It is 

utterly contemporary and very engaging. 

Coupland's Vancouver game company is a 

caricature but a compelling one. The 

iPodsters are appealing in their zany way, 

and Coupland's play with what paper can do 

is also interesting, if idiosyncratic and 

sometimes repetitive. The overall impact of 

the pointlessness of the jPodsters' work 

raises serious questions but Coupland does 

not belabour them, leaving them instead for 

readers to consider. MM 

 

What We All Long For by Dionne 

Brand. Toronto: Knopf Canada, 2005. 

Hardback. 336 pages. 0-67697-167-9. 

This book exemplifies the new, ultra-urban 

face of Canadian literature. Brand follows 

the stories of four twenty-somethings living 

in Toronto. Tuyen is the daughter of 

Vietnamese immigrants. She has moved out 

of her parentsô home against their wishes to 

pursue a career as an avant-garde artist. 

Throughout the novel, she tries to escape the 

family obligations her culture imposes on 

her, with limited success. Her friend Carla is 

the daughter of a white mother and a 

Jamaican father. Her life is still haunted by 

the memory of her motherôs suicide when 

she was five years old. She works as a bike 

courier, and tries to keep her younger 

brother Jamal out of trouble. Their friend 

Oku is a grad-school dropout pondering 

what he wants to do with his life. When he 

is not avoiding his immigrant fatherôs guilt-

trip lectures, heôs trying to woo Jackie, the 

daughter of black Nova Scotians whose 

dreams of a better life in the big city have 

yet to be realized. 

 What We All Long For is a hymn to 

Torontoôs multicultural diversity that lays 

bare the tensions that underlie the cityôs 

cultural fabric, even as it celebrates the 

wonderful possibilities that arise when so 

many different cultures live side by side. All 

of the young people in the novel are trying 

hard either to escape their parents, or to 

avoid becoming their parents. Friendship 

and love exist alongside violence and 

racism. Ultimately this is a story about 

modern Canadian cities and all of their 

perils and possibilities. HG 

 

Alligator by Lisa Moore. Anansi, 

2005. Hardback. 303 pages. 

0-88784-195-3 

Lisa Moore does a remarkable job of 

moving readers inside the heads of a number 

of characters: seventeen-year old Colleen 

who struggles with how to assert herself in 

an ecologically endangered world; nineteen-

year-old Frank who is trying to create an 

independent life after the death of his 

mother; Colleen's mother, a widow confused 

by her only child; Colleen's aunt, an aging 

film-maker; an actress in the film who is 

also getting older and worried about it; and 

the actress's mysterious and sinister Russian 

boyfriend. These people all live in 
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contemporary St. John's, a small city where 

they are likely to encounter each other in a 

variety of circumstances. A small 

coincidence can lead to much wider, 

important, occasionally violent 

consequences. 

 In this book, Moore not only 

captures the flavour of St. John's in 2004, 

she also portrays a wider view of 

contemporary life, often expressed in telling 

details. For example, her account of Colleen 

reading an erotic article in a new 

Cosmopolitan magazine while watching a 

video at the same time captures an instance 

of the small cognitive and emotional 

dissonances that we take for granted every 

day. In many ways this is a book about 

details. Moore has a stunning gift for the 

exact word to describe a nuance of 

perception or feeling. Not every reader will 

enjoy this book but those who do will find it 

breathtaking. MM 

 

Raymond and Hannah by Stephen 

Marche. Doubleday Canada, 2005. 

Hardback. 209 pages. 0-385-66041-3 

This book was published in early 2005 and 

attracted a great deal of attention in 

Canadaôs reviewing press for its frank and 

lyrical account of a brief sexual fling 

between two consenting young adults that 

turns into a longer-lasting and more 

complicated relationship. Raymond and 

Hannah meet at a party in Toronto and 

initially set off together for what they 

anticipate will be a one-night stand. The 

overwhelming nature of their first sexual 

encounter keeps them together for longer 

than they had anticipated, but soon Hannah 

is to leave the country to spend some time in 

Israel, learning more about her Jewish 

heritage, and they must decide what they 

want to do about this separation. 

 The book is told in very short units, 

glossed by a marginal synopsis of the main 

point of each section. The sex is joyful and 

also very explicit. The longer-term 

ramifications of this surprise connection are 

skilfully elaborated by Marche in this, his 

first novel. Hannah and Raymond must find 

ways to make their separate lives and 

priorities work together if they are to be able 

to stay connected, a common problem of 

early adulthood, and Marche explores the 

complications with zest. MM  

 

Hey Nostradamus by Douglas Coupland. 

Vintage Canada, 2004 (2003). Paperback. 

256 pages. 0-679- 31270-6 

This quirky and strangely haunting book has 

a plot centred on a fictitious Columbine-type 

school massacre in Vancouver. Seventeen-

year old Cheryl Anway, secretly married to 

a schoolmate, Jason, and newly pregnant, 

scribbles the eerie message "God is nowhere 

God is now here" on her binder just before 

she is gunned down. This message and the 

manner of Cheryl's death leave a legacy of 

hatred, fanaticism and religious fervour in 

the neighbourhood of the school and in the 

lives of the people who knew Cheryl. The 

book is narrated by four different characters: 

Cheryl narrating her own death; Jason 

describing his tormented life ten years later; 

Heather, the woman who tries to create a 

relationship with Jason; and Reg, Jason's 

father, who is a religious fanatic. 

 Written with Coupland's trademark 

dark humour, the novel is only partly 

successful. Cheryl's and Jason's versions of 

the story are gripping and exciting, but the 

novel begins to lose some of its narrative 

coherence in the last two stories. We cease 

to care as much about what happens to the 

characters and are left feeling vaguely 

dissatisfied by the end. Nevertheless, the 

book does have its strengths and fascinations 

and will be widely read by fans of 

Coupland's novels. IJ. 

 

Knocked Up: Confessions of a Modern 

Mother-to-Be by Rebecca Eckler. 
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Random House, 2004. Paperback. 374 

pages. 0-385-66037-5 

Part Sex and the City, part Bridget Jonesô s 

Diary, and part The Girlfriendôs Guide to 

Pregnancy, this book is a funny, intimate 

account about the perils and joys of 

impending motherhood. Eckler, a columnist 

with The National Post, is used to living a 

fabulous life, drinking cocktails and going to 

parties with her friends. So, when after their 

engagement party, she and her fiancé find 

themselves unexpectedly pregnant, Eckler 

must figure out how she is going to survive 

being knocked up. 

 Readers will follow Ecklerôs frank 

and realistic portrayal of the physical and 

emotional changes she underwent 

throughout her nine months of pregnancy. 

Written as a diary, in a light, easy-to-read 

style, Knocked Up is both entertaining and 

interesting. Readers follow along as Eckler 

discovers all things baby: prenatal vitamins, 

ultrasounds, all-day "morning" sickness, 

weight gain, and cravings. Throughout it all, 

even in the midst of the unpleasant aspects 

of pregnancy, Eckler keeps readers laughing 

with her insights, observations, and the 

crazy cast of characters who are as good as 

any you would find in a fictional story. 

 Although Knocked Up is a true story 

about a twenty-something journalist's 

experiences with pregnancy, young adult 

readers will be drawn into Rebecca Eckler's 

life. Her breezy style makes this a quick 

read and young adults will enjoy reading 

about a fabulous life in the big city, a life 

full of parties, cocktails, friendships, and 

babies. JdG  

 

Pattern Recognition by William Gibson. 

G.P. Putnam's Sons, 2003. Hardback. 356 

pages. 0-399-14986-4 

This absorbing book could hardly be more 

contemporary. Cayce Pollard is a young 

woman so sensitive to brand symbols and 

icons that she is worth a fortune to 

international companies trying to work out 

the next big trend so they can cash in on it. 

Cayce is also one of a small set of people 

known as footageheads. Obsessed by 

obscure film extracts that appear 

mysteriously on the Internet, they 

correspond about potential meanings. It 

doesn't take too long before one of the 

world's master entrepreneurs notices the 

marketing talent that has made the footage 

so irresistible to cool people. He enlists 

Cayce's help in tracking down the source of 

these films, and the result is a page-turning 

thriller with an obscure but rather satisfying 

ending. 

 Globe-trotting Cayce takes in the 

world's response to the events of September 

11, 2001, with an eye made sharp by pain: 

her father disappeared in New York City 

that day. They must presume him dead, yet 

his family had no inkling that he would go 

anywhere near the World Trade Center. 

Curiosity about her father's last hours (if 

indeed he is truly dead) is another hook that 

engages Cayce's rarefied attention. It is 

difficult to imagine how one might read this 

book without a fairly solid grasp of the 

Internet Age and its many new conventions 

and rules for social engagement. Gibson 

takes on much of the strangeness we now 

take for granted; this book is not science 

fiction in the strict sense of the word but it 

succeeds in making our own world feel like 

something invented. An intriguing story. 

MM 

 

It's a Good Life If You Don't Weaken: A 

Picture-Novella by Seth. Drawn and 

Quarterly Publications, 2003. Paperback. 

178 pages. 1-896597-70-X 

It is easy to fall into the trap of thinking that 

graphic novels are always full of action and 

superheroes, not to mention biffs and splats. 

This graphic novel, on the contrary, is 

contemplative. It involves a quest, but the 

quest is to find out more about a little-
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known gag cartoonist from the 1940s and 

1950s, Kalo. Kalo was a real person and 

examples of his work are included at the 

back of the book. The hero of this story is 

Seth, a cartoonist and cartoon fan, who 

worries about the way the world is 

deteriorating. Much of the book is taken up 

with his ruminations about social and 

cultural decline since the early part of the 

twentieth century. Seth the author-artist is 

terrific at using panels of landscape and 

scenery to convey a sense of place and a 

sense of passing time. The sometimes 

extreme introspection of the words is 

balanced by the necessity of looking 

outward at the world through the pictures. 

This contradiction is one of the compelling 

qualities of this book. 

 The general plot of this book 

involves Seth's pursuit of further 

information about Kalo. The images are 

conveyed in black, white, and a delicate 

shade of blue-grey. Everything about this 

book is quiet, but the overall impact is 

inviting. Originally published as six  

instalments in the comic book series 

Palookaville, the combined stories work 

together very appealingly. MM 

 

Happiness Ê by Will Ferguson. 

Penguin, 2002. Paperback. 352 pages. 

0-14-301271-1 (reviewed under its 

original title of Generica) 

What would happen if somebody published 

the ultimate self-help book that actually 

solved all the problems of everyone who 

read it? According to this rollicking satire, 

the world as we know it would come to a 

halt. Nobody would need to strive for 

anything ever again. Yet, as Edwin de Valu, 

the ñheroò of this funny story discovers, that 

nirvana of ultimate satisfaction all round 

might well cause different kinds of 

problems. 

 This book aims many telling and 

entertaining blows at contemporary society, 

the publishing industry, the self-help mania 

of our times ï and at many New Age notions 

along the way. Its main premise is utterly 

preposterous, but the sheer ridiculousness of 

the story does not prevent it from making 

many telling observations about North 

American life as we know it today. Its 

complex, larger-than-life plot and characters 

are engaging without necessarily being 

likable. The book is amusing and savage all 

at once. MM 

 

Stanley Park by Timothy Taylor. Alfred 

A. Knopf Canada, 2001. Hardback. 423 

pages. 0-676-97307-8 

Carefully nuanced characters, an intriguing 

plot, and thematic explorations of the 

relationships of people to their environment 

and food combine to make Stanley Park a 

rich and satisfying read. Chef Jeremy Papier, 

trained in France, returns home to 

Vancouver to open The Monkeyôs Paw 

Bistro, where he highlights local produce. 

His interest in peopleôs relationship to the 

food available in their surroundings, though, 

is oddly echoed by his eccentric 

anthropologist father who studies homeless 

people living in Vancouverôs Stanley Park. 

As Jeremyôs father is increasingly drawn 

into the lives of these seemingly rootless 

people, he also becomes obsessed with the 

mysterious deaths of two young children in 

the Park in the 1950s. When Jeremyôs 

financial stress threatens his restaurant, he is 

forced to turn to the creepy Dante, of the 

successful coffeehouse chain Danteôs 

Inferno. The discussions of culinary and 

restaurant styles add to the flavour and 

delight of this novel. JKM 

 

Miss September by François Gravel. 

Translated by Sheila Fischman. 

Cormorant, 1998 (1996). Paperback.  

179 pages. 1-896951-11-2 

A clever contemporary mystery told with 

humour and irony. Gravel effortlessly draws 
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readers into the plot with storytelling 

techniques and her ability to create a 

likeable protagonist in unlikely 

circumstances. Bored with her middle-class 

life and her parentsô and boy friendôs 

expectations, protagonist Genevieve Valliere 

graduates from a career as an exotic dancer 

to become a one-time bank robber in a near-

perfect heist. When she tries to launder the 

stolen money in a dry-cleaning business, she 

is pursued by both her former boyfriend and 

the police inspector who is trying to solve 

the crime. The book is fun and engaging to 

read. IJ 

 

The Tracey Fragments by Maureen 

Medved. Anansi, 1998. Paperback. 

149 pages. 0-88784-624-6 

This book is not for the squeamish. It tells 

the story of a runaway teenager, Tracey 

Berkowitz, aged fifteen, who describes 

herself as ñjust a normal girl who hates 

herself.ò Tracey has enormous problems: 

parents in bitter dispute, a lost little brother 

who thinks heôs a dog, a grandmother who 

died. In the grip of a profound depression 

she runs away but what happens next is not 

entirely clear as the ñfragmentsò described 

in the title move between reality and fantasy 

and we see life through Traceyôs eyes with 

no access to alternative perspectives. The 

effect is powerful but also claustrophobic; 

some readers will be entranced by the 

authorôs vivid imagery while others may 

object to the quantity of swearing or 

antagonized by Traceyôs hostility and 

despair. This is not a book to draw 

lukewarm responses. MM 

 

The Underwood by Patrick G. Tarr.  

Anvil Press, 1998. Paperback. 131 

pages. 1-895636-17-5 

Tarrôs novel raises the interesting question 

of whether a book written in three days can 

be a worthwhile read. In the case of The 

Underwood, winner of the 20th Annual 

International Three-Day Novel-Writing 

Contest, the answer is yes and no. Tarr 

succeeds in writing a humorous novel with 

vivid characters and a decent plot that, not 

surprisingly, tails off somewhat at the end of 

the book. The Underwood is a hotel with a 

glamorous past that has become run down 

and out of date. Enter the protagonist, Foster 

Lutz, an aspiring twenty-one-year-old 

pianist desperate for work, who, despite all 

probabilities, becomes a roaring 

entertainment success and begins to revive 

the hotelôs flagging reputation. Along the 

way, he becomes entangled with a motley 

crew of musicians and a new girl friend. 

Tarrôs first person narrator has a self-

deprecating ironic tone reminiscent of 

Holden Caulfield and much of the bookôs 

success rests on this quirky narrative style. 

The book isnôt a huge literary event, but it is 

fun to read and worth recommending. IJ 

 

Flyboy Action Figure Comes with Gasmask 

by Jim Munroe. HarperCollins Canada, 

1998. Paperback. 236 pages. 0-006-48091-

8 

Don't read this book on public transit, in a 

doctor's waiting room, or anywhere else 

where people will stare at you strangely if 

you start laughing out loud. Munroe's 

hilarious first novel tells the story of Ryan 

Slint, a 22-year-old student at the University 

of Toronto who has a secret identity -- he 

can turn into a fly. He has never told anyone 

about his ability, until he meets Cassandra, a 

waitress at the local diner. She's not exactly 

normal either -- she's an ex-punk rocker who 

can make things disappear into thin air. 

Naturally, they were made for each other. 

Inspired by the heroics of Sailor Moon, 

Ryan and Cassandra become the 

Superheroes for Social Justice and set out to 

battle the forces of darkness: cigarette 

companies, sexist police officers, and the 

Toronto Sun. Though much of the book is 
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uproariously funny, things take a serious 

turn in the end. Riding high on the success 

of their playful superhero pranks, Ryan and 

Cassandra are unprepared for a 

confrontation with true evil. Despite its 

over-the-top themes, the book is a realistic 

portrayal of undergraduate life: the 

roommates, the parties, the boredom of 

classes, the uncertainty about one's future, 

and the ups and downs of first love. Ryan is 

a likable character with a wry wit, and his 

observations of the cultural scene around 

him ring true. HG 

 

Polaroids from the Dead by Douglas 

Coupland. Regan-Harper Collins, 1996. 

Hardback. 199 pages. 0-06-039149-9 

This book offers a strange assortment of 

texts in different genres that may be better 

suited to using in extract form. The first ten 

entries are a linked selection of very short 

stories, vignettes even, of people attending a 

Grateful Dead concert. The middle section is 

a set of essays about different people and 

places, and the third section is an extended 

description of Brentwood, California, the 

site of the famous deaths of Marilyn Monroe 

and Nicole Brown Simpson. Coupland 

writes well but is master of a preciously 

ironic style that can become irritating in 

large doses. The book is sprinkled with 

many black-and-white photographs and will 

undoubtedly appeal to precocious teenagers. 

His capacity to skim the surface of popular 

culture makes him interesting to read but he 

has the potential to become far more 

interesting if he ever decides to explore 

some depths as well. IJ 

 

Back on the Rez: Finding the Way Home 

by Brian Maracle. Viking, 1996. 

Hardback. 306 pages. 0-670-85915-X 

Brian Maracle is middle-aged but sounds 

strangely young in this account of one manôs 

return to his roots. Maracle lived on the Six 

Nations Indian Reserve #40 until he was 

five years old, after which he grew up within 

the white mainstream in Canada and the 

United States. His adult life was spent in 

Vancouver and Ottawa, until 1993 when he 

decided to return to the reserve. This book 

tells the story of his first year back and is 

animated by his enormous enthusiasm for 

Indian traditions and sacred lore. He is 

realistic about some of the problems of 

reserve life but determined to tell a story that 

conveys both the positive and the negative 

aspects. The turn of the seasons is marked 

by four lyrical inserts, but for the most part 

this book is told in serviceable prose, 

alternating accounts of Maracleôs struggles 

with his dilapidated house and antiquated 

heating system with insights into community 

politics. Maracleôs insider/outsider status 

makes him a fascinating guide to many 

aspects of reserve life and language and 

makes the book highly accessible to those 

who have little idea of the complexities 

involved. MM 

 

Microserfs by Douglas Coupland. 

HarperCollins, 1995. Hardback. 371 

pages. 0-00-224494-7 

Microserfs by Douglas Coupland is 

about as contemporary as it gets, dealing 

as it does with the workaholic lives of a 

group of computer experts. The book is 

written as the journal entries of 26-yearold 

computer geek Dan, whoôs beginning to 

wonder if his all-consuming work and the 

shallow pleasures of his few leisure hours 

amount to a tolerable life. Characters are 

described in terms of their seven dream 

categories on a game of Jeopardy; in fact, 

one of the bookôs chief organizational 

elements is the making of innumerable lists. 

Slick, nonchalantly funny in its unending 

focus on brand-names and cutting in its 

views of the nihilistic pleasures of 

contemporary America, this is a book with 

great cult potential despite (or perhaps 

because of) its soft centre. MM 
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Family life 

 
Divisadero by Michael Ondaatje. 

Toronto: McClelland & Stewart,  

2007. Hardback. 273 pages. 098-0- 

7710-6872-0 

Anna, Claire and Cooper grow up as siblings 

but are actually not related by blood. 

Nevertheless, Claire always thinks of them 

as "a three-panelled Japanese screen, each 

one self-sufficient, but revealing different 

qualities of tones when placed beside the 

others" (156). This is a story of many such 

panels: one story opens onto another, which 

then alters the initial story in the way it 

reflects back onto it. The result is an 

intricate unfolding of contemporary and 

historical stories.  

 It sounds like a complicated read 

but it is actually very accessible. The three 

protagonists move from youth into 

adulthood with their stories separating and 

meeting. They also move from place to 

place and Ondaatje is powerful yet 

paradoxically delicate in his evocation of 

different worlds and values.  

 In short, an intriguing book that 

keeps readers turning the pages, one that 

begs to be re-read so that the final 

understandings can reflect back onto the first 

in something resembling a full circle - 

although Ondaatje is far too subtle to be 

quite as neat and tidy as this image would 

indicate. It is the kind of book where even 

the loose ends are satisfying. MM 

 

The Ladies' Lending Library by Janice 

Kulyk Keefer.  

Toronto: HarperCollins 2007. 

Hardback. 288 pages. 978-0-00-200743-6 

Anybody who has ever spent a summer, or 

even a weekend, at a cottage anywhere in 

Canada will find something to recognize in 

this book. Set in 1963 (the movie Cleopatra 

and the associated scandal involving 

Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton play a 

significant role in the lives of some of the 

characters), it tells the stories of the mothers 

and children who come to Kalyna Beach 

every year, to bake in the sun, to observe 

their neighbours' tribulations, and to grow 

up a little or a lot. Kalyna Beach is occupied 

by Ukrainian Canadian families ï the 

mothers remember the Old Country; the kids 

are not interested. 

 The family relationships, some 

loving and some hostile, are entirely 

convincing, and the author's selection of the 

details that intensify and/or reveal these 

relationships is inspired. The girls, the boys, 

the mothers, and one father are presented 

eloquently - though their own lack of 

eloquence is an element held in common by 

nearly everybody.  

 Summer stability, summer changes, 

immigrant life, crossgenerational 

misunderstandings, life in an ingrown 

community (many of these characters are 

related by blood or marriage), all these 

components of life at this particular set of 

cottages are conveyed so vividly that the 

haze and the heat of that summer sun seems 

to illuminate the pages. A very engaging 

novel. MM 

 

Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? by 

Anita Rau Badami. Toronto: Alfred  

A. Knopf Canada, 2007 (2006). 

Paperback. 432 pages. 978-0676976052 

Badami has followed the success of her 

previous two novels, Tamarind Mem and 

The Heroôs Walk, with this fascinating new 

novel that tells the stories of three women in 

India and Canada over more than 40 years. 

Each womanôs life is related as a separate 

story but linked with those of the other two. 

Their stories cover a time span from 1947, at 

the time of Partition in India, to the bombing 

of the Air India flight in 1985. Bibi-ji is the 

most colourful of the three women. She 



14 
 

emigrates to Vancouver where she sets up a 

restaurant with her husband, and achieves 

wealth and status among the Sikh 

community. Her life is marred by her lack of 

children and the disappearance of her sister 

during Partition in India. Her life intersects 

with that of her neighbour Leela, also an 

immigrant from India, who struggles to 

create a new hybrid identity for herself in 

Canada. The third woman, Nimmo, is 

orphaned by Partition and trying to rebuild 

her life with her family in Delhi. Badami 

gradually reveals how the personal lives of 

the three women are linked and how their 

fortunes are overshadowed by political 

situations in India and Canada. 

 The novel offers imaginative 

insights into immigrant experiences, 

revealing ties of love and family and the 

devastation of war and personal loss. The 

book creates a strong sense of place and 

character, and is at times humorous, other 

times poignant and tragic. It is a powerful 

and engaging read. IJ 

 

The Other Side of the Bridge by Mary  

Lawson. Toronto: Knopf, 2006. 

Hardback. 359 pages. 978-0676977462 

Mary Lawsonôs stunning second novel (the 

first was the award winning Crow Lake) is 

the story of two brothers Arthur and Jake 

Dunn growing up on a Northern Ontario 

farm in the years leading up to the Second 

World War. Although brothers, Arthur and 

Jake could not be more different: Arthur is 

dependable and dutiful and ready to take on 

the responsibilities of the family farm. Jake 

is charismatic, outgoing, and dangerous to 

know. Their fragile relationship is pulled 

even tauter with the arrival of Laura, the 

beautiful daughter of the townôs new 

minister. 

 Fast forward 20 years when Ian 

Christopherson, the teenage son of the 

townôs doctor, takes a job on the Dunn farm 

in order to be close to Laura, the object of 

his obsession. Young and idealistic and sure 

he knows the difference between right and 

wrong, Ian unwittingly becomes the catalyst 

that forces the past and the present to collide 

with great force. Told in alternating 

chapters, The Other Side of the Bridge 

seamlessly weaves together the stories of 

Arthur and Jake Dunn, Laura, and Ian  

Christopherson. 

 This book is a novel of jealousy, 

obsession, family, and friendship that will 

pull readers in from the first page. It is, 

however, a hard book to capture in a review 

without giving away too much information 

from the many sub-plots, so a strong 

recommendation will have to replace further 

details of the story. JdG 

 

Before I Wake by Robert J. Wiersema. 

Toronto: Random House Canada, 

2006. Hardback. 384 pages. 978-0- 

679-31373-1 

Wiersemaôs novel introduces a multitude 

of voices to tell this story of loss, 

redemption and forgiveness. Sherry Barrett 

is only three years old when she is critically 

injured by a hit-and-run driver and goes into 

a coma from which is not expected to wake. 

Miraculously, she begins breathing on her 

own and appears to have the power to heal 

anyone who touches her. The story of what 

happens to Sherry is told in a fractured, 

journalistic style by the characters who 

surround her, including her grieving parents, 

her nurse, the driver who caused her 

injuries, and a stranger who is determined to 

condemn those who have faith in the 

miracles Sherry performs. The novel is a 

fastpaced and intriguing read, and Sherryôs 

story raises many fascinating questions 

about the nature of faith and forgiveness. IJ 

 

The Perfect Circle by Pascale 

Quiviger. Translator Sheila 

Fischman. Toronto: Cormorant 

Books, 2006 (2004). Paperback. 224 
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pages. 978-1896951966 

This reflective novel on the nature of love 

won the Governor Generalôs award for 

fiction in French in 1994, and was a Giller 

Prize finalist in 2006 in English translation. 

The protagonist, Marianne, meets and falls 

madly in love with Marco while she is 

vacationing in Italy. Marco lives in a small 

village in Tuscany and has a habit of leaving 

Marianne to spend her days alone, then 

joining her for the occasional evening of  

conversation and tenderness. When she 

returns home to Montreal, Marianne cannot 

get Marco out of her head and returns to 

Italy to pursue her passion. She discovers 

that Marco is very much under the control of 

his mother and the love she hopes for falls 

short of her expectations. This is an interior 

novel with a beautiful sense of language that 

will appeal to a certain type of reader. IJ 

 

Joyland by Emily Schultz. Illus. Nate 

Powell. Toronto: ECW Press, 2006. 

Hardback. 295 pages. 1-55022-721-1 

Emily Schultz tells a story of the summer of 

1984 in the southernmost part of Ontario. 

Joyland, the local video arcade, shuts just as 

the summer holidays begin, and the local 

kids are left to their own devices for 

entertainment over the summer. Atari and 

computer games fill some of the void, but 

not all, and eventually the social vacuum 

created by the loss of the arcade fills with a 

sinister energy.  

 Chris and Tammy are brother and 

sister, aged 14 and 11, and for the purposes f 

this story are referred to as Player 1 and 

Player 2. The story alternates between their 

perspectives and Schultz does a good job of 

recreating the off-centre enthusiasms and 

horrors of early adolescence. The story is  

presented in close-up; we are shown the 

detailed surfaces surrounding Tammy or 

Chris, and we are given access to their 

thoughts and feelings as they absorb the 

events they can control and the ones they 

can't. The sensation of being inside their 

world is very vivid, and Schultz compounds 

this feeling by surrounding the characters 

with a meticulously accurate array of 1984 

artifacts ï a tactic which occasionally feels 

like too much of a good thing, but generally 

succeeds in creating a convincing 

atmosphere. It is sometimes necessary to 

read very carefully in order to follow the 

plot, but for the most part that care is 

rewarded in detail. 

 The climactic scene that ends the 

book is presented in some ways like a video 

game - yet, although the concluding scene 

plays and replays in Chris's head, real life 

does not offer the opportunity to undo 

events and play them differently. 

 Every word in this interesting novel 

seems to have been thought about quite 

carefully before being put in place. 

Occasionally this effort results in 

overwriting; occasionally it is possible to 

wish that basic plot events could be 

described more simply. For the most part, 

however, the writing is highly evocative and 

the emotional tone is successfully taut. A 

very interesting story that makes intelligent 

use of its motif of video games and presents 

two highly credible characters. MM 

 

The Island Walkers by John Bemrose. 

London: John Murray, 2005 (First 

published by McClelland & Stewart, 

2003). Paperback. 431 pages. 0-7195- 

6670-3 

An absorbing novel set in the summer of 

1965 in a small Southern Ontario mill town. 

The Walker family, Alf, Margaret, their two 

sons and daughter, have their lives disrupted 

when a union organizer comes to town and 

sets in motion a series of tragic events. The 

story follows the lives of each family 

member over the course of the summer as 

their relatively peaceful lives are gradually 

overtaken by frustrations, anger, conflict and 

family drama. The story has all the 
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ingredients of a soap opera: a troubled 

marriage, family secrets, a young man in 

love, a child in danger, betrayal of old 

friends. But the lyrical power of Bemroseôs 

writing and his insightful and incisive 

character portrayals lift the book to a more 

literary plane. In 2003 it was nominated for 

the Giller prize and subsequently longlisted 

for the Booker prize. The elegant prose and 

atmospheric writing may not endear the 

novel to everyone, but the power of 

storytelling will keep most readers turning 

the pages with fascination and interest in the 

lives of Bermoseôs complex characters. IJ 

 

Origin of Haloes, by Kristen den 

Hartog. Toronto: McClelland &  

Stewart, 2005. Hardback. 342 pages. 

0-7710-2620-X. 

Set in the town of Deep River, Ontario 

during the 1960s and 1970s, Origin of 

Haloes is the story of a lie and how it grows, 

often with unintended consequences. Kay 

Clancy is an up-and-coming gymnast with 

Olympic potential when, at the age of 16, 

she is impregnated by her gym coach, 

Russell Halliwell. Russell urges her to abort 

the baby, but instead she marries her high 

school sweetheart, Joe LeBlanc. She admits 

to Joe that he is not the baby's father, but 

allows him to think that another boy from 

their school forced himself on her. This 

seemingly small lie will have tragic 

consequences in the years ahead. Despite an 

inauspicious beginning, Kay and Joe have 

several happy years of married life, until Joe 

disappears without a trace while out on a 

canoe trip. No sign of the canoe or a body 

surfaces to confirm his death. Joe's children 

grow up thinking he might come back at any 

time, and longing for his return. This 

longing is especially acute in Margar, the 

youngest daughter, born after her father's 

disappearance.  

 While the LeBlanc family grows 

and flourishes, Coach Halliwell's family is 

imploding. His wife Marie finds out about 

the pregnancy, and is never able to forgive 

him. Their son Eddie grows from an 

overweight, shortsighted boy doomed to 

disappoint his athletic father, into a 

brooding, troubled artist. Though much of 

the book is filled with sadness, there are also 

moments of humour and family closeness. 

There are many likable characters, 

particularly Margar, a gangly, awkward girl 

with a vivid imagination and an instinct for 

mischief. HG 

 

A Perfect Night to Go to China by 

David Gilmour. Toronto: Thomas 

Allen Publishers, 2005. Hardback. 

179 pages. 0-88762-167-8 

This short but emotionally powerful novel 

won a 2005 Governorôs Generalôs literary 

award. Gilmourôs book creates a nightmare 

scenario of a young father who leaves his 

six-year old alone in his bedroom for a short 

time while he goes to a nearby bar for a 

drink. On his return, his son is gone. 

Through an emotive and powerful first 

person narrative, Gilmour offers readers 

insight into a desperate fatherôs search for 

his son through actions, thoughts and surreal 

dreams. At the same time, the novel 

explores the complex relationship between 

the protagonist and his estranged wife who 

blames him for their sonôs disappearance. 

Gilmourôs prose is rich with metaphors of 

remembrance, hope, loss and regret. This is 

a compelling read, hard to put down and 

impossible to forget. IJ 

 

The Girls by Lori Lansens. Toronto: 

Knopf, 2005. Hardback. 457 pages. 

0676977952. 

 I have never looked into my 

 sisterôs eyes. I have never bathed 

 alone. I have never stood in the 

 grass at night and raised my arms 

 to a beguiling moon. Iôve never 

 used an airplane bathroom. Or 



17 
 

 worn a hat. Or been kissed like 

 that. Iôve never driven a car. Or 

 slept through the night. Never a 

 private talk. Or solo walk. Iôve 

 never climbed a tree. Or faded 

 into a crowd. So many things 

 Iôve never done, but oh, how Iôve 

 been loved. And, if such things 

 were to be, Iôd live a thousands 

 lives as me, to be loved so 

 exponentially (p. 1). 

So begins Lori Lansens remarkable new 

novel The Girls. Set in small town Ontario, 

The Girls is the story of the worldôs longest 

living craniopagus twins. Rose and Ruby 

Darlen were born joined at the head in 1974 

and, when their frightened teenaged mother 

abandoned them, they were adopted by the 

eccentric and loving nurse who attended 

their birth and her husband, an immigrant 

butcher. 

 Known throughout their community 

as óthe girlsô, Rose and Ruby experience 

every detail of their life together. Yet, they 

are very much individuals, with different 

interests and ideas and perspectives on their 

lives. As they approach their thirtieth 

birthday, Rose, an aspiring writer, begins to 

write her own version of life as a conjoined 

twin. Ruby, who admits to being bored by 

books and writing, interjects occasionally to 

add her own chapter of the story. The Girls 

is the story of their lives. 

 Lori Lansens, well known for her 

first book Rush Home Road, delivers 

another powerfully moving book about 

characters you will not soon forget. The 

Girls is highly recommended. JdeG 

 

Lonesome Hero by Fred Stenson. 

Brindle & Glass, 2005 (originally 

published in 1974). Paperback. 180 

pages. 1-897142-03-X 

Fred Stenson's hilarious debut novel is back 

in print after a long hiatus, and it has aged 

amazingly well. Though a couple of 

references give away the book's 1970s 

setting, for the most part it could have been 

written yesterday. The protagonist, Tyrone 

Lock, is a moody twenty-something who 

fancies himself a philosopher. Possessed of 

a degree in economics which he has no 

desire to parlay into a job, Tyrone has a 

large measure of contempt for his parents 

and their dull conventionality, but doesn't 

mind living off of them while he figures out 

what he wants to be when he grows up. 

Older readers may find him somewhat 

adolescent and irksome (even Stenson 

admits in the afterword that thirty years after 

writing the book, he sympathizes more with 

the parents). But teens will identify closely 

with this angst-ridden soul. And Tyrone has 

many saving graces - he's witty, a shrewd 

observer of others' idiosyncrasies, and 

remarkably forthright about his own fears 

and shortcomings. As the book opens, 

Tyrone and his girlfriend are preparing to 

leave for a European tour. It's a trip Tyrone 

would do anything to avoid because, as he 

admits, he's a craven coward with no desire 

to seek out adventures in unknown places. 

Stenson wrote the novel at the age of twenty 

while travelling in Europe himself, and the 

youthfulness of the authorial voice makes 

this book a rare gem.  

 The book's cover blurb calls Tyrone 

"an undergraduate Adrian Mole," and the 

comparison is an apt one. HG 

 

The Singing Fire by Lilian Nattel.  

Vintage Canada, 2004. Paperback. 

321 pages. 0-676-97601-8 

As she did in her first novel, The River 

Midnight, Nattel weaves together the stories 

of several generations of Jewish women to 

bring a community and an historical period 

to life in rich detail. 

 The Singing Fire is set primarily in 

the one-square mile of the Jewish ghetto in 

Victorian Londonôs east end and centres on 

the fate of two immigrants: Nehama Korzen 
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and Emilia Rosenberg. Nehama is seventeen 

when she arrives in London in 1875 after 

running away from Plotsk and the poor 

marriage prospects a meagre dowry and five 

older sisters bring. She is immediately lured 

off the dock by a friendly-looking, Yiddish-

speaking man who claims to be a 

countryman and forced into prostitution. 

After a year, Nehama manages to flee into 

the neighbouring ghetto and is taken in by a 

young couple who find her bleeding on their 

doorstep. Eleven years later, Nehama is on 

the dock again ï driven there by nightmares 

of her past. On the dock she sees twenty-

year-old Emilia, pregnant and alone, fleeing 

Minsk and her abusive father and her 

beloved but emotionally damaged mother, 

marked for prostitution as she gets off the 

boat. Nehama intervenes and provides 

Emilia with a safe place to stay. And so 

Emilia and Nehamaôs lives converge for a 

while in Frying Pan Alley and remain 

connected through the daughter Emilia 

leaves behind when she leaves the ghetto. 

Both women are strong, independent 

characters but it is their relationships with 

friends, husbands, families and their 

grandmotherôs ghosts that sustain them (and 

provide much of the pleasure for the reader) 

as they learn to accept their pasts and forge 

very different lives for themselves in the 

free land. 

 Readers who like historical fiction 

with lots of sensory detail, a touch of magic 

realism, a hint of soapopera and wonderful 

writing will find much to appreciate here. EJ 

 

A Complicated Kindness by Miriam  

Toews. Knopf Canada, 2004. 

Hardback. 246 pages. 0-676-97612-3 

Nomi Nickel, a sixteen-year-old Mennonite 

in Southern Manitoba, is rebelling against 

the constraints of the community. Her 

mother and sister have physically 

disappeared and her father has distanced 

himself in a world of his own making. 

Nomiôs voice is sure and true as she tells the 

reader about her growing alienation with the 

community and its members as she herself 

matures and reaches out to the wider 

universe outside of this community. It is a 

coming of age story that will engage the 

hearts and minds of readers of all ages but is 

particularly poignant for teens who are also 

undergoing their search for their own 

identities in relationship to their families, 

their communities and the wider world at 

large. It is a story told with compassion, 

humour, and honesty and without evoking 

stereotypes and intolerance. 

 It was a Giller Prize Finalist and has 

received many literary awards such as 

CLAôs Young Adult Canadian Book Award 

Winner, The Governor Generalôs Literary 

Award for Fiction and the Young Minds 

Award in the UK. While it garnered awards 

for young readers, it was published and 

received as an adult novel which is why it is 

included in this listing. GdV 

 

The Swinging Bridge by Ramabai 

Espinet. Harper Collins Canada, 2004 

(2003). Paperback. 306 pages, 0-00-

648595-2 

Espinetôs novel, steeped in the rhythms of 

Caribbean life, is a moving account of 

immigration and the power of memory. 

Mona, the main character, has grown up in 

Montreal, but her life is overshadowed by 

memories of her early life in San Fernando, 

Trinidad. At the start of the novel, Mona is 

facing a time of crisis. She is in a 

relationship with a journalist that seems to 

be going nowhere, her parents are living 

unhappily in Toronto and her brother is 

dying in a hospice. When she agrees to 

travel back to Trinidad to negotiate the re-

purchasing of family land, she is confronted 

with her childhood memories and many 

secrets from her familyôs past. Gradually, as 

Mona learns more about her great-

grandmotherôs Indian heritage, she begins to 
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piece together her family history and to 

understand her own fractured and displaced 

life. Espinet effortlessly weaves together 

Monaôs present life in Canada with her past 

memories of life in Trinidad and all the lives 

that went before her, particularly of the 

woman in her familyôs past who came from 

India to an unknown life in the Caribbean. 

The novel is poignant and humorous, rich in 

metaphor and allegory. It is an appealing 

and insightful read. IJ 

 

The Momentum of Red by Monica 

Kidd. Polestar, 2004. Paperback. 

268 pages. 1-55192-682-2 

The Momentum of Red is a coming-of age 

story for a father and daughter relationship. 

 Randy is the fifty-something father 

of Mary, his only child who he has fiercely 

loved and protected since his wife died in 

childbirth. Randy and Maryôs close bond is 

tested and changed when twenty-one year 

old Mary gets involved with Darren, a 

charming, ñbadboyò journalist in town to 

cover the Juniper Butte Cowboy Poetry 

Festival. When Darren loses his job with the 

paper and moves in with Mary what started 

out as an exciting affair quickly changes into 

something darker and more complicated. 

Both Randy and Mary struggle with the 

boundaries of their relationship as Maryôs 

relationship with Darren starts to go wrong. 

 The plot holds few surprises for 

anyone who has ever watched a TV drama; 

however, the snappy dialogue and the poetic 

language, particularly in describing the 

Southern Alberta prairie landscape, raises 

this book to a much different level. The way 

the story moves back and forth among the 

perspectives of the main characters 

(primarily Mary and Randy but Darren gets 

his own chapter later on) and between the 

present and the past also makes it more 

compelling. EJ 

 

All That Matters by Wayson Choy. 

Doubleday, 2004. Hardback. 423 

pages. 0-385-25759-7 

In All that Matters, award-winning author 

Wayson Choy goes back to the characters 

and places he first wrote about in The Jade 

Peony to bring us this long awaited sequel. 

With beautiful language and gentle style, 

Choy gives readers a glimpse into life in 

Vancouverôs Chinatown during the Great 

Depression and World War Two.  

 Told from the perspective of First 

Son, Kiam-Kim, All that Matters continues 

the story of the Chen family. Having come 

to Vancouver from their small village in 

China, Kiam-Kim, his hard working father, 

and his fierce grandmother, Poh-Poh, arrive 

in Canada with hopes for a better future. 

Kiam-Kim knows that, as First Son, it is his 

responsibility to maintain his familyôs 

honour and set a good example for his 

Canadian-born brothers and sister. As Kiam-

Kim grows up, his understanding of family 

and his role in his family is complicated by 

his growing awareness of the world and 

people around him. Part family story and 

part growing up story, All that Matters is a 

story full of memorable characters, 

wonderful stories, and vibrant locations. 

 Although it is a sequel, All that 

Matters stands alone and can be read 

without previous knowledge of the story. 

Young adult readers will be drawn into the 

story of Kiam-Kim and his family as Choy 

takes them on a journey into the past. 

Nominated for the 2004 Giller Prize, All that 

Matters is beautiful story that is highly 

recommended. JdG  

 

River of the Broken Hearted by David 

Adams Richards. Doubleday, 2004. 

Paperback. 448 pages. 0-385-65888-5 

This is the story of three generations of one 

Maritime family. Janie McCleary, her son 

Miles, and her grand-daughter Ginger are 

bound by the past and moving into an 

uncertain future. Janie owns one of the first 
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movie theatres in the Maritimes, but is 

weighed down by a long-running family 

feud and the deceitful Joey Elias, who will 

stop at nothing to put an end to Janieôs 

successes. Janieôs son Miles is 

misunderstood and when misfortune befalls 

his family, he retreats into alcoholism and 

eccentricity. Finally, Ginger is much like her 

grandmother, smart, funny, and spirited, but 

she lacks her grandmotherôs common sense 

and ends up allying herself with the one 

person who wants to destroy her and her 

family. 

 Full of strong, memorable 

characters, this is a story of good and evil, of 

families, and of history. David Adams 

Richards, a previous winner of both the 

Governor Generalôs Award and the Giller 

Prize, has based this novel on his own 

family. His family owned a theatre in New 

Brunswick and Janie McCleary is based on 

his own grandmother. Narrated by Wendell 

King, another of Janie McClearyôs 

grandchildren who states that ñthis in a way 

is a journey back in time to see how I was 

damnedò (p. 4), River of the Broken Hearted 

is a multi-layered epic that will engage 

strong young adult readers. JdG 

 

The Perpetual Ending by Kristen den 

Hartog. Alfred A. Knopf Canada, 

2003. Paperback. 276 pages. 0-676- 

97457-0 

This novel opens with a quotation from the 

Gospel of St. Thomas: "On the day when 

you were one you became two. But when 

you become two, what will you do?" This is 

the question that has haunted Jane, the 

protagonist, for most of her life. She and her 

identical twin Eugenie lead an idyllic small-

town existence in Deep River, Ontario. As 

twins, they are bound by a special feeling of 

oneness. When they are ten, their life is 

changed by their mother's decision to leave 

their alcoholic father and move to Toronto, 

taking them with her. Eugenie thrives in 

their new home, but Jane is appalled by the 

dirtiness and poverty of the big city, and 

homesick for her father and her small town. 

When their father shows up in Toronto, 

begging them to come home with him, Jane 

convinces Eugenie to come ï a decision that 

will change their lives. Driving back to Deep 

River, their father gets into a car accident, 

and Eugenie is killed. Jane moves through 

the rest of her life with a sense of 

incompleteness and loss, unable to really 

connect with anyone. "Twins who lose a 

twin are always looking," she explains. She 

grows up, leaves home, and begins earning a 

living as a writer of magical stories, many 

involving twins or characters who are 

searching for their other half. She falls in 

love with Simon, an illustrator, but her grief 

for her sister prevents her from loving him 

completely. When she receives news that 

her mother is dying, Jane is forced to 

explore her past and lay her sister's ghost to 

rest. 

 Though the story contains its share 

of sadness, it is brightened by Jane's happy 

memories of her childhood, and by the 

resolution she reaches at the end. Jane's 

stories, embedded within the novel, are also 

enjoyable for their magic realism. HG 

 

Family Matters by Rohinton Mistry.  

McClelland and Stewart, 2002. 

Hardback. 487 pages. 0-7710-6127-7 

Rohinton Mistryôs Family Matters takes us 

to Bombay in the mid-1990s. Nariman 

Vakeel is a seventy-nine year old widower 

with Parkinsonôs disease who lives with his 

two middle-aged stepchildren in a once 

elegant apartment. Coomy, a bitter and 

domineering woman, and her brother Jal, 

quiet and mild mannered, resent the care and 

attention they must provide to their ailing 

stepfather. Coomy plots to turn his round-

the-clock care over to Roxana, Narimanôs 

sweet-tempered daughter after he falls and 

breaks his ankle. When Nariman takes up 
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residence with Roxana, her husband Yezad, 

and their two young sons, it sets in motion a 

chain of events that lead the whole family 

into turmoil. Already facing financial 

problems, Yezad finds that the added 

responsibility of having his father-in-law 

living with them, pushes him into a scheme 

of deception involving his eccentric 

employer at Bombay Sporting Goods 

Emporium. Ultimately, the family must face 

the truths about their past and confront 

situations over which they have no control. 

 Family Matters is beautifully 

written with remarkable characters who are 

living their lives in the best way they can. 

As they overcome tragedy and ultimately 

accept each other ófor better or worseô, this 

family is strengthened and unified by their 

shared experiences. Readers will immerse 

themselves in the lives of these people and 

be sorry to say good-bye to them when they 

turn the final page. JdG 

 

Downhill Chance by Donna Morrissey. 

Penguin, 2002. Paperback. 428 

pages. 0-14-303360-3 

Fans of Morrisseyôs bestselling first novel, 

Kitôs Law, will not be disappointed with 

Downhill Chance. Like Kitôs Law, Downhill 

Chance has the feel of small-town gossip ï 

where the teller relishes discussing the 

juiciest, ówarts-and-allô business of the 

neighbours, but all with an undertone of 

affection and deep familiarity. 

 Downhill Chance is set in two 

isolated outport communities in pre- 

Confederation Newfoundland during and 

after the Second World War. The novel 

centers on Clair Gale but it is really the story 

of two families, the Osmonds from Rocky 

Head, and the Gales from The Basin. The 

two families are connected by the war and 

marriage and threatened by secrets from the 

past. 

 Like many family sagas the story 

moves in and out of melodrama and the 

secrets that supposedly drive the plot are not 

all that difficult to figure out. The story is 

sustained, however, by strongly realized 

characters, wonderful dialogue and a setting 

that is depicted to be both familiar and 

exotic. In the end, you care as much about 

these close communities as about the people, 

and you are left understanding just a little bit 

more how a remote war that is ñno place for 

a thinking manò can have a lasting effect on 

a family and a community. EJ 

 

Crow Lake by Mary Lawson. Alfred 

A. Knopf Canada, 2002. Hardback. 

294 pages. 0-676-97479-1 

Kate Morrison is seven when her parents die 

without warning in a car crash. Her older 

brothers Luke, 19, and Matt, 17, undertake 

the substantial task of looking after Kate and 

their baby sister Bo. It is a heroic 

undertaking for two boys in their late teens, 

although Kate, who narrates the story, only 

partially understands how difficult their 

lives become. 

 Kate hero-worships Matt, and 

readers of this book must move beyond her 

account to find ways of rendering justice to 

Luke, who is the lynch-pin who keeps the 

family together. Throughout this elegantly 

told story, Kate is consistently limited by the 

boundaries of her own perceptions and 

readers must fill in the gaps in her 

storytelling. Kate not only doesn't 

understand her brothers very well; she is 

also unaware of the many undercurrents and 

tensions in the broader community of the 

small town of Crow Lake that drive the plot 

of this story at an ever faster pace. 

 This is a story about a family under 

duress; it is also a story about education, the 

value placed on education in some cultures, 

and the mischief such a valuation can cause 

when it is not balanced by respect for other 

human virtues. The story reads simply, but 

there is a sharp angle of rising tension as the 

young Morrisons grow older, frustrated in 
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many different ways without parents to help 

them or provide opportunities for them, and 

caught in the web of Crow Lake life. 

 Cleverly told, deceptively simple, 

and subtle in its social insights, this is a 

book to enjoy at more than one level. MM 

 

Canterbury Beach by Anne Simpson. 

Penguin Viking, 2001. Hardback. 312 

pages. 0-670-89484-2 

Based on the old schema of Chaucerôs 

Canterbury Tales, this book tells the story of 

a family returning to the Maine cabin where 

they have spent many summers. Verna and 

Allistair have been visiting this coastal spot 

for forty years; their children are now grown 

and most of them are making the trek from 

Nova Scotia this summer. The two cars set 

out in convoy. There are four adult children 

in the family: Neil, Spike, Evelyn, and 

Garnet. Neil is not coming with the others 

but is represented on this trip by his 

estranged wife Robin. Garnet has not made 

any connection with his family for a number 

of years, but his mother hopes he may show 

up this time, and this hope fuels her trip. 

 The complex interweavings of this 

family dominate the linked stories of this 

book. The intricate plotlines of family 

politics are more than sufficient to fill an 

entire book. Some issues are resolved, others 

are simply aggravated, but the life of the 

family is persuasive and the book as a whole 

makes very interesting reading. MM 

 

Monkey Beach by Eden Robinson. 

Vintage Canada, 2001 (2000). 

Paperback. 378 pages. 0-676-97322-1 

Lisamarie Hill is a heroine to remember. 

When we meet her at the age of about 20, 

she has just learned that her only brother, 

Jimmy, is missing from his fishing trawler. 

The book interweaves the story of how 

Jimmy was lost with Lisamarieôs 

recollections of her life growing up on the 

British Columbia coast. Her Haisla heritage 

resonates on every page, as does her 

stubborn character and determination to 

grow up her own way. Her gift of prophecy 

has seldom brought her joy; usually it is pain  

and loss that she foresees. Nevertheless, this 

is not a gloomy book ï or rather, it is not 

just sad, for sadness certainly dominates 

some of the pages, as laughter and 

amazement dominate others. Lisaôs 

description of her life is both contemporary 

and approachable. Her account of her 

extended family rings true; they are not 

always wise or even sensible but they do 

have a full sense of life. 

 By turns dark, funny, spiritual, 

angry, and poetic, but invariably highly 

readable, this book is a major 

accomplishment. Many readers will come 

away from it feeling they have changed as a 

result of reading it. MM 

 

Open Arms by Marina Endicott.  

Douglas & McIntyre, 2001. 

Paperback. 248 pages. 1-55054-840-9 

In this wonderful first novel told in three 

distinct parts, we get to look in on the 

heroine, Bessie Smith Connolly, at the ages 

of 17, 20 and 24 as she struggles to come to 

terms with her family and find her place in 

the world. At 17, mourning the death of her 

grandfather and a recent breakup with her 

boyfriend, she moves away from the Nova 

Scotia home of the grandparents who raised 

her to Saskatchewan to be with her mother 

Isabel. Isabel is a part-time singer who 

shares a house with her ex-husband's second 

ex-wife, Katherine, and child, Irene. In Part 

2, at 20, Bessie travels with her step-sister, 

Irene, to Galiano Island to spend the 

Christmas holidays with their father and his 

very pregnant and soon-to-deliver-twins 

girlfriend. In Part 3, at 24, a pregnant Bessie 

and her grandmother take to the road to find 

Bessie's mother who has disappeared, 

following a trail that leads them from  

Northern Saskatchewan to the B.C. interior 
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and back. Strong, appealing characters make 

this book work. In the end, the story is both 

funny and wise and has a lot to say about the 

mother and daughter relationship and the 

contemporary family. EJ 

 

Baroque-a-nova by Kevin Chong. 

Penguin Books, 2001. Paperback. 232 

pages. 0-14-100025-2 

This book tells an absorbing story of a 

teenage boy trying to come to terms with the 

suicide of his mother, a woman who is 

known to him only through different kinds 

of records of her earlier life as a music star. 

The book takes place over the week of her 

death. Not surprisingly, 18-year-old Saul is 

not quite sure what to think or feel when he 

hears of his motherôs death. His school life 

is messy; his family life even more so. He 

speaks directly to the reader and 

successfully  conveys much of the 

uncertainty of being a teenager, particularly 

one who is temporarily in the public eye. 

This book is a first novel and shows some 

unevenness, especially in the tone of voice 

of its first person narrator. Nevertheless, it 

does a good job of getting inside the 

experience of being a teen trying to find a 

place in the world. MM 

 

Clara Callan by Richard B. Wright.  

HarperFlamingo, 2001. Hardback. 

415 pages. 0-00-200501-8 

This award-winning novel by Richard 

Wright tells the story of two sisters who are 

facing the future with both hope and 

uncertainty. Clara Callan is a schoolteacher 

in a small Ontario town near Toronto. Her 

sister, Nora, is a radio soap opera star and 

lives in New York City. The stories of both 

their lives are told through a series of letters 

and diary entries. Interwoven with the 

sisters' personal stories of love and loss and 

adventure is a story of the times. It is the 

1930s and the Dionne quintuplets are 

making headlines around the world, the 

Depression is affecting people in both 

Canada and the United States, people escape 

from their own lives through radio and 

television, and war is brewing in Europe. 

 Although these two sisters are very 

different, their lives are woven together by 

both family history and social expectations 

for young women at this time. With vivid 

imagery and rich, wonderful characters, 

Clara Callan is by turns dark, funny, joyful, 

and sad. JdG  

 

Robbiestime by Don Dickinson. 

HarperCollins Canada, 2001 (2000). 

Paperback. 324 pages. 0-006-48530-8 

Robbie Hendershot is the 11-year-old son of 

a World War II airman and his British war 

bride. Though he is growing up in 

Saskatchewan in the 1950s, his life has been 

shaped by the European war that brought his 

parents together. After completing a timeline 

assignment for a history class, he applies the 

concept to his family history, dividing it into 

three eras: "beforethewar," "duringthewar," 

and "afterthewar." He puzzles over his 

parents' troubled marriage, certain that their 

problems are caused by something that 

happened "duringthewar."  When his mother 

takes his little brother back to England for a 

visit, Robbie grapples with the possibility 

that they may not return. While the setting is 

suggestive of W.O. Mitchell, the story is 

more hard-edged and less sentimental than 

Who Has Seen the Wind? The character, 

narrative style, and the portrayal of the 

relationships between brothers are 

reminiscent of Roddy Doyle's Paddy Clarke, 

Ha, Ha, Ha. HG 

 

What the Body Remembers by Shauna 

Singh Baldwin. Vintage Canada, 2000 

(1999). Paperback. 515 pages. 0-676- 

97318-3 

Baldwinôs novel, set in India during the 

1930s and 1940s, reads like a finely woven 

tapestry of characters, cultures and dramatic 
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historical events. The power and poignancy 

of the story lies in the rich portrayal of the 

three main characters: Roop, beautiful and 

naïve, who dreams of marrying into wealth 

and happiness, but is unprepared for her fate 

as the second wife of Sadarji, a rich 

landowner; Satya, the supplanted first wife, 

who is intelligent and loyal but unable to 

bear a child; and Sadarji himself, who 

struggles to find his place amidst the 

separatist tensions of a divided India. The 

novel effectively moves between the 

perspectives of the main characters, and 

presents a fascinating portrayal of love, 

intrigue, jealousy and treachery. The book is 

long, and the plot complex, but it is an 

absorbing and memorable read. IJ 

 

Mercy Among the Children by David 

Adams Richards. Doubleday Canada, 

2001 (2000). Paperback. 432 pages. 0- 

385-25995-6 

Lyle Henderson is an angry young man - 

angry at his neighbours, but most of all at 

his father, Sydney. When Sydney was 12, he 

pushed another boy off a roof in a fit of 

anger, and swore that if God let the boy live, 

Sydney "would never raise his hand or his 

voice to another soul." The boy lived, and 

Sydney has kept his promise during the rest 

of his life. As a result, he has been 

persecuted by the residents of his 

hardscrabble community in rural New 

Brunswick. Even when he is accused of 

murder, he refuses to defend himself. Lyle 

and his sister Autumn grow up in the 

shadow of their father's persecution, and 

Lyle struggles to reconcile his father's 

pacifist teachings with the code of violence 

and self-interest that appears to bring 

success to others. He both hates and tries to 

emulate Mathew Pit, the tough-guy 

neighbour who is the cause of much of the 

family's trouble. He feels both love and 

contempt for his father, who refuses to fight 

back against the family's enemies. Richards 

crafts a painfully realistic portrait of a 

confused adolescence. This book is a timely 

meditation on the ultimate futility of both 

extreme pacifism and extreme vengefulness. 

There is no neat and tidy ending here, but 

the book's moral ambiguity will provide 

food for thought for adolescent readers. HG 

 

Raspberries on the Yangtze by Karen 

Wallace. Simon and Schuster, 2000. 

Paperback. 148 pages. 0-689-82796-2 

Karen Wallace now lives in England but she 

lived in Quebec until her early teens, and 

this story of childhood is set on the Gatineau 

River. The narrator is Nancy, who roams the 

countryside with her brother Andrew, her 

fatherless friends Amy and Clare, and her 

enemy Sandra Wilkins, whose sister Tracy 

is mysteriously at odds with their mother. 

 Nancy thinks she knows all there is 

to know about love and hate, lust and babies, 

but her understanding is far more limited 

than she realizes. Still, she knows enough to 

realize that something is very wrong with 

the Wilkins family. The hot, free, summer 

days should be untroubled, but even half-

understood secrets can interfere with the 

simplest childhood pleasures. 

 This short novel is easy to read and 

conveys the joys and frustrations of 

childhood very evocatively. MM 

 

A Good House by Bonnie Burnard. 

HarperPerennialCanada, 2000 (1999). 

Paperback. 283 pages. 0-00-648526-X 

Bonnie Burnard, in her Giller Prize-winning 

novel, recounts the lives of three generations 

of the Chambers family, from World War II 

to the late 1990s. Bill returns from the war 

to Sylvia and their three children, minus 

three fingers from his right hand. But, alive 

and comfortable, Bill and Sylvia count 

themselves lucky, and they establish their 

ñgood houseò with a solid and gentle love 

that sustains their growing family. The novel 

begins and ends with Stonebrook Creek, 
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which winds through the town, a mild 

hazard mostly ignored by townspeople, as 

ñ[t]here was certainly no changing it.ò The 

course of the familyôs life also winds and 

twists, re-directing around obstacles, 

through random accidents and illness, hiding 

secrets, separating then flowing together 

again. Unlike the successive generations in 

many multigenerational novels, the children 

and grandchildren of Bill and Sylvia are 

fully  realized characters whose lives 

intertwine and develop apart from their 

relationships to the first generation. 

 Burnardôs gift as a storyteller is the 

rare combination of delicacy and 

uncompromising directness. She captures 

the smallest emotional nuances of family 

life, detailing the quiet, often secret ways in 

which momentous changes occur for 

individuals and reverberate throughout a 

family. Her prose is hypnotic, at once lyrical 

and visceral. This novel has the power to 

make readers look again at their own lives 

and families with renewed understanding 

and respect. JKM 

 

Summer Gone by David Macfarlane. 

Vintage Canada, 2000 (1999). 

Paperback. 266 pages. 0-676-97280-2 

ñSummer is the stillness between things.ò 

This line is the motto of Bayôs summer 

camp, and one of the themes of this sad and 

beautiful story. As a child, Bay goes to 

summer camp only once. Once, as a family 

man, he summers in a cottage in the same 

vicinity of northern Ontario. Later again, he 

takes his son on a canoe trip in the same 

territory, now as a divorced father trying to 

find ways to talk to his child. Yet the sense 

of the stillness between things is very 

important to his life; so is the sense of one 

time overlapping another. Macfarlane tells 

this story out of sequence and the reader is 

constantly kept on the alert to find clues to 

the puzzle of Bayôs life. The boy is father to 

the man; the man is father to another boy. 

The repetition of summers marking off 

enormous changes even as they 

simultaneously mark the stillness is a 

complexity that Macfarlane handles well; 

the sights, sounds, and smells of the summer 

rituals are vivid and memorable. At one 

level, the book reads like a mystery; at 

another level, it is a poem to summers by the 

lake, any Canadian lake. What it is like to be 

a boy who only partially understands what is 

going on around him is skilfully conveyed, 

in part because the reader for much of the 

book is also attempting to make a complete 

story out of fragments. Hard to put down. 

MM 

 

No Great Mischief by Alistair  

MacLeod. McClelland & Stewart, 

1999. Hardback. 283 pages. 0-7710-5567-6 

The opening pages of this book describe 

Alexanderôs regular visit to his alcoholic and 

semi-derelict brother, Calum. It is hard to 

imagine a more desolate life than Calumôs, 

or a more unlikely beginning to a story that 

is tender and cruel by turns. The heart of the 

story lies in Cape Breton Island, though 

much of the action takes place in other parts 

of Canada. Alexander and his twin sister 

Catherine are orphaned at the age of three 

when their parents and brother drown while 

crossing the spring ice. Their three much 

older surviving brothers strike out on their 

own; the little ones are raised by their 

grandparents. Thus begins a great social, 

intellectual, and financial gulf between the 

siblings, one that affects all the other events 

in the story. As a historical novel about the 

Scots in Canada, as a social account of how 

people are formed by class and education 

but also by luck, as a subtle story about 

family divisions and loyalties, as a splendid 

piece of writing, this novel is exceptional. 

MM 

 

A Life in the Bush: Lessons from My 

Father by Roy MacGregor. Penguin 
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Viking, 1999. Hardback. 374 pages. 

0-670-88082-5 

Duncan MacGregor lived most of his 88 

years in or around the Algonquin Park, 

working with loggers and building a 

profound imaginative life around his 

insatiable reading, his encyclopaedic 

knowledge of sports, especially baseball and 

hockey, and his exploits as a fisherman. This 

book describes life in the bush from an 

insiderôs perspective; Roy, the third of his 

four children, provides an account of the 

hardships, the joys, and the idiosyncrasies of 

one manôs life. The book is illustrated by a 

sparse selection of family photographs, 

which also speak eloquently of what was 

and was not taken for granted in the 1950s 

and afterwards in the depth of the Ontario 

wilderness.  

 In some ways, Dunc led an 

uneventful life. He was remarkably 

unjudgmental about his children and in this 

book his son returns the favour. Yet the 

book is remarkably rich. Roy MacGregor is 

not sentimental about either of his parents or 

about the landscape in which they chose to 

live their lives and raise their children; yet 

the depth and honesty of his affection for all 

three is a powerful engine to this story. The 

book provides an insight into Canadian 

experience as seen from the wilderness 

looking outwards towards city life. It will be 

a rare reader who does not remember certain 

aspects of the book for a long, long time. 

Anyone who has ever soaked in the quiet of 

an empty corner of the country will find an 

imaginative home in some part of this story. 

MM 

 

Any Known Blood by Lawrence Hill. 

HarperCollins, 1997. Hardback. 509 

pages. 0-00-224567-1 

Lawrence Hillôs new book is a long, dense 

family saga. It is a fictionalized account of 

five generations of a black family in 

Ontario. The novel depicts the fascinating 

history of this African-Canadian-American 

family beginning with the slave trade in 19th 

century Virginia and moving to the 

contemporary small and elegant town of 

Oakville, Ontario, which was once a final 

destination for the Underground  Railroad. 

The book begins with the story of Langston 

Cane V, recently divorced and childless, 

who loses his job as a speech writer when he 

inserts some inflammatory comments into a 

speech given by a government official. In a 

search for his roots, he returns to Baltimore 

to discover his familyôs past and his own 

place within it. Digging through old family 

documents, Langston re-creates the past 

histories of his intrepid and illustrious 

ancestors, culminating with the story of his 

own parents who shocked their families with 

their inter-racial marriage. The book is long 

and at times confusing with the inter-

generational mix. The characters, however, 

are lively and engaging and their stories 

fascinating. This is an aspect of Canadian 

history that has long been ignored and 

unheard. Lawrence Hill has admirably filled 

in this gap with a saga that reflects much of 

his own family history. IJ 

 

No Crystal Stair by Mairuth  

Sarsfield. Toronto: Stoddart, 1997. 

Paperback. 247 pages. 0-77376-002-4. 

This book didn't make much of a splash 

when it was first published, but it got some 

well-deserved press in 2005, when it was 

one of the chosen books for CBC Radio's 

Canada Reads program. This is an incisive 

look at racial politics in Montreal in the 

1940s, but it is also a lovely family story. 

Marion Willow is a black widow raising two 

of her own daughters and a foster daughter. 

She works two jobs as a maid, but is 

determined that her daughters will go to 

college. She is wooed by Edmond Wilson, a 

handsome railway porter, but she turns 

down his marriage proposals because she is 

afraid marriage to him would prevent her 
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from raising her daughters the way she 

wishes. Pippa, the eldest daughter, is a 

particularly lovely character. Her 

imaginative flair for the dramatic and her 

sensitive nature remind one of Anne of 

Green Gables (Pippa is a fan of L.M. 

Montgomery). The loving mother-daughter 

relationships and close community ties make 

for a heartwarming story, yet it never 

descends into excess sentimentality. 

Montreal comes alive as a vibrant cultural 

centre whose black artists are influenced by 

the Harlem Renaissance. A youthful Oscar 

Peterson puts in a cameo appearance. Yet 

racism is also keenly felt. Educated men are 

forced to take work as railway porters, and 

one of the female characters, who is of 

mixed blood, passes for white in order to 

work in the sheet music department of the 

local department store. With its sympathetic 

characters, excellent storytelling, and 

nuanced Canadian portrayal of race 

relations, this book is an excellent 

alternative to that old English curriculum 

chestnut, To Kill a Mockingbird. HG 

 

A Fine Balance by Rohinton Mistry.  

McClelland & Stewart, 1995. 

Paperback. 713 pages. 0-7710-6054-8 

Rohinton Mistry is one of Canadaôs finest 

contemporary writers. His novels resonate 

with warmth, grace, compassion and the 

greatness of the human spirit under difficult 

and trying circumstances. A Fine Balance 

combines all these elements with a stunning 

and heart-breaking story set in India. The 

plot weaves through the lives of four very 

different characters: two impoverished 

tailors, a student, and a middle-aged widow, 

who are brought together in the midst of a 

government-instigated ñState of Internal 

Emergency.ò The novel delves into the 

family lives of each of the four characters, 

showing their triumphs, losses and disasters 

with Mistryôs characteristic warmth, humour 

and pathos. His descriptions of a country 

that combines every element of poverty, 

wealth, compassion, greed and corruption 

provide a fascinating backdrop to the story. 

This book is long, but, paradoxically, reads 

like a much shorter book. The powerful 

story and the enduring images bring the 

characters and their dilemmas alive. It is a 

book that is hard to put down and even 

harder to forget. It well deserves the many 

international awards it has received . IJ 

 

No New Land by M.G. Vassanji. 

McClelland & Stewart, 1991. 

Paperback. 208 pages. 0-7710-8720-929 

Vassanji is by now a respected and prolific 

writer, with a number of literary awards to 

his credit. He writes with a great deal of 

charm and irony in reflecting on the fictional 

experiences of Canadian immigrants and the 

cross-cultural lives of Asian people in 

Africa. Much of his writing emerges from 

his own early life in Kenya and Tanzania 

and his experiences of immigration to the 

United States and Canada. No New Land, 

one of his earlier novels, is worth a second 

look. It is a simply-told but eloquent story of 

family life in Toronto, and the difficulties 

for an Asian family of leaving their old 

world behind. Nurdin Lalani and his family 

have a mixed group of friends in their 

Toronto apartment who all offer them 

conflicting advice about how to make 

money and settle in a new land. Nurdin finds 

it much harder than his wife and children to 

make the transition. When he is wrongly 

accused of sexually assaulting a young 

woman at his work, he has to question his 

own values and beliefs to counteract the 

charge. The book is wellwritten,with 

appealing characters. Readers who like this 

book might try reading Vassanjiôs later (and 

longer) books, including his 1994 novel, The 

Book of Secrets. IJ 

 

The Divine Ryans by Wayne Johnston. 

McClelland & Stewart, 1990. 
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Hardback. 233 pages. 0-7710-4447-X 

This appealing book combines warmth, 

humour, sadness, and a vivid sense of the 

considerable confusion that attends growing 

up. In the case of Draper Doyle Ryan, nine 

years old and living in Newfoundland in 

1967, growing up is a complicated 

challenge, given the number of family 

members eager to point out to him his lack 

of success in developing any kind of 

maturity. At the start of the book we learn 

that Draper Doyleôs father has just died; by 

the end of the book we know why. This 

tragic story is interwoven with glimpses of 

relatively ordinary life, including the fact, 

excruciating for a hardline Canadiens fan 

like Draper Doyle, that the Stanley Cup for 

that year would inexorably go to the Toronto 

Maple Leafs. Life with the Ryans is never 

completely mundane and this bizarre, 

somewhat anti-clerical book will offend 

some readers as much as it delights others. 

Draper Doyle is nine years old but his story 

is not one for children; the deep pathos of 

his fatherôs fate resonates long past the 

conclusion of the story and should speak to 

many teenagers. MM 
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Childhood 

 
Midnight at the Dragon Cafe by Judy 

Fong Bates. McClelland & Stewart, 

2004. Hardback. 315 pages. 0-7710-1098-2 

At home she is Su-Jen; at school she is 

Annie. Her family are the only Chinese 

people in their small Ontario town, and they 

work very hard to run their restaurant. But 

Su-Jen's parents are trapped by history as 

well as geography. They pin their hopes on 

Su-Jen's chance to get an education, learn 

English, become more Canadian than they 

can ever manage. As a small child, Su-Jen 

arrives in Canada with her mother to meet 

an elderly and unknown father. She soon 

learns to love him, but her mother is not so 

easily won over. The arrival of Su-Jen's 

much older half-brother should make life a 

little easier for everyone, but instead it 

causes enormous complications, whose 

ripples run through the whole story. 

 As well as this domestic story, Su-

Jen relates her life as Annie, the schoolgirl 

who makes and loses friends as she grows 

up. The complexities of feeling herself to be 

the only different one are subtly conveyed, 

even as the artless narrator describes 

differences - invisible to her - that affect 

some of her Canadian classmates. There are 

many ways in which life in an Ontario small 

town in the 1950s and 1960s can be very 

hard. 

 Judy Fong Bates has created a very 

appealing heroine/narrator in Su- Jen, who 

describes the fierce isolation of her parents 

even as she finds her own ways of escaping 

it. What might have been a bleak, and 

certainly is a heartbreaking story, is told 

with grace and warmth, and the result is a 

haunting account of human beings doing 

their best against mighty odds. MM 

 

The Paperboyôs Winter by Tim 

Bowling. Penguin Canada, 2003. 

Paperback. 288 pages. 0-14301-228-2. 

One of the things that intrigued me when I 

first came to Canada was the paper route, 

which I took for a Canadian rite of passage. 

Bowling, with his poetôs eye, strong imagery 

and three-dimensional characters, fully 

captures the sudden rush of freedom that 

comes to a ten year-old with his first paper 

route in this evocative novel. 

 As a disillusioned adult, Callum 

Taylor is on a visit to his much-changed 

childhood home when he recognizes a 

familiar face from the past ï Ezra 

Hemsworth, an eccentric fisherman. This 

opens the floodgates of memory and takes 

him back to the winter of 1976 in the B.C. 

fishing village. 

 Callum and his friend Jerris are 

convinced Ezra is caught up in some illegal 

dealings and they spend much of that winter 

following him by bicycle. Woven in with 

this intrigue is his everyday life, his family, 

school with the equally eccentric school 

principal who holds Lester B. Pearson up as 

a perfect model to the students, an array of 

fascinating village characters and the goings 

on at the ñpaper-shack.ò A funny and 

nostalgic novel that stays in the readerôs 

memory. MH 

 

Village of the Small Houses: A Memoir of 

Sorts by Ian Ferguson. Douglas & 

McIntyre, 2003. Hardback. 200 pages. 

1-55365-021-2 

This galloping read is simultaneously funny 

and poignant. In an account of his life that is 

only somewhat factual, Ferguson underlines 

the desperate difficulties of growing up poor 

in the unforgiving north (the farthest reaches 

of northern Alberta) but offers with his story 

a wry and witty take on life that is never 

sentimental. "This book is as honest as I 

could make it, but I haven't let the facts get 

in the way of the story I was trying to tell. 

Nothing that follows is true, except for the 

parts that really happened," he says at the 

very outset of the book. He tells a rollicking 
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tale of human frailties, racial distinctions, 

inadequate friendships, and various other 

components of the human struggle; the 

paradoxical entanglement of his lively 

telling and his often fraught tale fuels a 

page-turning book. 

 The story starts with his birth, and 

comes to an end as he escapes from the 

north and begins his career as a playwright. 

In between, he describes the dynamics of a 

large group of brothers, two parents who 

often do their best but sometimes opt for the 

easy exit, a small town where Whites and 

Aboriginals mingle uneasily, and two 

unbalanced friendships. Yet the book is 

never gloomy, never bitter, and Ferguson 

maintains a wonderful balance between the 

uproariously funny and the desperately 

upsetting. Even though he disclaims the 

facts at the beginning, the sense by the end 

is of a very truthful book. MM 

 

Bambi and Me by Michel Tremblay. 

Translated by Sheila Fischman, 1990. 

Talonbooks, 1998. Paperback. 157 

pages. 0-88922-380-7 

 

Birth of a Bookworm by Michel 

Tremblay. Translated by Shela 

Fischman, 1994. Talonbooks, 2003. 

Paperback. 192 pages. 0-88922-476-5 

 

Twelve Opening Acts by Michel 

Tremblay. Translated by Sheila 

Fischman, 2002. Talonbooks, 2002. 

Paperback. 190 pages. 0-88922-466-8 

This set of three interconnected 

autobiographical stories by the well-known  

Quebec playwright Michel Tremblay is 

delightful to read. As the titles suggest, 

Tremblay describes his childhood and youth 

through three different lenses: via his 

relationship with movies, with books, and 

with live theatre. He does a very good job of 

conveying the huge importance of 

imaginative engagement with other people's 

stories in the development of a growing 

child. At the same time he conveys the rich 

atmosphere of his working-class Montreal 

home, his larger-than-life mother, his loving 

but often inarticulate father, and his crowded 

surroundings. As characters appear and 

reappear in the different books, we get an 

acute sense of the lively, jostling patterns of 

his childhood. We also follow Michel as he 

discovers that his major emotional and 

physical feelings are aimed at his own sex. 

He describes growing up gay in a time when 

homosexuality was illegal in terms that are 

frank and matter-of-fact without being 

prurient or overwhelming.  

 How movies, books, and theatre 

shaped and inspired this young man is 

clearly and lovingly described in these three 

books. In turn, he has shaped this story by 

means of writing three separate books rather 

than one chronologically consistent account. 

Reading the three books we move back and 

forth through his youth, making connections 

from one book to another. 

 As a reading challenge it is very 

rewarding. As an account of a certain era in 

Montreal's history it is fascinating. As a 

coming-of-age story of a gay and artistic 

young man, it is compelling. MM 

 

A Tourist's Guide to Glengarry by Ian 

McGillis. The Porcupine's Quill, 2002. 

Paperback. 185 pages. 0-88984-246-9 

This is a book for anyone who has forgotten 

what it is like to be nine years old. It is set in 

a single day, October 13, 1971, in an 

Edmonton neighbourhood that is evoked in 

loving detail. Neil is fascinated by many 

things: the upshot of the upcoming World 

Series, the chance that he will ever get a 

Roberto Clemente baseball card, the many 

strange and even sinister doings of his lively 

neighbours and classmates. He is, however, 

quite oblivious to important elements of his 

own family life, and indeed spends much of 

his time in a daze. The result is a book that 
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is comical, convincing, and generous in its 

appeal. Neil's story would be quite 

ridiculous if it weren't so persuasively real. 

The specific details of that particular day in 

that particular location are lovingly evoked 

in the cause of a more universal description 

of what it is like to be a kid. The result is a 

triumph. MM 

 

Things That Must Not Be Forgotten: A 

Childhood in Wartime China by 

Michael David Kwan. Macfarlane 

Walter & Ross, 2000. Paperback. 

244 pages. 1-55199-069-5 

This is the story of a very unusual 

childhood. David Kwan, born in 1934, was 

the son of a Chinese businessman and a 

much younger Swiss woman whom the child 

barely knew (she left when he was still very 

small). He grew up through the 1930s and 

1940s in times of great turmoil and then war 

as the Japanese over-ran China. From early 

days of utter luxury, the family, which soon 

included a stepmother, became embroiled in 

the topsy-turvy politics of the time. David's 

father became mysteriously involved in the 

resistance to the Japanese, but this well-

concealed fact did not protect him from 

prosecution and imprisonment after the war 

ended.  

 Throughout his childhood, David 

moved, often very unskilfully, through 

different worlds, torn between home and 

school, between his Chinese identity and his 

mixed heritage, between his nurse and his 

stepmother, between the sheltered life of the 

rich and the more perilous existence of those 

who are politically exposed to risk. His 

account of this extraordinary time is always 

engaging, and he is frank about the 

complexities of growing up in such a fragile 

setting and about the ways he sometimes 

seemed to specialize in making things more 

difficult for himself. MM 

 

Stolen Life: The Journey of a Cree 

Woman by Rudy Wiebe and Yvonne 

Johnson. Alfred A. Knopf, 1999 

(1998). Paperback. 444 pages. 0-676- 

97196-2 

This is a harrowing book of abuse and 

injustice that manages to rise above its 

portrayal of violence and degradation 

through its compelling sense of spirituality 

and friendship. Narrated through the voices 

of Canadian writer Rudy Wiebe and Yvonne 

Johnson, the great-great-granddaughter of 

Chief Big Bear, the book chronicles 

Yvonneôs harrowing life story from early 

childhood to the present day. Wiebeôs 

developing friendship with Johnson and his 

obvious compassion for her situation set the 

context for the story of Yvonneôs family 

which emerges in cyclic and episodic 

fashion through multiple voices, tellings and 

re-tellings. The story is often 

uncompromising and harsh, with 

unbelievable incidents of horror, violence 

and tragedy, but the writing is eloquent and 

often poetic, and the book emerges as a 

tribute to Johnsonôs unbreakable spirit and 

to the value of forgiveness for ongoing 

wrongs. Not everyone will want to read this 

book, but it is a Canadian story that needs to 

be acknowledged and understood. IJ 

 

Kiss of the Fur Queen by Tomson 

Highway. Doubleday Canada, 1998. 

Hardback. 310 pages. 0-385-25652-3 

In this story of childhood, Champion and his 

younger brother Gabriel are born and spend 

their early days in northern Manitoba but at 

a very early age they are wrenched away 

from their family and sent to a Catholic 

residential school. The miseries of that time 

will haunt the two boys for the rest of their 

lives. Highway uses a combination of 

familiar western narrative techniques and 

Cree mythology to convey the lively, funny, 

loving, and heartbreaking lives of the 

Okimasis brothers. The book does not flinch 

away from the hardship of living as a Cree 
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in a racist country, but the weight of its 

subject matter does not make it a heavy 

read. Gabriel is a dancer and the words in 

this book dance also. MM 

 

Childhood by Andre Alexis. 

McClelland & Stewart , 1998. 

Paperback. 265 pages. 0-7710-0665-9 

Thomas MacMillan tells the story of his 

Ontario childhood in this gentle but 

compelling novel. The story is built out of 

numerous delicate observations, nuanced 

and recognizable to most readers. The plot is 

the least important part of the book, and 

indeed one particular turn in the plot is 

actively disappointing to at least some 

readers. Thomas lives at first with his 

Trinidadian grandmother and spends a great 

deal of time trying to find out more about 

his absent mother. After his grandmotherôs 

death, his mother returns and he discovers 

what it is like to live with a stranger. This 

book does not feature a lot of action but 

Thomasôs recollections of childhood will 

resonate with many readers. MM 
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Teenagers 
 

Lullabies for Little Criminals by 

Heather OôNeill. New York: Harper 

Perennial, 2006. Paperback. 330 

pages. 978-006-0875077 

Thirteen year old Baby knows how tough 

life can be on the streets. She has grown up, 

motherless, with a drug-addicted father, 

moving between derelict downtown 

Montreal apartments. Jules, her father, is 

more concerned with his heroin habit than 

he is with his daughter. Left mainly to her 

own devices growing up, Baby moves from 

an uneasy and difficult childhood to the 

often disturbing, dangerous adult world that 

exists all around her. It isnôt until Baby gets 

involved with a charming and outgoing 

neighbourhood pimp that Jules finally takes 

notice of his daughter and her impending 

problems. But, by then, Baby discovers that 

she is the only one who can change her 

future.  

 Lullabies for Little Criminals, 

Heather OôNeillôs debut novel, is dark and 

gritty. Mature young adult readers will find 

much to relate to in this novel about growing 

up and not giving up in spite of the odds. 

The winner of CBC radioôs 2007 Canada 

Reads program, Lullabies for Little 

Criminals is highly recommended. JdeG 

 

Fruit by Brian Francis. ECW Press, 

2004. Paperback. 278 pages. 1-55022- 

620-7 

Peter Paddington is overweight and has no 

friends in his grade 8 class. He sticks his 

finger into his belly button to measure his 

fat, a sad caricature of the Pillsbury 

Doughboy. Then, one day, his nipples pop 

out. His sweatshirts can no longer conceal 

the ñcherriesò on his chest. As if that isnôt 

trouble enough, his nipples talk, 

encouraging his homoerotic fantasies. 

Binding his chest with masking tape is 

painful, and the convenience store owner is 

beginning to wonder what kind of school 

project requires this much masking tape. 

Peter tries religion for a while, making a 

shrine to the Virgin Mary so that she will 

cure him. His family is no comfort or 

inspiration: his smothering mother pushes 

sweets on him, his father is taciturn, one 

sister is equally fat, and the thin sister avoids 

family contact. Peterôs fantasies play out in 

his ñBedtime Movies,ò which star him and 

the boys and men to whom he is attracted, 

with an occasional nod to Brooks Shields. In 

the fantasies, he is popular, desired, and 

successful. If his nipples have their way, he 

will begin to act out his fantasies in real life. 

 Brian Francisô debut novel is funny, 

poignant, and spirited. His first-person 

narrator ambles, ever hopeful, from one 

humiliation to another. He is a clueless 

adolescent who intends to start his diet any 

day now so that he will be ñnormalò by the 

time he starts high school next fall. This 

coming to awareness novel is set in Sarnia in 

1984, and Francis flawlessly evokes the self-

absorption and fantastic thinking of a young 

adolescent. Peter longs for ñnormality,ò 

creating fantasy personas that reveal his true 

heroic stature while simultaneously fearing 

exposure of his flawed adolescent self. His 

sexuality remains largely a mystery to him, 

even as he senses that he is ñrunning from 

somethingéthat I already knowé.ò This 

novel is a delight to read, as Peter gradually 

begins to comes to terms with himself. JKM 

 

The Sudden Weight of Snow by Laisha 

Rosnau. McClelland & Stewart, 2002. 

Hardback. 341 pages. 0-7710-7580-4 

This novel is narrated by Harper, who is 

seventeen and desperate to break out of the 

confines of her small-town life in British 

Columbia. Every second chapter, however, 

is entitled "Gabe" and is told in the second 

person ("When your memories begin, you 

live between two vans.") When Gabe shows 

up in Harper's own first-person story, 
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readers can begin to make connections 

between the two threads of the story, but it is 

not till late in the book that the narrative 

logic of this unusual format becomes clear. 

 Harper is oppressed by the 

conventions of life in Sawmill Creek, caught 

between school, church, and her mother's 

dissatisfactions. Yet her revolt is not 

melodramatic or unbelievable; the alienation 

between the girl and her mother is never 

enough to eliminate the binds that also hold 

them together. The complexity of different 

forms and definition of family life are one of 

the major attractions of this book.  

 Harper and Gabe are drawn together 

but by different imperatives. How their 

relationship flowers and fades is the other 

strong element in this story. The result is an 

engrossing read. MM 

 

The Truth Teller by Katherine Govier. 

Random House Canada, 2000. 

Hardback. 403 pages. 0-679-31026-6 

The Manor School, a private day-school for 

the children of Torontoôs wealthy parents, 

has a 50-year history of offering a classical 

education emphasizing the loftiest 

expressions of philosophy and art from the 

ancient Greeks and the masters of Western 

civilization. Francesca Morrow and Dugald 

Laird offer their half-century romance and 

marriage as an example to their studentsð

their young ñscholarsòðgiving life to their 

ideals. The highlight of each year is a trip to 

Greece so that the students can breathe the 

very air of the great civilization, under the 

tutelage of their headmasters. The young 

scholars themselves, however, are a sad and 

dangerous collection of misfits, among 

whom the ñrat girlsò are particularly 

noteworthy. As Miss Morrow makes the 

new girl, Cassie, aware of her namesake in 

Greek mythology, events begin to spiral into 

the inevitable tragedy that Cassandra always 

foretold and could not prevent. This novel is 

by turns very funny and harrowing, and 

Govier tells the tale with a confidence that 

leads to the inevitable end. JKM 

 

Kitôs Law by Donna Morrissey. 

Viking, 1999. Paperback. 385 pages. 

0-670-88601-7 

If it is possible to have a melodrama, then it 

should be possible to have a melo-romance, 

and if it were, this book would definitely 

qualify. It is both larger than life and 

claustrophobically confined to a very small 

world. Kitôs life is constrained but secure. 

She lives with her tough but loving 

grandmother and her mentally handicapped 

mother in Haireôs Hollow, an isolated  

Newfoundland outport. She takes a certain 

amount of grief from her schoolfellows 

about the unknown identity of her father, but 

there is nothing she canôt handle until her 

grandmother dies when she is 14. Then life 

suddenly becomes much more insecure. The 

hellfire-and-damnation minister of the 

outport is eager to see her packed off to an 

orphanage in St. Johnôs, but the local doctor 

befriends her and makes it possible for her 

to survive with her mother. The ways in 

which other outport people combine cruelty 

and kindness in their treatment of this 

forlorn pair are very well conveyed. 

 Just as Kit is beginning to think she 

can make it to the stage where she will be 

too old for the orphanage to represent a real 

risk for her, the plot takes a sudden turn and 

her entire world is turned upside down. The 

story has its lurid moments, but the setting ï 

both in terms of the harsh, beautiful 

landscape and the benevolent-vigilante 

society ï successfully grounds the book. 

Once you make the move into the 

imaginative universe of this book, it is very 

hard to let go. MM 

 

Lost Between Houses by David 

Gilmour. Vintage Canada, 1999. 

Paperback. 229 pages. 0-679-31029-0 
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Simon Albright is sixteen. His life is 

complicated: his father is in a mental 

hospital, his mother drinks too much, his 

older brother is preoccupied with his own 

life, and his new girlfriend, Scarlet (whose 

real name may be Emily) is so beautiful that 

it panics him. The story takes place in 

Toronto and in the cottage country of 

northern Ontario. The reality of his fatherôs 

illness means that the family must sell their 

Toronto house and Simon must board at 

school for his Grade 12 year, a decision that 

drives him to some desperate moves. Books 

about teenage boys in these situations are 

regularly compared to Catcher in the Rye 

but in this case the parallel is not too far-

fetched; Simon occupies the same kind of 

self-preoccupied universe as Holden 

Caulfield (though his language is much 

saltier!) The book is easy to read and 

Simonôs problems (and also his happy 

moments) are very believable. MM 
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Men 
 

Adultery by Richard B. Wright.  

HarperCollins, 2004. Hardback. 243 

pages. 0-00-200586-7 

Daniel Fielding is a quiet, middle-aged man. 

He works for a Toronto publishing 

company. Heôs married and has a teenaged 

daughter. He seems to have it all: a good 

career, a wonderful wife and family, a nice 

house in a good neighbourhood. So why 

does Daniel Fielding risk everything by 

succumbing to his charming and beautiful 

colleague, Denise, while on an overseas 

business trip? 

 These few days of passion and bad 

decisions are made even worse when Denise 

is kidnapped and murdered in England. This 

catastrophe sets into motion a chain of 

events in which Daniel must watch his 

whole world fall apart around him. His wife 

and daughter are forced to re-evaluate their 

own lives and their seemingly strong family, 

while Daniel himself must stand by and 

watch the devastation of two families. 

 Adultery is, in some ways, a story 

for older adults who can identify with the 

feelings of loss and love expressed by the 

main characters. However, young adult 

readers will also find much in this story 

appealing. Danielôs daughter, for example, 

who is forced to deal with her fatherôs 

involvement in Deniseôs murder, is a strong 

character who will resonate with younger 

readers. Richard B. Wright, who is well 

known for his award-winning novel Clara 

Callan, is a wonderful storyteller and this 

well-paced novel will capture readers from 

the first chapter. JdG 

 

A Rhinestone Button by Gail 

Anderson-Dargatz. Knopf Canada, 

2002. Hardback. 319 pages. 0-676- 

97549-6 

In the small farming community of 

Gosfinger, Alberta, Job Sunstrum lives a 

solitary existence, raising cattle and farming, 

like his father and grandfather before him. 

Yet the surrounding pastures do not hold 

much attraction for him. Instead he prefers 

his humble farmhouse kitchen where 

cooking, baking, and even washing dishes, 

give him great satisfaction. As if this isnôt 

enough to set Job apart, his blond curls and 

young face, as well as a phenomenon called 

synaesthesia, which gives Job the 

extraordinary ability to see and feel sound in 

dazzling colours or shapes, all make him a 

target for the other locals. 

 Even Jobôs religious faith is put to 

the test when his proselytizing brother, 

Jacob, along with his bossy wife and 

arsonist son, moves back into the family 

farmhouse. With them they bring the 

Pentecostal fervour of a visiting evangelist 

by the name of Jack Divine. At Jacobôs 

urging, the impressionable Job enlists as one 

of Divineôs followers. However, Jobôs 

immersion into the Christian life leads him 

to wonder what his chances are for love of a 

more earthly nature. But where might he 

find love? At the Ponoka auction? On 

ñLoveline,ò a call-in radio show? At the 

Out-to-Lunch Café? 

 In A Rhinestone Button, Gail 

Anderson-Dargatz transports readers to 

small town, rural Alberta and creates 

characters full of magic and humour. 

Readers will be drawn into the lives of these 

characters and be sorry to turn the last pages 

of the book and say good-bye. JdG 

 

This All Happened by Michael Winter. 

Anansi, 2000. Hardback. 287 pages. 

0-88784-651-3 

Gabriel English is trying to write a novel 

and trying to persuade his girlfriend Lydia to 

marry him. This book (which may or may 

not be that novel) tells the story of the year 

in which he made these two attempts. There 

is an entry for every single day, which 

sounds as if it would be tedious and 



37 
 

repetitious. In fact, the book recreates the 

rhythms of daily life in a fascinating and 

engaging way. Gabriel lives in St. Johnôs 

and the shape of a year in that city is one of 

the compelling elements in the story. 

Despite the strictly chronological approach 

to the plot, the story is more than a diary ï 

although its surprisingly riveting account of 

the sheer dailiness of living is one of its 

major strengths. Throughout the events of 

the year, we see the world from Gabrielôs 

perspective but we also see the limitations of 

that perspective. The idea of the book 

sounds simple, but the actual story is highly 

crafted and a pleasure to read. MM 

 

Larryôs Party by Carol Shields. 

Random House, 1997. Hardback. 339 

pages. 0-679-30877-6 

Larry Weller is an ordinary man, with no 

exceptional talents. Carol Shields brings 

Larryôs story alive in a book that some have 

found fascinating, funny and engaging, and 

others have described as tedious. Shields has 

an elegant and deceptively straightforward 

writing style that draws readers into the lives 

of everyday people. The maze-like structure 

of the book replicates the intricacies of 

Larryôs life as he winds through a series of 

relationships with his parents, two wives and 

a son, and through a career as a landscape 

gardener who creates actual mazes. Shields 

moves into Larryôs psyche with ease and 

flair. Larryôs life, re-invented through her 

perceptive lens, should appeal to readers 

across many different age groups. IJ 
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Women 
 

The Romantic by Barbara Gowdy. 

HarperFlamingo Canada, 2003. 

Hardback. 372 pages. 0-00-200505-0 

Barbara Gowdyôs latest book is a page-

turner that allows its readers to empathize 

with Louise Virk, the heroine, and to gain 

new insights into the power of love and the 

sadness of obsession. We know from page 

one that Abel, the object of Louiseôs 

devotion, dies as a young man, and we are 

immediately drawn into Louiseôs 

multifaceted memories of Abel and the 

largely unrequited love that characterizes 

their relationship. 

 At age nine, Louise is abandoned by 

her one-time beauty queen mother, who 

walks away from her family, leaving only a 

note on the fridge that reads ñI have gone. I 

am not coming back. Louise knows how to 

work the washing machine.ò Louise, left 

alone with her grieving and distracted father, 

contrives to have her neighbour adopt her 

and soon transfers all her attention and 

devotion to Abel, the neighbourôs quiet and 

intelligent son. For the rest of book, we 

follow Louiseôs struggle to deal with her 

obsessive love for Abel and to come to 

terms with her own loneliness. 

 Despite its melancholy themes, the 

book is filled with Gowdyôs sense of 

humour, which lifts the story above pathos 

and sadness. Her writing is light and 

interesting to read and she succeeds in 

making her characters come to life. The 

Romantic is an enjoyable and haunting read 

about love and loss and should have a wide 

appeal. IJ  

 

The Divine Economy of Salvation by 

Priscilla Uppal. Anchor Canada, 2003 

(2002). Paperback. 404 pages. 0-385-

65805 

This coming of age novel is a sophisticated 

and haunting tale of a youthful crime with 

lifetime repercussions. Angela is sent away 

to a Catholic Boarding school when her 

mother becomes too ill to care for the 

family. Feeling lonely and abandoned, 

Angela makes friends with a group of girls 

who call themselves "The Sisterhood." Her 

involvement in the group results in an 

unfortunate death that changes the course of 

Angela's life. The story of what happened at 

the school is told in alternating narratives by 

Angela as a teenager and Angela as a 

middle-aged nun, hiding from her past in a 

religious life of seclusion. Her story, 

harrowing and suspenseful, is convincingly 

told in a poetic and nuanced style. The book 

will be a winner with a wide range of 

readers. IJ 

 

Translations/ Aistreann by Tammy 

Armstrong. Coteau Books, 2002. 

Paperback. 369 pages. 1-55050-203-4 

This is a gritty and interesting novel that 

moves between small town New Brunswick 

and Dublin, Ireland. Julia OôCasey has 

moved from the Maritimes to be with her 

husband and children in Dublin. Dan 

OôCasey, a teacher at Trinity College, 

persuades Julia that she should have the 

university education she was earlier denied. 

Now she is involved in translating the 

Gaelic diaries of her ancestor, Cora, and 

learning new secrets about her past. At the 

same time, Juliaôs marriage is in danger of 

falling apart, as she learns new secrets about 

Dan and his relationships. In a fit of anger, 

Julia takes the children and returns to New 

Brunswick, where she tries to sort out her 

life and her feelings.  

 Tammy Armstrong is a writer who 

can be both lyrical and earthy. In this novel, 

she offers readers the intimate and often 

gritty details of Julia and Danôs personal 

lives and their association with family, 

friends and colleagues. Interspersed with the 

personal aspects of present day experiences, 

are the reclaimed words of past generations 
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in the Gaelic diary, coming alive through 

translation. Armstrong explores the ability 

of the past to place the present in a new 

perspective and to bring peace to a shattered 

relationship. IJ 

 

Mere by Esta Spalding and Linda 

Spalding. 2001. HarperCollins 

Flamingo Canada. Hardback. 211 

pages. 0-00-225538-3 

This powerful and intriguing tale of ñgoing 

undergroundò is a carefully conceived and 

beautifully told contemporary echo of the 

Demeter and Persephone myth. Twelve-year 

old Mere has lived her entire life sailing the 

Great Lakes on the boat her mother Faye 

captains. Twice a year, they dock briefly to 

pick up supplies and an envelope of money. 

Faye manages in this way to evade capture 

by the FBI, from whom she has hidden as a 

fugitive for thirteen years. This 

ñundergroundò existence also enables her to 

raise and protect her daughter. Mere, 

however, needs to discover her father 

Merrill and his world. Her opportunity 

comes when Merrill appears at the dock 

seeking refuge. In her desperate bid to gain a 

measure of freedom, Mere launches an 

inexorable chain of events. 

 The mother and daughter team of 

Linda and Esta Spalding, each an 

accomplished writer, together creates a 

seamless telling of a tale both mythic and 

contemporary; rarely does a narrative 

succeed on both levels so powerfully. Mere 

is as elemental as a child seeking 

independence from parental protection, as 

aching as a childôs yearning for a father, and 

as intricate as the political intrigue of its 

time. JKM 

 

Dagmarôs Daughter by Kim Echlin.  

Penguin, 2001. Paperback. 207 

pages. 0-14-029092-3. 

Dagmarôs Daughter is an unusual, but 

compelling, story of three generations of 

Nolan women: Norea, who creates life with 

her tears, Dagmar who can control the 

weather and make anything grow, and Nyssa 

who is unequalled on the fiddle. It is also the 

story of Moll, an outcast and hag, whose 

dark presence weaves in and out of the lives 

of the other inhabitants of Millstone Nether. 

Echlin has based her story on two myths: the 

myth of the Sumerian goddess Ianna who 

descends into the underworld and the Greek 

myth of Demeter who searches for her 

daughter Persephone after Persephoneôs 

abduction by Hades. This mythic base and 

the setting, on an isolated island in the Gulf 

of St. Lawrence, gives Dagmarôs Daughter 

a timeless quality, which is complemented 

by Echlinôs lyrical and stylized writing. It 

sounds like this novel might be heavy going, 

but it isnôt. The plot moves quickly and the 

charactersô relationships are very interesting. 

The end result is a powerful and intriguing 

story. EJ 

 

The Blind Assassin by Margaret 

Atwood. McClelland & Stewart, 2000. 

Hardback. 521 pages. 0-7710-0863-5 

Hard to categorize, this swashbuckling novel 

tells many different kinds of story in one. It 

includes five nested narrative frameworks: 

Iris Chase Griffenôs account of her current 

life; her reminiscences about her dead sister, 

Laura; the newspaper cuttings that shed 

alternative light on their lives as rich 

daughters of an Ontario button 

manufacturer; Lauraôs torrid romantic novel, 

The Blind Assassin, and the rich fantasy 

narrated by a character within that novel. 

Are they five stories or are they one, and, if 

so, which one? The telling is elaborate and 

complex, and provides the chief compulsion 

of the book; it is probably fair to say that the 

telling is more interesting than the story 

itself. 

 Nevertheless, this is an engaging, 

intriguing and readable book, winner of 

many prizes, and appealing on many fronts. 
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It is the kind of book in which the need for 

readers to keep their wits on full alerts is one 

of the major charms. MM 

 

Can You Wave Bye Bye, Baby? Stories 

by Elyse Gasco. McClelland & 

Stewart, 1999. Paperback. 238 pages. 

0-7710-297-8 

Gascoôs stories of motherhood, adoption and 

family relationships are darkly humorous 

and emotionally uncompromising, while 

remaining poignant and compelling. Her 

writing is acerbic and witty. Gasco is an 

important new voice in Canadian fiction; she 

won the prestigious Journey Prize in 1996 

for the title story of this volume, and this 

collection should ensure her continuing 

success. Each of the stories is written from a 

different point of view and each deals head 

on with compelling issues surrounding birth, 

adoption and loss. In one story, a young 

woman is haunted by images of her birth 

mother; in another the desperate adoptive 

mother of a rebellious teenager fabricates 

stories of her daughterôs past; in the title 

story, an alienated new mother sees her 

world becoming as empty as her feelings for 

her baby. The harrowing themes of these 

stories are lightened by Gascoôs vibrant and 

often humorous writing style. Although the 

content (and the quite graphic cover) of this 

volume may not appeal to all readers, 

Gascoôs stories deserve to have a wide 

readership. IJ 

 

Gone to an Auntôs: Remembering 

Canadaôs Home for Unwed Mothers by 

Anne Petrie. McClelland & Stewart, 

1998. Paperback. 248 pages. 0-7710- 

6972-3 

Anne Petrie, well-known as a television and 

radio broadcaster for the past twenty years, 

provides a fascinating and often tragic 

reflection on Canadaôs past treatment of 

unwed mothers. In this book, she relates 

seven intertwined stories of what it was like 

to be pregnant and unmarried for young 

women across Canada during the 1950s and 

1960s. All seven stories, including her own, 

relate the traumas and heartbreak of being 

sent away from home and hidden away in 

disgrace in homes for unwed mothers. Most 

of the women recollect the difficulties of 

giving their babies up for adoption, while a 

few discuss their attempts to keep babies 

despite social stigmas and financial 

hardships. Petrieôs book is compassionate 

and moving without being sentimental. Each 

story is different but their commonalities 

provide a strong indictment of a social and 

moral system that sought to punish young 

women who had the misfortunate to be 

single and pregnant. IJ 

 

Strange Heaven by Lynn Coady. 

Goose Lane, 1998. Paperback. 198 

pages. 0-86492-230-2 

Lynn Coadyôs novel offers underlying 

themes of pregnancy, loss and adjustment. 

Eighteen-year-old Bridget Murphy is 

recovering from the traumas of childbirth 

and giving up her baby for adoption by 

spending time under observation in the 

psychiatric ward of a childrenôs hospital. 

Her insights into her own condition and into 

the lives of other patients in her ward are at 

once irreverent, hilarious, appalling and 

pathetic. When Bridget is released for 

Christmas, she returns to her chaotic and 

dysfunctional family and boyfriend in Cape 

Breton and learns to come to terms with her 

life and situation. The novel moves along at 

great speed and is filled with exciting 

moments and larger-than-life characters. 

Occasionally, Coady appears to lose control 

over her subject and the novel slides into 

confusion, but the overall effect is engaging 

and fascinating. IJ 

 

My Darling Dead Ones by Erika de 

Vasconcelos. Alfred A. Knopf Canada, 

1997. Hardback. 195 pages. 0-676- 
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97054-0 

Fiona lives in Canada with her two 

daughters, works her way through separation 

and divorce, sorts out the complications of 

her relationship with her sister. She also 

explores her connections with her 

Portuguese mother, grandmother, and great 

aunt, looking at other sisters and daughters, 

learning about their lives in a different 

setting and society. Memoirs, stories, 

recollections from the earlier women in her 

family are all woven into the complex fabric 

of Fionaôs inner life. This is a very interior 

story and not for every reader, but the 

complications of family life, infiltrating 

through generations and through the radical 

break of emigration, will intrigue some 

teenagers, probably mostly girls. MM 

 

Mamieôs Children: Three Generations 

of Prairie Women by Judy Schultz. 

Red Deer College Press, 1997. 

Paperback. 246 pages. 0-88995-167-5 

Judy Schultz is trying to work out her 

complex feelings about her female 

ancestors. This book largely tells the story of 

Mamie, Schultzôs grandmother, and her life 

as a pioneer settler in Saskatchewan. Schultz 

uses the lives of Mamie, her ancestors, and 

her children, to discuss the struggles and 

achievements of ordinary people - 

particularly women - on the prairie, in times 

of settlement, drought, success, and 

hardship. The book is just a trace too long, 

but its account of the trials and triumphs of 

an unimportant family is fascinating. Schultz 

handles her own personal connections to the 

characters in her book with a light hand, for 

the most part, and is clear about what she 

knows for sure, what she has heard from 

others, and what she is speculating about. 

The steadfastness, resourcefulness, and hard 

labour of the women in this book are 

striking. MM 
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Speculative/science fiction and 

fantasy 
 

Someone Comes to Town, Someone Leaves 

Town by Cory Doctorow. New York: Tor 

Books, 2006 (2005). Paperback. 320 

pages. 978-0765312808. 

Alan, the hero of Doctorow's latest novel, is 

a bit of a misfit, and no wonder. His father is 

a mountain, his mother is a washing 

machine, and his brothers consist of an 

island, a dead man, and three Russian 

nesting dolls. As bizarre as this premise 

sounds, Alan is a likable, remarkably human 

character (well, almost human -- he regrows 

missing limbs, salamander-like). As the 

novel opens, Alan is living in Toronto in 

peaceful middle age, fixing up an old house 

and planning to write a novel. However, his 

tranquil life is disturbed by his undead 

brother, who is seeking revenge on the other 

brothers for murdering him. While trying to 

rescue his missing nesting-doll brothers, 

Alan finds time to involve himself in a 

cyberpunk friend's plot to build a free 

wireless network that covers the city of 

Toronto. He also falls in love with the girl 

next door, a peculiar being who has wings, 

which she cuts back on a regular basis so 

she can pass for normal. Though the 

characters and events are bizarre, the book is 

really about familiar themes: family 

problems, alienation, trust and friendship. 

This and other books by Cory Doctorow are 

free online at 

http://www.craphound.com/index.php?c 

at=5. HG 

 

Ysabel by Guy Gavriel Kay. Toronto: 

Viking Canada. Hardback. 416 pages. 

978-0-670-04321-7. 

In his newest novel, Kay has inverted his 

recent pattern of exploring the present 

through the backdrop of the historical past, 

either real or imagined. This book presents 

the modern world, with all its foibles, wars 

and gadgets, that, through the machinations 

of two fifteen-year olds, becomes embroiled 

with mythical characters of a very distant 

past. Montreal native Ned Marriner is living 

in Aix-en-Provence with his famous father 

and his fatherôs crew of photographers. 

Nedôs mother is in the Sudan, a member of 

Doctors Without Borders. While exploring 

his new environment, Ned meets a young 

exchange student from New York. Together, 

they meet a trio of mythical spirits who 

enact a cyclical love-triangle. This time, 

however, Nedôs involvement spirals the 

cycle totally off course as one of his fatherôs 

crew becomes the embodiment of Ysabel, 

the beautiful and highly desirable focus of 

the two male members of the centuries-old 

battle. 

 Kayôs prose is extremely accessible, 

the dialogue between the two teens and 

amongst the adults believable, and the action 

non-stop. The reader discovers, along with 

Ned, the extent of his involvement and his 

powers. Friendship, loyalty, and family 

commitment are also strong themes in the 

novel which explores, through its fantastical 

elements, the nature of individual identity 

and acceptance of differences. 

 Highly recommended. GdV 

 

Widdershins by Charles de Lint. New 

York: TOR, 2006. Hardback. 560 pages. 

0-765-31285-9. 

Music is the thread that keeps the storylines 

and characters connected throughout this 

newest journey to de Lint's town of Newford 

and the continuing exploits of Jilly 

Coppercorn and Geordie Riddell, last seen 

in The Onion Girl. 

 Lizzie Mahone, a fiddler, initiates 

the action when she is saved from a group of 

bogans by Grey, a cousin of the Raven clan 

and one of the animal people. Lizzie has 

problems believing in the encounter with the 

otherworld but she and the members of her 

band soon become further drawn into that 
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world. When a replacement fiddler is 

needed, Geordie and Jilly become involved 

in the band's dilemma and Grey's story. 

Ultimately, the novel is two intertwining 

tales. The first is that of Grey's guilt about 

the murder of his wife and the repercussions 

and, secondly, that of Jilly's working out of 

her childhood sexual abuse. Both journeys 

involve both this world and that of the other 

as they face the past in order to grow 

emotionally in the present. Their stories also 

explore issues such as the rising tension 

between the transported faerie folk of the 

Old world with those native to North 

America and the ongoing friction between 

nature and technology. 

 While the underlying themes are of 

vast importance and interest, strong 

characterization is the chief attraction of this 

novel. Main and supporting characters are 

all deftly painted by de Lint's evocative 

language and understanding of human 

emotions, needs and desires. Strong teen 

readers will appreciate the internal 

complications that make all of them 

"human" although so many of them are so 

much more. GdV 

 

The Town that Forgot How to Breathe 

by Kenneth J. Harvey. Raincoast, 2003. 

Paperback. 480 pages. 1-55192-592-3 

ñAnd for generations to come, . . . they told 

the story of the time that the people of 

Bareneed [Newfoundland] forgot how to 

breathe, until they came to recognize who 

they truly were and, through the turmoil of 

calamity, reclaimed their lives as their 

blessed ownò (470). Unusual events are 

gradually taking place in the town of 

Bareneed, Newfoundland when Joseph and 

his young daughter come for a vacation. 

Father and daughter are attempting coming 

to terms with their disintegrating family life 

but the needs and the fears of the community 

prove to be even more imperative. People 

are beginning to fall prey to a breathing 

disorder, the sea is spewing out curious fish 

and ghosts of previous residents, and the old 

stories and storytellers are once again being 

sought out and listened to. 

 Filled with mythological and 

folkloric references, vivid characters who 

speak as individuals, and the importance of 

history, this novel intrigues, tantalizes and 

delivers. This is not a book to be rushed 

through and should appeal to strong high 

school readers. GdV 

 

Hominids by Robert J. Sawyer. Tor, 2002. 

Paperback. 444 pages. 0-765-34500-52002 

As the first of three books collectively called 

The Neanderthal Parallax, Robert Sawyerôs 

Hugo award winning Hominids explores 

such controversial and critical matters as 

violence, privacy, and religion. Through this 

work of science fiction, which reads more 

like anthropological fiction, Sawyer posits a 

parallel Earth in which mankind, as we 

know it, never made it on the evolutionary 

tree. Rather, the dominant species to develop 

is Neanderthal. They have created a 

different, and in some respects more 

sophisticated society than our own which is 

technologically attuned to their parallel 

Earth. When the bookôs main character, a 

Neanderthal physicist named Peter Boddit, 

accidentally opens a temporary gateway into 

our universe, he falls through and into our 

worldôs midst - deep within the non-fictional 

Canadian nickel mine that holds the Sudbury 

Neutrino Observatory. Unable to speak 

English, Boddit causes much puzzlement 

and, of course, is confused himself at this 

unexpected turn of events. 

 Sawyer succeeds with Hominids. He 

skillfully juxtaposes our cultureagainst that 

of a vastly different Neanderthal culture 

through the careful use of recent 

archaeological theory blended with 

sociology and the physical sciences. The 

author fortunately avoids excessive 

scientific exposition by relating technical 
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information in an easily understood and 

seamless manner throughout the storyline. 

The only real negative criticism about this 

book concerns the flatness of some of the 

secondary characters and a slightly clichéd 

third major character, Mary Vaughan. This 

character is a lonely 30-something 

University of Toronto anthropology 

professor who is trying to come to terms 

with a recent physical assault. She finds 

solace in the arms of Boddit. 

 Overall, Hominids is an engaging 

novel that is poignant and timely in its 

theme and content. Its parallel-running plot, 

with the alternate realities afforded, is 

narratively sound with enough surprises 

thrown in to keep a teenage reader intrigued 

and looking forward to the other two books 

in the series: Humans and Hybrids. JN 

 

Seven Wild Sisters by Charles de Lint. 

Illustrated by Charles Vess. 

Subterranean Press, 2002. Hardback. 

152 pages. 1-931081-33-6 

This superbly illustrated novella, 

commissioned by the publisher, had its 

genesis at the annual feminist science 

fiction convention, WisCon, in 2000. 

Vessôs fey black-and-white drawings, 

vignettes and full-page illustrations, 

complement de Lintôs tight pacing and 

poetic prose. While the cover and overall 

packaging of the book is reminiscent of 

an old-fashioned childrenôs book, the 

story is as current as all of de Lintôs 

urban fantasy writing. 

 The adventures of the seven 

feisty Dillard sisters are told through the 

agency of multiple voices but the main 

narrator is seventeen-year-old Sarah 

Jane, the middle child. The reader 

follows along the path that curiosity 

takes Sarah Jane to the isolated home of 

Aunt Lillian who befriends her and 

introduces her to tales of several strange 

characters that reside in the forest and 

trees just beyond her land. Through 

example and her stories, Aunt Lillian 

also introduces Sarah Jane to a new 

understanding of herself. One day, while 

out in the woods gathering ginseng, 

Sarah Jane comes across an injured 

creature whom she rescues. This disturbs 

the age-old feud between the sang and 

the bees in which Sarah Jane and her 

sisters become entangled. They become 

captive pawns for both sides of the faery 

war. Neither side, however, realizes how 

resilient the sisters could be, and by the 

storyôs end, both the fey and the reader 

gain a great appreciation for the wild 

Dillards. Full of danger and suspense, 

the tale leaves the reader feeling 

refreshed and satisfied. de Lintôs lyrical 

and conversational tone makes the magic 

of the story both inevitable andhe 

acceptable. This book is a treat for both 

the eyes and the ears. 

Aunt Lillian also appears in a 

short story prequel, published about the 

same time, in a collection of short 

stories, The Green Man: Tales from the 

Mythic Forest, edited by Ellen Datlow 

and Terri Winding with decorations by 

Charles Vess. GdV 

 

Waifs and Strays by Charles de Lint. 

Viking, 2002. Hardback. 394 pages. 

0-670-03584-X 

This collection of previously published 

stories by de Lint, a 13-time nominee for the 

World Fantasy Award, is a fantastic addition 

to any fantasy collection. De Lintôs teenage 

heroines inhabit an amazing variety of 

settings, from a gothic mansion in ñMerlin 

Dreams in the Mondream Wood,ò to a 

modern North American city in the Newford 

stories, to a futuristic fantasy city inhabited 

by humans and elves in the Bordertown 

stories. As different as these settings are, 

they all have one thing in common: they are 

places where the ordinary world touches on 
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another, magical realm. De Lintôs 

pioneering brand of urban fantasy is a 

welcome relief from the clichéd pseudo-

medieval realms that usually characterize 

the fantasy genre. As the title suggests, most 

of de Lintôs heroines are misfits and 

outcasts, sometimes poor and homeless, 

often looking for love and acceptance while 

refusing to conform to a conservative 

societyôs expectations. If any criticism can 

be made of the stories, it is that there is a 

certain sameness to all of the protagonists: 

all girls, most with a streak of 

rebelliousness. It would have been 

interesting to see what de Lint could do with 

a male protagonist. Still, this is a collection 

that will appeal to teens of both genders. HG 

 

Galveston by Sean Stewart. Ace, 2001. 

Paperback (reissue of hardback edition). 

454 pages. 0-441-00800-3 

This is a complicated novel that follows two 

damaged characters as they intertwine with 

the fate of the twin personalities of the city 

of Galveston, which was created by a tidal 

wave of magic during Mardi Gras 2004. 

Sloane Gardner, the daughter of Jane and 

goddaughter of Odessa, has been groomed 

by these two powerful women to take up the 

responsibilities of keeping the magic from 

the perpetual Mardi Gras of Galveston 

Island out of the outside world. Sloane does 

not want the responsibility and so travels to 

the Mardi Gras world to strike a bargain 

with the god/demon Lord Momus. She 

successfully travels between the two worlds 

with the aid of a facemask made by Odessa, 

also a powerful magician. The wording of 

the bargain, as always, is very important and 

Jane pays the price of not paying close 

attention to what is said. She becomes 

seduced by the magic but gains, through her 

trials, a more honest understanding of who 

she is and her role. Joshua Cane was an 

early playmate of Sloaneôs, whose fortune 

was lost by his father in a card game when 

both Josh and Sloane were young. By the 

time they are reunited, Josh, a frustrated and 

bitter apothecary, and a friend of his are 

charged with Sloaneôs murder when she 

disappears into the magic after the death of 

her mother. 

 The reuniting of these main 

characters and the disjointed aspects of the 

city are the result of a horrific hurricane. 

With strong character development, and 

superior command of language and pacing, 

Galveston is a tale that is enthralling, 

frightening, and memorable. Strong themes 

of searching for identity, parental 

expectations and personal responsibility 

make this a powerful read for a strong young 

adult reader. GdV 

 

The Onion Girl by Charles de Lint. 

Tor, 2001. Hardback. 508 pages. 0- 

312-87397-2 

Painter Jilly Coppercorn, a familiar and 

popular character in de Lintôs other stories 

of the city of Newford, is the focus of this 

muli-layered novel. Jillyôs story has not 

been told before and, in fact, she has kept 

her early history buried from herself as well 

as her friends as much as possible. The 

journey begins as Jilly is hospitalized as the 

result of being hit by a car. Her story and 

history come to light, one small step at a 

time, through the memories and adventures 

of her many faithful hospital visitors and a 

parallel tale of a young woman embittered 

by the early desertion of her older sister. By 

the time the stories merge, the two ñchildren 

of the secretò confront each other in the 

other world, leaving Jilly in a very 

precarious physical state in this one. 

 This novel of urban fantasy blends 

Celtic, Native American and other mythical 

beliefs into a seamless story that 

reverberates with magic and truth. Like the 

Onion Girl of the title, the many layers of 

the novel are peeled back with delicacy and 

precision. An assured and accomplished 
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writer, de Lint, weaves his magic, creating 

once again not only strong characters that 

readers easily identify with and want to 

revisit again and again, but also a vibrant 

world of possibilities and hope just on the 

edge of the here and now. This is a story, 

often harsh and unbending, that emphasises 

personal responsibility, family obligations, 

choices, and friendship and loyalty. More so 

than other of the Newford stories, Jillyôs 

story focuses on the teen experience. GdV 

 

Spirits in the Wires by Charles de Lint. 

Tor, 2000. Hardback. 448 pages. 

0-312-87398-0 

When evil spirits attack the virtual library 

Internet site of Wordwood, they do so with a 

vengeance. Not only do computers crash, 

but also the people visiting the site are 

sucked into the vortex. When Saskia, 

Christy Riddell's girlfriend, disappears right 

before his eyes, his brother and friends, 

well-known to de Lint's wide readership of 

the Newford novels, embark on a quest to 

get her back. As they too, enter the 

otherworld of cyberspace, they soon 

discover that a hacker has unleashed an 

ancient spirit who has been badly hurt by a 

virus and is causing havoc in both worlds. 

 "Spirits ride the software, cables and 

telephone lines and make homes for 

themselves in the spaces that lie between the 

various computers that the technology 

connects." de Lint successfully plays with 

the premise of the spirits embracing 

technology but it is his exploration of people 

and their perceptions of themselves and their 

relationships that formulate the backbone of 

the novel. Highly recommended for fans of 

urban fantasy as well as cyber-savvy teens. 

GdV 

 

Forests of the Heart by Charles de Lint. 

Tor, 2000. Hardback. 397 pages. 

0-312-86519-8 

Charles de Lint, Canadian master of urban 

fantasy, weaves a complex story of intrigue 

and suspense while exploring the power of 

spirituality and friendship. Four diverse 

individuals are brought together to combat 

an ancient force known as the Gentry who 

traveled with the early Irish settlers to the 

new world. Neglected by the previous 

believers and isolated by indigenous spirits, 

the Gentry had continuously pushed to 

regain control and power. The story begins 

when their time of emergence is dangerously 

close. Bettina and Ellie, two young artists, 

make their way independently to the artistsô 

colony at Kellygnow just outside of 

Newford where they connect with 

musicians, other artists, and native North 

Americans to combat these malignant 

forces. The climax takes place during a 

massive ice storm. De Lint fans will 

recognize the physical and spiritual 

landscape of previous Newford stories and 

all should be captivated by the struggles and 

personalities of the main characters. GdV 

 

Calculating God by Robert J. Sawyer. 

Tor, 2000. Hardback. 335 pages. 

0-312-86713-1 

This book, set in the near future in Toronto, 

combines a space story, a thriller about a 

pair of creationist terrorists, and a great deal 

of philosophical discussion about the nature 

of God and the role of sentient life in the 

universe. It features an Ontario 

paleontologist who is dying of cancer, Tom 

Jericho, an alien called Hollus who normally 

appears only as a telepresence, and members 

of a third species who play a minor role in 

the story. It turns out that all three life forms 

have experienced historical cataclysms at 

the same five points in their histories, and 

the aliens want to consult the records 

contained in Earthôs fossils in order to 

increase their understanding of what has 

happened in the past. Tomôs great interest in 

the project and his developing friendship 
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with Hollus are shadowed by his knowledge 

of his own mortality and his fears for his 

family. It sounds like a recipe for a rather 

depressing book, but in fact it is engaging 

and stimulating, raising huge questions in 

accessible and interesting ways. MM 

 

Girlfriend in a Coma by Douglas 

Coupland. Harper-Collins, 1998. 

Hardback. 284 pages. 0-00-224396-2 

Couplandôs new book is a leap into a dark 

surreal world of the future in which a small 

group of disillusioned friends has to make 

hard decisions about faith, survival, and the 

meaning of life. The book begins with the 

voice of a ghost, Jared - a young man who 

died of cancer in Vancouver in the late 

1970s. The following year, on a snowy night 

in Vancouver, Jaredôs friend, Karen McNeil, 

falls into a deep coma after making love 

with her boyfriend, Richard, for the first 

time. Karen had been experiencing terrifying 

visions of the end of the century. Eighteen 

years later, when she finally awakens from 

her coma, she finds herself living through 

her apocalyptic visions with a teenaged 

daughter, Megan, who was born while she 

was still in a coma, with Richard, and with 

their old school friends. The book has an 

imaginative and intriguing plot, but is not 

for the faint-hearted. Coupland writes with a 

blend of dark comical wit and stark realism 

that can potentially be quite disturbing. 

Couplandôs book with its Vancouver setting 

will fascinate (and perhaps depress) many 

teenage readers. IJ  

 

Trader by Charles de Lint. Tom 

Doherty, 1997. Hardback. 352 pages. 

0-312-85847-7 

Max Trader wakes up one morning in the 

body of someone else. His mind remembers 

how to make guitars and lutes, the skill by 

which he earns his living, but his body has 

lost the calluses and some of the know-how 

that made the work possible. What is worse, 

his new body is that of John Devlin, an 

unpleasant man who is one of lifeôs losers. 

In short order Max finds himself evicted 

from Devlinôs home for defaulting on the 

rent, with no access to his old life because 

almost nobody recognizes him. This story is 

set in Newford, a city populated by 

psychics, mystics and a few tricksters. De 

Lint has set many books in this town and 

some of the characters in this story are 

familiar. The story is told from a variety of 

perspectives. Max Trader gets the only first-

person narration; John Devlin gets no voice 

at all; the remaining interwoven narratives 

tell the stories of different friends of the two. 

Eventually, after many complex twists and 

turns, the story moves to an alternate world. 

The book is less mystic than many of De 

Lintôs previous stories but it has its quotient 

of philosophical speculation and ruminations 

on the Old Ways. Interesting and highly 

accessible. MM 

 

The Night Watch by Sean Stewart. Ace 

Books, 1997. Hardback. 325 pages. 

0-441-00445-8 

Stewartôs bleak leap into the future is all the 

more disturbing for being set in two highly 

recognizable Canadian cities: Edmonton and 

Vancouver. His initial premise is that magic 

has erased much of human history and 

unleashed mysterious forces on what 

remains of civilization. Much of North 

America has been obliterated but a few 

surviving communities still cling to a 

complex existence. One such survivor is the 

south side of Edmonton (the north side is 

inhabited only by ghosts and demons); 

another is Chinatown in Vancouver, where 

magic lurks in the forest that presses on the 

south side of the city. The precise geography 

of the settings increases the uneasiness of 

this dystopic story and Stewartôs 

descriptions of the overwhelming power of 

snow and cold will ring a bell with most 

Canadian readers. The story has many vivid 
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characters, both male and female, and a 

lively plot involving both war and love. 

Some readers may find certain racial and 

sexual references troublesome, though 

Stewart is always careful to provide a 

context for the insults his characters hurl at 

each other. Overall, however, this is a 

powerful and memorable book which will 

appeal even to readers who do not normally 

like speculative fiction. MM 

 

A Scientific Romance by Ronald 

Wright. Alfred A. Knopf Canada,  

1997. Hardback. 309 pages. 0-676- 

97056-7 

A Scientific Romance is a thought-provoking 

look at the near and intermediate future, a 

contemporary answer to books like 1984 and 

Brave New World. Its immediate inspiration 

is The Time Machine by H.G. Wells and it 

opens with an account of the narratorôs 

discovery of the actual machine on which 

Wells based his famous novel. David 

Lambert, who tells this story in the form of 

notes and computer documents addressed to 

his friends, is a museum curator with a 

special interest in Victorian machinery and 

when he locates the time machine he is 

irresistibly compelled to upgrade it with 

computer equipment and to try his luck at 

making it work again. He moves into the 

future and takes a detailed look at Britain in 

the year 2500, but his heart is really engaged 

with the idea of taking the machine into the 

past so that he can return to his early life and 

undo all the mistakes he made with friends 

and lovers. The account of what seems to 

have happened to civilization over the next 

few centuries is gripping, and Wrightôs 

elegy for past mistakes, both local and 

personal, and global and societal, is 

haunting. This is a book with a great deal to 

say to teenagers. MM 

 

Idoru by William Gibson. G.P. Putnam, 

1996. Hardback. 292 pages. 0-399-14130-8 

Vancouver writer William Gibson is 

credited with inventing the term cyberspace 

so it is only natural to expect his work to 

explore the cutting edges of technology. 

This book looks at how the reality of 

contemporary definitions of celebrity may 

intersect in the future with the creation of 

virtual personalities, a development which 

opens up whole new territories of cult 

potential. Set in 21st century Japan, at least 

for the parts where it is not located in some 

virtual world, the book tells the story of rock 

star Rez who is rumored to be planning a 

marriage to Rei Toei, a virtual pop idol or 

idoru. The book combines two stories which 

are told in alternating chapters, one about 

Colin Laney whose talent for spotting 

patterns in apparently random collections of 

data enables him to find work in unlikely 

places, the other about Chia a 14-year-old 

fan of Rez and his rock group. The format 

has its annoying moments as one cliff-

hanger after another has to be held in 

suspension for a chapter while the 

alternating story moves ahead. The 

discontinuity which thus develops feeds into 

the pervasive sense of the precarious borders 

between real and virtual that dominates the 

story. This book has its own web site with 

some interesting passages which Gibson 

chose to delete from the book. MM 

 

Nobodyôs Son by Sean Stewart. Ace 

Books, 1995 (1993). Paperback. 

273pages. 0-441-00128-9 

Nobodyôs Son, by Sean Stewart, is a bit of a 

hybrid. First published by Maxwell 

Macmillan in 1993, it won the Canadian 

Library Association Young Adult Book of 

the Year Award for that year. It has now 

been re-issued by Ace Books in their adult 

line. It is a book for adolescents, 

nonetheless, especially for those who like 

their fantasy complex and challenging. The 

happy ending happens in the first chapter of 

Nobodyôs Son; the rest of the book is 
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devoted to exploring what happens 

afterwards. Complex, funny, baroque and 

profound, it is a rare but happy example of 

high fantasy which can appeal to those 

readers who do not normally enjoy fantasy, 

as well as delighting the true aficionados. 

MM 

 

The Ivory and the Horn by Charles de 

Lint. Tom Doherty Associates, 1995. 

Hardback. 318pages. 0-312-85563-7 

The Ivory and the Horn, by Ottawa writer 

Charles de Lint, is bound to appeal to fans of 

his work. A collection of linked short 

stories, set in the fictional town of Newford, 

it sets its haunted characters in a world of 

contemporary concerns and traumas. 

Homelessness, eating disorder, child abuse 

and terminally low self-esteem are the 

familiar-sounding problems which call up 

spirit assistance. The stories vary in length 

from slight to substantial and will be greeted 

with enthusiasm by readers who like the 

way de Lint treads the line between horror 

and old-fashioned hauntings. MM 

 

The Case of Emily V. Minerva by Keith 

Oatley. 1994 (1993). Paperback. 407 

pages. 0-433-39239-8 

The term speculative fiction usually covers 

material set in the future, but this book 

speculates about the past, mixing fact and 

fiction in an engaging and provocative way. 

Suppose Sherlock Holmes and Sigmund 

Freud had worked together on a single case; 

what might we have learned from their joint 

efforts? Oatley frames his narrative as a set 

of documents presented and footnoted by a 

contemporary psychologist. The story is told 

by Freud himself, by Dr. Watson, and by the 

eponymous patient, Emily V. In genre terms 

it can be described as a murder mystery, a 

novel of child abuse, a lesbian love story, 

and probably one or two others. Readers 

with even a modest background 

understanding of Freud and Holmes will 

find much to enjoy in this novel, which has 

been irresistibly described by David Lodge 

as the thinking personôs page-turner. MM 
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Poetry 
 

Night Work:  The Sawchuk Poems by 

Randall Maggs.  London, ON:  

Brick  Books, 2008.  187 pages.  

Paperback.  978-1-894078-62-7 

Terry Sawchuk was a legendary hockey 

goalie back in the days when goalies wore 

no masks and had no back-up goalie in the 

wings to take over when they were hurt.  A 

hero for the Detroit Red Wings in the early 

1950s, he was nevertheless traded to Boston, 

and after that served on a number of 

different teams.  In 1967, he backstopped 

the Toronto Maple Leafs as they won the 

Stanley Cup, beating Montreal in the year of 

Canada's centennial and the last year that the 

National Hockey League was composed of 

only six teams.  

 In this book of poems, larded with a 

few interviews with Sawchukôs 

contemporaries, Randall Maggs looks deep 

into the heart of the game, and particularly 

into the mystery of how goalies even 

functioned under the pressure of being 

irreplaceable. 

Here is an example of Maggs at 

work, exploring the phenomenon of playing 

hockey. 

Four-faced, the clock sees 

everywhere. 

Dead centre over the ice, it hangs 

from chains. 

The players glance up, exchange a 

word, a sideward 

look - less than a minute to go.  They 

know time's rough 

and tumble.  Space and time, that's 

where they live, 

arcs and angles, a quick move into 

open ice. 

Their flashy physics. 

. . . . 

Get going clock. 

Slow down slow down. 

No one in the building likes time's 

pace.  (49) 

For anyone interested in hockey, this 

book hugely rewards the care and attention 

required to read it.  The poems express 

many different voices but it is often left to 

readers to figure out who is speaking.  The 

result is a thoughtful, prismatic, 360-degree 

view of a challenging game and an 

inscrutable superstar. Young readers 

interested in exploring this deep vision of an 

awe-inspiring game may like to equip 

themselves with some general background 

information about Sawchuk's career and 

contemporaries (Wikipedia is helpful 

here), in order to ground their reading.  

Maggs supplies most of the essential facts, 

but he also assumes a certain level of 

background knowledge on the part of his 

readers.  

 Very highly recommended for 

thoughtful fans of hockey, or for those who 

like to explore how supple poetry can be.  

MM  

The Office Tower Tales by Alice Major. 

Edmonton:  University of Alberta Press, 

2008.  252 pages.  Paperback.   978-0-

88864-502-9 

The Office Tower Tales is a long poem 

which reads like a novel. The story spans 

nine months in 1999 during which three 

women from a large engineering firm take 

their coffee breaks together. Against a 

backdrop of office towers, fast-food eateries, 

and harried people Aphrodite, receptionist, 

and Pandora, accounting and soon-to-be 

grandma, wait impatiently for Sheherazad, 

public relations, to spin her tales of everyday 

people and their modern-day problems.  
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Although based in a downtown 

Edmonton food court, the setting could be 

any major city, and even mundane spaces 

become beautiful in Major's poetic words: 

 
     Women's washroom. The polished floor 

      gleams between the rows of metallic stalls 

      like the long trail of moonlight 

      on water that lies listening to the calls 

      of twilit nature. 

The stories are diverse, many about 

situations teens of today are facing, and are 

filled with longing, sadness and anger but 

tempered with humour and hope. 

The Office Tower Tales is a paean to the 

power of oral storytelling and should 

encourage teen readers to tell their own 

stories, as well as comparing Major's stories 

with their earlier counterparts, Tales from a 

Thousand and One Nights, The Canterbury 

Tales and Greek mythology. MH 

 

Yesno by Dennis Lee. Toronto: 

House of Anansi Press, 2007. 

Paperback. 62 pages. 978-0-88784- 

758-5 

This book is a companion to Un, published 

in 2003 and reviewed in this column in 

2003/4. Like Un, it creates its own language 

to contemplate the onrushing ruin of the 

earth. Lee finds points of optimism - in one 

poem, "noful (10)," he contrasts the "noful" 

ï the extinction of species, the "corporate 

borgias" - with the "yesward" ï the belated 

recognition that we need to take urgent 

action. In "asif" (17), he talks about a planet 

"poised for a last-real comeback." His 

pessimism is deep, however, and his short, 

dense poems challenge readers to ponder the 

implications of his puns ("waste-deep" [47]) 

and his made-up words ("kneejerk 

abracadaver" [58]) in all the fullness of 

threat that they imply so intensely. The 

62 poems, packed into short lines and verses 

but charged with compressed energy, speak 

to the contemporary crisis in vivid ways. 

MM 

 

The Love Song of Laura Ingalls Wilder by 

Sharon McCartney.  Gibsons Landing, 

BC:  Nightwood Editions, 2007.  

Paperback.  101 pages.  978-0-88971-233-

1 

Readers of the Little House series by Laura 

Ingalls Wilder will have an informed entree 

into this book of short poems, as the 

subject matter is drawn from Wilder's 

children's books about the settlement of the 

American West.  McCartney also draws on 

biographical information about Wilder that 

never made it into the series (such as the 

short life of her one brother who is elided 

right out of the children's books).  Many of 

the poems refer to very particular elements 

of the books:  ñMa's Green Delaine Dress,ò 

ñThe Log That Falls on Ma's Foot during 

Construction of the Little House,ò ñThe 

Wind at De Smet,ò and so forth.  However, 

these are not poems for children, as ñPa's 

Penisò reminds us. 

 The short sample of titles listed 

above give some indication of the theme of 

this book - in many of the poems McCartney 

focuses on objects or particular people at 

particular times in the saga.  It would 

be possible to read this book without 

knowing the Little House books but being 

able to match the riff to the original version 

increases the resonance of these interesting 

poems.  MM 

Quick by Anne Simpson. Toronto: 

McClelland & Stewart, 2007. 

Paperback. 107 pages. 978-0-7710- 

8091-3 

The opposite of "quick" is sometimes "slow" 

but in this book the quick is more directly 

used in its meaning of "life" and is 

contrasted with the dead. Simpson is 

concerned with life in the body, and with the 

limits of life and the limits of death. The 

poems draw on animal life, on ancient myths 
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and legends, on the powers of water and the 

glories of nature, to explore what we 

understand, intuit and barely grasp about 

living and dying. Simpson uses the page in a 

variety of ways to shape the reading of her 

poems, making use of lines, spaces, fonts, 

and layout to carve meaning out of ink and 

paper. She creates a vivid image, wrings 

meaning from it and lets it go; for example, 

these lines from ñWinterò (49): ñStanding, I 

glance at the shape/I made lying down. 

Body that is no longer body/ but the skin of 

a wish. How do we get up/ walk out of 

ourselves?ò It is a rich, thoughtful and 

engrossing set of poems. MM 

 

Inventory by Dionne Brand. Toronto: 

McClelland & Stewart, 2006. 

Paperback. 100 pages. 0-7710-1662-X 

Dionneôs Brandôs newest poetry book is as 

contemporary and as tumultuous as the news 

from around the world over the past six 

years of the 21st century. Her resonant long 

poem is crafted as an inventory of the 

upheavals, wars and crises of the new 

century. With her characteristic richness of 

language and imagery, Brand offers a 

lamentation for the casualties of unending 

wars, the devastation of cities that fills our 

nightly television screens, and the inability 

of those who view these upheavals to make 

sense of a world in pain. Her inventory 

draws on news clips, military reports, 

international political figures, famous street 

names, dates of disasters and fragments of 

well-remembered revolutionary songs and 

poems to ask burning questions about our 

accountability for world disasters. Her poem 

is sobering and hard-hitting. As she 

concludes, I have nothing soothing to tell 

you, thatôs not my job, my job is to revise 

and revise this bristling list, hourly. IJ 

 

Book of Longing by Leonard Cohen. 

Toronto: McClelland & Stewart,  2006. 

Hardback. 232 pages. 0-7710-2234-4 

Leonard Cohen is a singer, a songwriter, and 

a poet. Sometimes the borders between these 

occupations are fuzzy. Eight works from this 

new collection of poems appeared on 

Cohenôs 2001 CD, Ten New Songs, and two 

more are performed by Anjani on her 2006 

recording, Blue Alert. Being set to music 

may discipline a poem in a variety of ways, 

particularly with regard to pace and rhythm, 

but Cohen has always been a master of 

making a strictly paced quatrain of verse 

flow in the most limpid way and some of the 

memorable poems in this collection still 

manifest this virtue. 

 This is Cohenôs first book of poems 

in twenty years. He is an old man now, but 

much of the subject-matter of this book will 

appeal to young readers. The collection 

includes many different kinds of verse on a 

broad range of topics, illustrated by 

numerous drawings done by Cohen himself. 

Many of these illustrations are self-portraits, 

and the focus on ñWho am I?ò appears in 

many of the poems as well. MM 

 

Elegy by E.D. Blodgett. Photographs 

by Yukiko Onley. Edmonton: 

University of Alberta Press, 2005. 

Paperback. 83 pages. 0-88864-450-7 

Blodgett, a poet whose earlier work has won 

the Governor General's award on more than 

one occasion, was commissioned by Yukiko 

Onley to write a poem in memory of her late 

husband, Toni Onley. Toni Onley was a 

landscape painter who died when his plane 

crashed into the Fraser River as he practised 

taking off and landing. What resulted from 

this initial commission is a whole book of 

linked poems, delicately illustrated with 

photographs.  

 Blodgett takes an elegy to be a 

transmutation of raw grief that renders it 

universal rather than particular. In this book, 

strict formal limits are part of that 

transmutation process; each poem uses short 

three-line verses, and the collected poems 
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draw on the same limited palette of 

metaphors: rain, rivers, trees. But the 

rawness of grief survives, as in this brief 

example:  

 How did I dare to say 

 that I would be the one 

 that would forget you 

  

 rather I should ask 

 what do rivers recall 

 when they go down to sea 

  

 so I stare at the sea 

 and know that I am not 

 recalled or known or seen (27) 

 

Those readers fortunate enough to have 

escaped intense sorrow may find themselves 

tourists in this bleak landscape, but there is 

no age limit for those who recognize the 

terrain. Blodgett has taken on a formidable 

challenge and in this book he attempts to 

speak the unspeakable. Those who do not 

know how even to start to express their 

feelings may well be grateful to him. MM 

 

Reading like a Girl by Rishma Dunlop. 

Black Moss Press, 2004. Paperback. 

96 pages. 0-88753-396-5 

As its title suggests, many of the poems in 

this book discuss reading. The author 

grounds her accounts of reading in specific 

backgrounds: she was born in India and 

grew up in Ontario and Quebec; her 

girlhood spanned the 1960s and 1970s, but 

some of her poems also talk about reading 

with her daughter at a later date. She does 

not address questions of reading in abstract 

or generalized terms but is precise about 

what it is that she is reading on any given 

occasion ï and the list ranges from Ladiesô 

Home Journal and Miss Chatelaine to 

Chekhov and Sadako and the Thousand 

Paper Cranes. The specificity of the step 

into a particular textual world is a major part 

of the charm of these poems. 

 The book is not exclusively about 

reading; other poems address questions such 

as shifting from one culture to another, both 

for herself and even more intensely for her 

mother. She also writes about being a 

university student and being a teacher of 

university students. The language is 

appealing and approachable, but there is 

plenty of meat in this small book. MM 

 

The Griffin Poetry Prize Anthology: A 

Selection of the 2004 Shortlist edited by 

Phyllis Webb. House of Anansi Press, 

2004. Paperback. 106 pages.  

0-88784-6998 

This anthology offers selections of poems 

from the seven books short-listed for the 

2004 Griffin prize. One of the world's most 

prestigious literary awards, the Griffin 

Poetry prize is given for the best books of 

poetry published in English in Canada and 

worldwide. Phyllis Webb, the distinguished 

Canadian poet who was one of the judges 

for the 2004 award selected the poems for 

this anthology. They include works by four 

international poets and three Canadian poet 

finalists and range widely in theme, style 

and language. 

 Di Brant's poems of lament for 

pollution in Canada are finely crafted and 

socially conscious. She laments "the bones 

of old horses and dead Indians/and lush 

virgin land, dripping with fruit/ and the 

promise of wheat, /overlaid with glass and 

steel/ and the dream of speed" (p. 63). In 

contrast, Leslie Greentree, the second 

Canadian poet short-listed, has a comic and 

conversational style which draws on the 

minutiae of everyday life. In her poem "If I 

was a gate," she writes: "I hold my shiny 

new electric drill/listen to its high-pitched 

whine/ it is fairly leaping in my 

hand/tingling through my arm my 

shoulder/waking all my bones" (p. 38). The 

third Canadian finalist highlighted, and the 

eventual winner of the 2004 Canadian 
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award, is Anne Simpson, the internationally 

recognized poet from Nova Scotia. 

Selections from her poems included here are 

bleak but beautifully crafted, exploring the 

nightmares of history and destruction. From 

the devastation of the Twin Towers: "A fold 

on air. We're smoke, drifting" (p. 91), to the 

larger view of what remains after death: "A 

tattoo of wounds" (p. 100), Simpson 

eloquently explores the ravages of time and 

history. The four finalists for the 

international award are similarly skillful. 

The selections gathered together for this 

anthology offer a dramatic and resonant 

introduction to some of the most exciting 

poetry being written in English today. IJ. 

 

Un by Dennis Lee. Anansi, 2003. 

Paperback. 61 pages. 0-88784-685-8 

Readers who have grown up with Dennis 

Leeôs poems for children will not be 

surprised to discover that this slim book of 

poems plays many word games. Those who 

know Lee only through the exuberance and 

glee of his childrenôs poems may, however, 

be surprised at the ferocity that fuels many 

of these short, complex poems. The first 

poem launches a countdown: ñ4, 3, 2, 1, unò 

(3), and Lee plays with the role of ñunò in 

many aspects of contemporary life. ñThe 

earth is in shock. You must bear it,ò he says 

(45), and this bleak perspective informs 

many pages in this book. But not all: gleams 

of gratitude for life itself also shine through 

the tumult of his elaborate and pessimistic 

word play. For example, he says, ñyet 

how/dumbfound how/dazzled, how/mortally 

lucky to beò (42); ñto/be,ò he says on 

another occasion, ñis a bareassed wonderò 

(23). Overall, however, it is the 

fearsomeness of our predicament that 

engages his apprehensive attention and his 

visceral language. MM 

 

An Ark of Koans by E.D. Blodgett. 

Illustrated by Jacques Brault. University 

of Alberta Press, 2003. Paperback. 68  

pages. 0-88864-404-3 

E.D. Blodgett celebrates miracles and 

mysteries of life, and also plays with 

language. A koan is an apparently 

meaningless puzzle designed to heighten 

awareness of truth, a term from Zen 

Buddhism. Blodgettôs choice is to create 

little quatrains about different animals, and 

the extreme discipline of his form 

contributes to the paradox of broad meaning 

compressed and expressed in a small space. 

His observations about the different birds 

and animals are delightful when taken 

individually; put together they create a vast 

sense of the richness of life on earth. A very 

appealing short collection. MM 

 

When your Voice Tastes like Home: 

Immigrant Women Write edited by 

Prabhjot Parmar and Nila Somaia- 

Carten. Second Story Press, 2003. 

Paperback. 171 pages. 1-896764-71-1 

This collection of short stories and poems 

offers fascinating and moving glimpses in 

the diverse experiences of immigrant 

women moving to Canada from countries 

around the world. There are stories and 

poems of sadness, longing, despair, hope, 

excitement, strength and determination. 

Some of the writing is factual and straight-

forward; some is lyrical and evocative. For 

one immigrant, Canada feels "like a flat 

square slippery gray building/ you stumble 

upon" (page 9). For another, "Winter chill 

numbs shivering, tired body" (page 89). 

Some of the writers face the oppression of 

racism or the breakdown of a marital 

relationship; others struggle to overcome 

homesickness as they embrace their new 

country. The anthology finely balances 

nostalgic writing about the past with writing 

that looks forward to a present and future of 

hope and new life. In the words of Rosita 

Ferrero de Estable: "Let us build other 

bridges/ with a present and a tomorrow. / 
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We cannot remain still" (page 155). IJ 

. 

The Garden Where She Dreams by 

Rebecca Luce-Kapler. Borealis Press, 

2003. Paperback. 83 pages. 0-88887- 

273-9 

In this collection of resonant poems, 

Rebecca Luce-Kapler explores multifaceted 

experiences of life and womanhood. In the 

first section,"Garden of the Moon," the 

poems are intensely personal, as she reflects 

on childhood experiences. She feels the 

warmth of her mother's body "falling over 

the house/ like feathers" (p. 4), remembers 

"coyotes on distant hills/ calling home" (p. 

10), revives memories of lying with friends 

in sleeping bags "like pickles on a barrel/feet 

touching feet/as rain clattered on the tin 

roofé" (p. 13). In section two, "Rainforest," 

Luce-Kapler's poems are dedicated to the 

painter and writer, Emily Carr, interweaving 

stories and dreams of Emily's life with those 

of her own experiences. These poems are 

rich with nature and dream imagery and 

filled with a yearning for understanding the 

connectedness of women's lives: "I open the 

door/ invite her in/ before cold spray from 

the sea/ pales her into maplesé" (p. 34.) 

These are the poems that most effectively 

anchor the collection, engaging readers with 

the power of language to breathe life into the 

memories and possibilities of Carr's life and 

to feel resonances with women's experiences 

through the ages. In the final section, "The 

Gardens Where She Dreams," Luce-Kapler 

moves through more contemporary 

experiences of adulthood as she explores 

tactile pleasures of love and sees her own 

experiences reflected in the dramatic forces 

of nature. The opening lines of her final 

poem perhaps best articulate the attraction of 

this collection of poetry: "The dawn sky stirs 

her shadows, makes lucid the/ dark 

cornersé."(p.77). These poems effectively 

reflect dark corners of women's lives, 

illuminating the shadows of memory and 

drawing the past into the present. It is a 

collection well worth reading. I.J. 

 

Eunoia by Christian Bök. Coach 

House Books, 2001. Paperback. 105 

pages. 978-1-55245-092-5 

ñHassan drafts a Magna Carta and asks 

that a taxman pass a Tax Actò (p. 19) 

ñWhenever Helen dresses herself en f°te, 

her sewn vestments reflect her 

resplendenceò (p. 35) 

ñWriting is inhibiting. Sighing, I sit, 

scribbling in ink with pidgin scriptò (p.50) 

ñBrown storks flock to brooks to look for 

schools of smolt or schools of snookò (p. 69) 

ñDuluth dump trucks lurch, pull Uturnsò 

(p.78). 

 

Bºkôs clever poetry book, winner of the 

Griffin Prize, is an incredible achievement 

that took Bök seven years to complete. Each 

chapter contains only one vowel, and the 

unique character and flavour of each vowel 

shine through in the narratives that emerge 

in the book. From the lyrical nature of the 

ñI,ò to the jocular tone of the ñOò and the 

more vulgar ñU,ò the book makes it clear 

that Bök has achieved more than a clever 

wordgame. 

 The word ñEunoiaò means 

ñbeautiful thinkingò; it is the shortest 

English word that contains all five vowels. 

Bok describes his book Eunoia as ña 

univocal lipogramò that ñwil lfully cripples 

its language in order to show that, even 

under such improbable conditions of duress, 

language can still express an uncanny, if not 

sublime, thoughtò (p. 103). This is not a text 

to read in one sitting. The intensity of the 

language and the complexity of the strange 

narratives encourage readers to dip in and 

out of the book, savouring the language and 

enjoying the wit and intensity of the writing. 

It is hard not to be intrigued by Eunoia and 

impossible not to admire the skill, dexterity 
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and musical texture of this unique book. IJ 

 

The Hornbooks of Rita K by Robert 

Kroetsch. University of Alberta Press, 

2001. Paperback. 105 pages. 0- 88864-372-

1 

Rita Kleinhart disappeared in 1992 at the 

age of 55, according to this unusual and 

attractive book. According to Raymond, 

the compiler of this collection, she had 

published 98 short poems before her 

disappearance from an art museum in 

Frankfurt. The hornbooks are fragmentary 

texts, including both Rita's other, often 

unfinished poems and Raymond's rueful 

reflections on Rita's life. Numbered and 

presented out of chronological order, they 

build up to a picture of a life and also a story 

of a relationship. Rita's artistic intentions, 

Raymond's proprietorial archival efforts, and 

the blurring of both chronology and actual 

events open many spaces for a reader to 

engage in making sense of the whole. Over 

the course of the book, this project becomes 

an unsettling operation that creates oddly 

prismatic and shimmering effects without 

ever leading to a sense of securely knowing 

what really matters. MM 

 

Midland by Kwame Dawes. Goose Lane 

Editions, 2001. Paperback. 91 pages.  

0-86492-299-X 

Dawesô latest book of poems is concerned 

predominantly with images of belonging, 

displacement, loss and desire. The poems 

are set in a variety of countries around the 

world, drawing on Dawesô own experiences 

in the Caribbean, Africa, England, Ireland 

and the United States. His writing is 

haunting and evocative, inviting readers into 

the ñsnotty hallsò and ñdirty lightò of 

London (39), the ñscarred muscle of 

Belfastôs heartò (24), and the ñslate gray 

Carolina dawn when the cotton fields were 

blanchedò (73). Like a ñgriot in search of a 

villageò (18), Dawes sings out his memories 

and his dreams of different times and  

different places. Born in Ghana, growing up 

in Jamaica, studying and teaching in New 

Brunswick, and now South Carolina, Dawes 

brings to his poems much of his own rich 

diasporic life experiences. He has already 

won a major award in Britain for his poetry 

collections, and has been highly praised for 

his rooted sensibilities and the vibrancy of 

his language. His poems are easy to read but 

hard to forget. IJ 

 

Handwriting by Michael Ondaatje. 

Vintage Canada, 2000 (1998). Paperback. 

78 pages. 0-676-97245-4. Handwriting by 

Michael Ondaatje. Random House 

Canada Audiobooks, 2000. Audiotape. 

Read by author. Playing time: 50 minutes. 

0-676-97278-0 

This heart-rending yet lyrical collection of 

Ondaatjeôs poems, in print and on audiotape, 

draws on mythologies and memories of Sri 

Lanka. With his usual delicate style and 

evocative use of language, Ondaatje weaves 

images of landscape, war, forgotten 

language and lost love. He contemplates a 

time ñwhen there was no book of the forest, 

no book of the sea,ò when ñhandwriting 

occurred on waves,/on leaves, the scripts of 

smoke,ò (6). The seductive power of these 

poems is overwhelming, even when the 

nuances of language and references to place 

remain tantalizingly beyond easy access. 

Available both in print and on audiotape, 

this poetry collection resonates in theme, 

mood and location with Ondaatjeôs novel, 

Anilôs Ghost. Both have a tragic, seductive 

power that are amazing in their ability to 

denote beauty, nostalgia and anguish in the 

same breath. IJ 

 

A Pair of Scissors by Sharon Thesen. 

Anansi Press, 2000. Paperback. 70 

pages. 0-88784-647-5 

Sharon Thesen writes with the sharp 

precision and cutting edge suggested by the 
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title of her new poetry collection. 

Contemporary, everyday scenes are 

transformed by her wit and sense of fantasy. 

Her subject matter is often the banal: 

walking the dog, watching TV, sitting on a 

plane. But she has the ability to create 

surrealist landscapes from these ordinary 

events, infusing her writing with images of 

pop culture, witty commentaries and hints of 

the magical. Twice shortlisted for the 

Governor Generalôs award for poetry, 

Thesen offers intelligent reflections on the 

potential chaos and magical possibilities of 

modern life. IJ 

 

Long Girl Leaning into the Wind by 

Janet Fraser. Killick Press, 2000. 

Paperback. 64 pages. 1-894294-21-1 

Maritimer Janet Fraser presents 39 relatively 

short free-verse poems in this attractive 

book. Many of them tell stories of family 

life and talk about the crises of growing up. 

Some are rooted in the specific geography of 

places in the Atlantic Provinces, particularly 

St. Johnôs, but this fact does not close out 

those readers who may not recognize 

particular references ï her sense of the 

general truth of the complexities of life is 

recognizable to all. MM 

 

The Bridge that Carries the Road by 

Lynn Davies. Brick Books, 1999. 

Paperback. 91 pages. 1-894078-01-2 

Lynn Daviesô first collection of poems 

chronicles life in the Maritimes in a variety 

of tones and styles, ranging from short 

poems with complex syntax to longer pieces 

in poetic prose. All her poems offer a strong 

sense of immediacy and a rich use of 

metaphor in their exploration of the beauty 

of the landscape and the everyday wonder 

and tribulation of family life. Davies writes 

with an intensity and careful perceptiveness 

that bring ordinary events into new focus. 

This collection, nominated for the 1999 

Governor Generalôs Award for Poetry, 

displays her perceptive eye for capturing the 

ordinary images of life in poetic form as she 

invites readers to share in her wonderment 

of the places and people she loves. IJ 

 

Tales for an Urban Sky by Alice Major. 

Broken Jaw Press, 1999. Paperback.  

93 pages. 1-896647-11-1 

This book is the first ever winner of the 

Poetôs Corner Award, which was set up as 

part of the celebration of the 150th 

anniversary of Fredericton, New Brunswick. 

The winning poet, however, is from Alberta, 

and her poems are set in the urban landscape 

of Edmonton. The book is divided into four 

sections: Tales for an urban sky, The 

number gods, Scenes from the Sugar Bowl 

Café, and Star seeing night. Each section 

contains a series of linked poems, all of 

which evoke the resonances of 

contemporary city life while drawing on the 

language and imagery of older, more rural 

mythologies. Many images involve the 

moon and stars, which of course are the 

same for everyone, though much harder to 

see from the city. The resulting book is vivid 

and thought provoking, and in many cases 

memorable. Major is a sharp observer of 

inner-city life. MM 

 

Through You I by E.D. Blodgett. The  

University of Alberta Press, 1997. 

Paperback. 74 pages. 0-88864-304-7 

This is a collection of new poems from the 

award-winning poet, E.D. Blodgett. In his 

usual style, Blodgett speaks to the power of 

love and friendship and the bitter-sweet 

resonances of loss. There is a musical 

quality to these poems with themes and 

variations echoing through the words and 

images. Nature and the elements speak 

through the power of love relationships, the 

delights of the body and remembrances of a 

mother whose presence is still strongly 

realized in the garden she loved. IJ 
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Apostrophes: Woman at a Piano by 

E.D. Blodgett. Buschek, 1996. 

Paperback. 72 pages. 0-9699904-0-5 

This is the collection that received the 

Governor Generalôs Award for Poetry this 

past year. Ted Blodgettôs love poems 

resonate with images of flowers, trees, 

winds, rain and water. His distinctive 

writing style has echoes of Shakespearean 

sonnets re-imagined in contemporary verse. 

A collection that will be read and re-read by 

anyone who loves poetry. IJ 

 

A Saving Grace: The Collected Poems 

of Mrs. Bentley by Lorna Crozier. 

McClelland & Stewart, 1996. 

Hardback. 98 pages. 0-7710-2480-0 

Lorna Crozierôs new book of poetry is 

dedicated to the memory of Sinclair Ross. 

More than 50 years after the publication of 

Rossô novel As for Me and My House, 

Crozier re-imagines the voice of Mrs. 

Bentley and the mythical town of Horizon, 

Saskatchewan in the Dirty Thirties through 

her sequence of poetry. The poems explore 

the despair and struggle of living with 

drought and loneliness but also resonate 

with the haunting beauty of the prairie skies 

and landscapes. Mrs. Bennettôs voice is 

eloquent yet enigmatic. Contemporary 

readers will find the poems offer new 

insights and new perspectives into the 

complex lives of women and the cruel 

beauty of nature. Crozierôs collection of 

poetry is a fascinating literary experience 

both for readers who are familiar with Rossô 

novel and for those who are not. IJ 

 

A Really Good Brown Girl by Marilyn  

Dumont. Brick, 1996. Paperback. 77 

pages. 0-919626-76-9 

Dumont is a Metis poet whose writing 

celebrates her heritage while it mocks and 

explores white condescension and 

misunderstanding. At times poignant, 

humorous, fierce and courageous, she offers 

powerful and poetic insight into 

discrimination and the ability of individuals 

to transcend cultural and racial barriers. 

Dumontôs poetry is an important addition to 

Canadian writing. It should have a particular 

appeal to adolescents in their exploration of 

their own social and cultural identities. IJ 

 

Morning in the Burned House: New 

Poems by Margaret Atwood. 

McClelland & Stewart, 1995. 

Hardback. 127 pages. 0-7710-0830-9 

Margaret Atwoodôs latest volume of poetry 

resonates with the same brightness of 

imagery, crafted language and incisive 

perspectives of her earlier works. In 

addition, a number of these poems blend 

mythological and historical figures with 

Atwoodôs powerful visions of the bleakness, 

violence and occasional humor of 

contemporary life. Many of the poems are 

disturbing, some are passionate, others 

poignant. This is a poetry collection that 

offers rewards for readers of all ages. IJ 

 

Model Families by Shirley A. Serviss. 

Rowan, 1992. Paperback. 

Unpaginated. 1-895836-02-6 

A slim book of poems, Model Families deals 

with a very adult perspective on an issue 

which is important to many teenagers: step-

families. The poems are written by a woman 

with a husband, a daughter and a step-son, 

and they explore the complexities of the 

many relationships implicit in such a family 

arrangement with delicacy and insight. 

Those who are growing up as the children of 

blended families may find a new slant on 

some complicated emotions. MM 
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Mystery and true crime 
 

The Boys in the Trees by Mary Swan.  

New York:  Henry Holt and Company, 

2008.  Paperback.  207 pages.  978-0-8050-

8670-6 

Toronto writer Mary Swan has written a 

story about a murder - not a conventional 

mystery because there is never any doubt 

about the murderer and not much about the 

motive.  Nevertheless, she borrows 

a strategy from the standard whodunits by 

revealing the story in slow degrees.  The 

murder occurs partway through the book and 

it would be a pity to reveal too much about 

what happens (for the same reason, readers 

are advised to avoid the blurb on the back).  

The story is really about the subtle build-up 

of events and personalities that create the 

conditions for the crime, and then about the 

widening ripples of its aftermath in a 

nineteenth-century Canadian town.  

The book is about several different boys 

who climb trees for different purposes at 

different points in time, but it is also a story 

of many other people in a traumatized 

community.  Swan is subtle and perceptive, 

and the story is extremely absorbing.  Just as 

in conventional murder mysteries, readers 

must keep their wits working because the 

narratives of different members of the town 

link in ways that are not always immediately 

obvious.  The attentive reader, however, will 

be well rewarded with a rich sense of both 

the individuality of various characters and 

also the strength and significance of the 

communal web that connects them.  This 

book is hard to put down. MM 

 

By the Time You Read This by Giles 

Blunt. Toronto: Vintage 

Canada 2007/2006. Paperback. 308 

pages. 978-0-679-31500-1 

This book is the fourth in the fine series 

of detective stories featuring John 

Cardinal, other titles of which have been 

reviewed in this column. The title hints 

at a suicide note, and by the end of 

the first chapter, Cardinal has been 

devastated by a suicide very close to 

home. At the same time, his colleagues 

are pursuing a predator who abuses 

children and posts the images online. 

The two subplots weave occasionally 

overlapping threads through the novel 

and by the time their relationship to each 

other is fully revealed, the book 

is building to a tense climax. The book 

is hard to put down and readers may 

wish to make sure they have reading 

time available before they begin. Blunt's 

account of Cardinal's grief is subtle and 

compelling, and his narrative of the 

impact of suicide raises this novel above 

the level of simple crime fiction. MM 

 

A Journeyman to Grief by Maureen 

Jennings. Toronto: McLelland & 

Stewart, 2007. Paperback. 352 pages. 

978-0771043383 

Inspector William Murdoch is back in 

the seventh of Maureen Jennings' 

mysteries set in Toronto in the late 

1800s. This time out, he's investigating 

the murder of a livery stable owner who 

was apparently horsewhipped to death 

before being strung up in his stable. The 

man's wife and employees don't seem 

very heartbroken, and a series of motives 

emerges. Soon after, a member of 

Toronto's black community is murdered, 

and his death is related to the first. 

Intertwined with Murdoch's case are 

several chapters about a black woman 

abducted from Canada decades earlier, 

and sold into slavery in the U.S. As the 

novel unfolds, these two disparate stories 

converge. As always, Jennings' historical 

research is impeccable, bringing late 

Victorian Toronto to life in all its splendour 

and seediness. We also see the beginnings of 
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social changes that herald the end of the 

Victorian era in the form of Murdoch's 

romance with Amy Slade, the trouser-

wearing "New Woman." HG 

 

No Time for Goodbye by Linwood 

Barclay. New York: Bantam, 2007. 

Hardback, 338 pages. 978-0-553-80555-0 

The hard hitting prologue introduces the 

reader to teenage Cynthia Bigge the night 

after she has been found drunk, having been 

discovered lying to her parents, and taken 

from her date's parked vehicle by her 

outraged father. Cynthia wakes up defiant 

but this quickly changes as she realizes that 

her parents and brother have disappeared, 

not to be heard from again.  The reader then 

moves twenty-five years to follow the adult 

Cynthia who is revisiting the mysterious 

scene for a national reality television show 

and an attempt to lay her own haunting fears 

to rest. Cynthia, her husband Terry, a high 

school teacher, and their young daughter as 

well as family friends become more and 

more drawn into the search for answers - but 

someone does not want the answers found! 

 This is a fast paced read that has 

several loose ends in the solving of the 

mystery but these loose ends will not be 

detrimental to the enjoyment and overall 

discovery of the truth behind the 

disappearance of Cynthia's family. Teen 

readers will easily sympathize with the 

teenage Cynthia's behaviour and emotional 

roller-coaster that permeates the novel as 

well as the relationship that the teacher, 

Terry, has with some of his more reluctant 

students.   

  (Barclay is a columnist for the 

Toronto Star)  GdV 

Dead in the Water: An Anthology of 

Canadian Mystery Fiction, edited by 

Violette Malan and Therese 

Greenwood. Toronto, ON: RendeVous 

Press, 2006. Paperback. 312 pages 

978-1-894917-37-7 

Since over 80 percent of Canadians live near 

a body of water, be it a lake, ocean, or river, 

water can be a handy device when thinking 

of murder. The nineteen short stories in this 

collection, celebrate (if one can use such a 

word here) both murder and the Canadian 

connection to water from one coast to the 

other, with stops along the way. Various 

genres are included as well as we begin the 

voyage revisiting the death of Group of 

Seven artist Tom Thompson, referred to 

only as ñthe painterò as well as other 

historical fiction tales. The vast majority of 

the stories, however, are realistic fiction, 

happening to your neighbours just the other 

day. A crossover tale by Tanya Huff brings 

in the supernatural as well as a whisper of 

First Nation beliefs which is almost the only 

indication that Canada has a multicultural 

population. 

 While many of the narrators are 

middle-aged women, there is enough here to 

interest the young adult reader interested in 

both short stories and murder mysteries. 

From the pain of first love to the lure of lost 

treasure and other legends and back again to 

dysfunctional families, this collection is an 

enjoyable experience ï a good place to get 

your feet wet! GdV 

 

Under the Bridge: The True Story of the 

Murder of Reena Virk, by Rebecca 

Godfrey. Toronto: Harper Collins, 2005. 

Hardcover. 346 pages. 0-00-200067-9 

One reviewer has compared this book to 

Truman Capote's In Cold Blood, and the 

comparison is an apt one. Like Capote, 

Rebecca Godfrey spent several years 

gaining the trust of the participants in a 

notorious murder case. What emerges is a 

complex, heartbreaking story that gives new 

meaning to the cliche of "a senseless act of 

violence." In 1997 in the working-class 

Victoria suburb of View Royal, an awkward, 

troubled 14-year-old named Reena Virk was 

swarmed and severely beaten by a group of 
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her peers, and then murdered by two of the 

teens in the group. A media frenzy erupted, 

with many snap judgements being made 

about violent teens and "bad girls." Godfrey 

spent seven years on this book, getting to 

know the Virk family, the perpetrators of the 

crime, their friends, and the police and 

lawyers involved in the case. With 

extraordinary attention to detail, she depicts 

the events that caused a "girl fight" to 

escalate into murder, and the effects of these 

actions on the participants. The title is 

somewhat sensationalized and inaccurate, 

because what really happened under the 

bridge remains unclear in the end, the 

picture blurred by time, the faulty memories 

of traumatized witnesses, and the continuing 

denials of the main perpetrator, Kelly Ellard. 

 What does emerge is a nuanced tale 

of how disparate toxic ingredients can 

combine in an explosive brew that leads to 

murder. The book answers the oft-asked 

question, "What kind of kids could do such a 

thing?" Many of the youths involved came 

from troubled homes. Reena Virk lived 

outside the parental home. Two of the girls 

involved in the beating lived in a group 

home. Warren Glowatski, the only boy 

involved, was the child of an alcoholic 

mother and an absent father, living 

precariously with a school friend. Prior to 

the murder, his acquaintance universally 

described him as sweet-natured, gentle and 

respectful to the adults in his life. The author 

excels in capturing the contradictions in his 

character, his remorse and the perspective he 

gains on his crime with the passing of years. 

Kelly Ellard remains an enigma, and the 

portrait that emerges of her is of a sociopath 

that normal people are probably incapable of 

understanding. However, the other 

characters emerge as complex, well-drawn 

individuals, rather than the furious mass that 

was presented in the media. Teens will find 

in this book people they can identify with, 

and perhaps some food for thought on their 

own peer relationships. HG 

 

The Red Power Murders: A DreadfulWater 

Mystery by Thomas King writing as 

Hartley GoodWeather. Toronto: 

HarperCollins, 2006. Paperback. 317 

pages. 0-00-63955-1. 

In this second novel mystery novel featuring 

retired policeman and present day 

photographer Thumps DreadfulWater, King 

explores the intersection of past and present 

not only for the main character, but for 

society as well. Thumps is hired as a 

photographer when a renowned Indian 

activist arrives on a book tour in the small 

town of Chinook, South Dakota. At the 

same time, he reluctantly accepts the role of 

deputy to make sure that the event does not 

run amuck. But this is exactly what happens! 

Faced with people from his past and trying 

to be comfortable in the present, Thumps 

moves briskly, but not smoothly, towards 

the convoluted solution. His journey is 

accompanied by a cast of (mostly) likeable 

characters, including Moses Blood, a Native 

elder whose stories and storytelling add 

lucidity and humour. 

 A spare, wry writing style, sparkling 

with humour, gentle pokes at academic life, 

and stereotypes of teenage computer geeks 

makes this novel accessible and entertaining 

for young adult readers. While the main 

character may be a mature adult, his search 

for his own identity will also be appreciated 

by teen readers. GdV 

 

Piece of My Heart by Peter Robinson. 

Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2006. 

Hardback. 380 pages. 0-7710-7609-6. 

Piece of My Heart is Peter Robinsonôs 

fifteenth book about Inspector Alan Banks 

and young adult mystery fans will find much 

to enjoy about this latest installment in the 

series. The book begins in 1969, at the end 

of an outdoor rock music festival at 
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Brimleigh Beacon, North Yorkshire, which 

featured bands like Pink Floyd, Fleetwood 

Mac, Led Zeppelin, and a fictional band 

called the Mad Hatters. During the clean-up 

from the concert, a young girlôs body is 

discovered. She had been stabbed in a 

sleeping bag, with no identification other 

than a flower painted on her cheek. 

Detective Inspector Stanley Chadwick 

investigates the murder, which takes him 

deep into the sex, drugs, and rock and roll of 

the time.  

 Fast forward to the present day, 

when another murder appears to be linked in 

some way to the victim from 1969. The  

victim this time is a music reporter who is 

writing a story about the Mad Hatters for 

Mojo magazine, Inspector Banks, who is 

assigned to investigate this new murder, 

begins to see connections between his case 

and the events of 1969, including the concert 

at Brimleigh Beacon and the Mad Hatters. 

Working with evidence that is almost 40 

years old leads Banks to many dead ends 

and makes talking to witnesses difficult, 

especially one of the original members of 

the Mad Hatters, a reclusive musician who 

might have the answers Banks needs to 

solve the case. Although the ending is 

somewhat predictable, Robinson 

successfully brings the two intertwined 

stories to satisfying conclusions. 

 Told in alternating chapters, Piece 

of My Heart moves the reader between 1969 

and the present day. Full of references to the 

music and lifestyle of the 1960s, Piece of 

My Heart has a fast moving plot and well 

developed, interesting characters. Young 

adults, both those familiar with the series 

and those who are new to it, will engage 

with the story and its cast of characters. 

Highly recommended. JdG 

 

Scare the Light Away by Vicki Delany. 

Poisoned Pen Press, 2005. Hardback.  

337 pages. 1-59058-141-5  

Rebecca McKenzie returns, after an absence 

of 30 years, to her home town of Hope 

River, Ontario to attend her motherôs 

funeral. A successful banker in Vancouver, 

Rebecca has been recently widowed and 

brings this grief to meet with her 

dysfunctional family to honour her mother, 

the only member of the family with whom 

she has remained connected. 

 While coping with reuniting past 

memories with present realities, Rebecca is 

given a gift of her motherôs diaries. Through 

these entries, beginning with her parentôs 

first meeting and continuing throughout the 

rest of their married lives, Rebecca begins to 

understand, and possibly forgive, her family. 

Whilst undertaking this emotional journey, 

Rebecca also confronts the mystery of a 

missing teenage girl, one who is known to 

have idolized Rebeccaôs older brother. 

 While this is essentially the adult 

Rebeccaôs story, much of the action revolves 

around people in their teens in the past and 

present, and explores the way that family 

members and family history shapes their 

lives.  

 A strong debut for Delany, who, 

with a strong narrative voice, creates vibrant 

main characters who live in a fully realized 

small town on the Canadian Shield. The 

secondary characters are not as successfully 

formulated as the family members. This is 

not a fast-paced romp but one that deserves 

careful reading; young adult readers should 

easily make connections to acquaintances in 

their own school and community 

environment. GdV 

 

Fifth Son by Barbara Fradkin.  

Rendezvous Press, 2004. Paperback.  

299 pages. 1-894917-13-8 

Fifth Son is the fourth book in the  

Inspector Green mystery series which is set 

in Ottawa, Ontario. Barbara Fradkin, a 

practicing psychologist, uses current issues 

and Ottawa landmarks to create believable 
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situations and interesting stories. In the 

latest book in the series, Inspector Green 

investigates the death of a mysterious 

stranger who fell from an abandoned church 

tower in a quiet village near Ottawa. 

Inspector Green and his colleagues are 

forced to decide whether it is murder or 

suicide. When the victim turns out to be the 

long lost son of a local family, Green must 

delve into the past, and regardless of police 

procedure and policy, learn all he can about 

the years of tragedy, madness and death that 

have plagued the family, in order to solve 

the mystery. As is the case in all the books 

in this series, Inspector Green's quest for the 

truth often causes conflict with his family 

and colleagues which creates additional 

layers in the story. 

 Fifth Son recently won an Arthur 

Ellis Award for Best Novel. Easy-to-read 

and with memorable characters, Fifth Son is 

sure to delight mystery fans. Inspector 

Green, like many good detectives in 

literature, is a slightly flawed but ultimately 

good, character who is trying to do his best 

for his family and his job. His long suffering 

colleagues have learned to accommodate his 

drive to solve crimes at any cost and 

together create an interesting cast of 

characters that will interest young adult 

readers. 

 Although this is the fourth in a 

series, it can be read alone or out of 

sequence without losing any of the impact of 

the story. The book as an object will appeal 

to young adults. It is slightly larger than a 

mass market paperback and the darkened 

church on the cover immediately causes the 

reader to wonder what is going to happen in 

the story. Additionally, $13.95 price tag 

makes it affordable for libraries or 

individual readers. Fifth Son is highly 

recommended. JdG 

 

Playing with Fire by Peter Robinson. 

McClelland and Stewart, 2004. 

Hardback. 350 pages. 0-7710-7606-1 

Playing with Fire is the newest book in 

Peter Robinson's mystery series about 

Detective Inspector Alan Banks. In this 

book, Banks and his colleague Annie 

Cabbot investigate the deaths of two people, 

each living on separate barges moored in a 

dead-end canal. The barges were both set on 

fire, killing the two occupants and burning 

much of the evidence. As Banks, Cabbot, 

and fire investigator Geoff Hamilton begin 

to pick through the ashes, they discover the 

trail of accelerant leading from barge to 

barge. Suddenly, they are no longer dealing 

with an accident, but with murder. As Banks 

and Cabbot sort through the evidence, they 

have many questions that need answering 

before they can stop the arsonist from 

striking again. As they get deeper into the 

case, they discover more and more people 

who have a motive for murder, especially 

the boyfriend of one of the murder victims 

who bolted from the scene when the police 

first arrived. By the end, with the list of 

suspects narrowed down, the detectives will 

discover that playing with fire can be a 

thrilling and dangerous game.  

 Set in a small community in 

England, Playing with Fire is full of 

imaginative characters and enough plot 

twists and turns to keep the most avid 

mystery fans guessing until the very end. 

Robinson has an extraordinary ability to 

create well-rounded characters that continue 

to develop and grow with each new book in 

the series. Readers do not have to be 

familiar with the other books in the series 

(there are 13 in the series) to read and enjoy 

Playing with Fire. Young adults who are 

new to Peter Robinson and Inspector Banks 

will be delighted to find a new series by one 

of Canada's best mystery writers. JdG 

 

The Delicate Storm by Giles Blunt. 
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Seal Books, 2004 (Random House 2003). 

Paperback. 393 pages. 0-7704-2939-4 

Giles Blunt sets his latest mystery in the 

northern Ontario community of Algonquin 

Bay in the heart of a tremendous ice storm. 

This book features many of the characters 

that readers first met in Forty Words for 

Sorrow, and develops some of the themes 

that made that book such an engrossing read. 

He is adept at conveying a rich and 

convincing sense of location and the rigors 

of a harsh Canadian winter haunt every page 

of this highly readable story. 

 When a body - half eaten by bears - 

shows up outside Algonquin Bay, Detective 

John Cardinal begins an investigation that 

eventually leads to the exploration of events 

that occurred thirty years earlier in a 

different province entirely. Blunt is very 

skillful at weaving contemporary and 

historical events and themes into an 

intriguing whole. He also does a terrific job 

of demonstrating the overlap of personal and 

professional issues in the life of his hero. 

Cardinal is convincingly flawed and his 

human weaknesses affect his detection in 

believable ways.   

 This book rises above the category 

of genre fiction; although the central 

mystery is absorbing, the larger elements of 

setting and character are even more 

engaging. MM 

 

The Monitor by Janice MacDonald. 

Turnstone Press, 2003. Paperback. 

322 pages. 0-88801-284-5 

Randy Craig is a distance educator with a 

local community college. To make ends 

meet she takes on the position of night 

monitor for Babel, a cyberspace chat room 

owned by Chatgod, for the night shifts six 

nights a week. To begin with, Randy is 

happy with her new position, but strange 

things start to happen in the chat room. A 

regular chatter disappears, others are having 

private chats about murder and sex, and it 

appears that a contract killer is out there 

somewhere. Although she has been sworn to 

secrecy as monitor, when Randy feels her 

life is threatened she enlists the help of her 

boyfriend, a policeman. 

 The Monitor is a work of fiction, but 

it highlights the pitfalls of chat rooms where 

no one is necessarily who they say they are, 

and predators can lurk. MacDonald uses 

email and instant message format for much 

of the book and, with lots of twists and 

turns, keeps the suspense right to the end. 

MH 

 

DreadfulWater Shows Up by Hartley 

GoodWeather (Thomas King). Harper 

Flamingo Canada, 2002. Paperback. 

234 pages. 0-00-639179-6 

Thumps DreadfulWater is a Cherokee ex-

cop turned photographer who is dragged into 

the mystery of a computer programmerôs 

death by his sometime lover, Claire, whose 

son is a prime suspect. The dead 

programmer has been helping to set up a 

major casino and resort funded by the tribal 

council of which Claire is head; her son, 

Stick, is the leader of the opposition to this 

resort.  

 Writing under the nom-de-plume of 

Hartley GoodWeather, King presents the 

politics of small-town and reservation life in 

an area (vaguely located in the United 

States) where the prairies meet the Rocky 

Mountains. The lively characters and the 

dynamic cultural tensions frame a classic 

whodunit. The result is a beguiling mystery. 

MM 

 

That Sleep of Death by Richard King. 

Dundurn Group, 2002. Paperback. 

304 pages. 0-88882-229-4 

Many mystery novels benefit from a strong 

sense of local setting, and this book is no 

exception to that rule. Sam Wiseman is an 

independent bookseller whose shop borders 

the grounds of McGill University in 
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Montreal. Author Richard King, not co-

incidentally, is a co-founder of Librarie 

Paragraphe Bookstore, which occupies a 

similar position in the city geography. 

 The details of a bookseller's life and 

the specifics of the Montreal setting both 

enhance this story considerably. The 

mystery itself follows many conventional 

lines (not a bad quality for a genre novel) 

and exploits the author's familiarity with the 

raw material in interesting ways. 

Occasionally Sam Wiseman gains police 

confidence and slides into interviews he is 

very unlikely to be allowed to attend more 

easily than a stern reader would find 

realistic. However, this is not the first 

mystery novel to err on the side of broad 

access by the sleuth to the kinds of essential 

information needed to solve the mystery. 

While it is a trifle predictable in places, this 

book is charming and bodes well for the 

sequels that are promised. MM 

 

Bones to Pick by Suzanne North. 

McClelland & Stewart, 2002. 

Paperback. 268 pages. 0-7710-6800-X 

Phoebe Fairfax is billed on the back cover of 

this book as Canada's most reluctant sleuth. 

In her third outing, she finds trouble among 

the dinosaurs at the Royal Tyrrell Museum 

in Drumheller. Phoebe, who makes her 

living as the camerawoman for a frivolous 

Calgary television show and engages her 

true avocation as a nature photographer, is a 

very engaging heroine. She lives in the 

foothills of the Rockies and the vivid 

depiction of her southern Alberta 

environment is one of the attractions of the 

books. Phoebe's sceptical personality is 

another delight. In this book, she takes on 

the perpetrators of phoney science. Like its 

predecessors, Healthy, Wealthy, and Dead, 

and Seeing is Deceiving, it is a lightweight 

and enjoyable read without being 

completely empty-headed. MM 

 

Forty Words for Sorrow by Giles 

Blunt. Vintage Canada, 2001 (2000). 

Paperback. 326 pages. 0-679-31145-9 

This book is certainly not for the squeamish, 

but for those whose capacity for 

gruesomeness is reasonably robust, it offers 

a stimulating look at some of the horrors of 

being human. It is a mystery thriller at one 

level but it is also much more. Set in 

northern Ontario, it offers a description of 

winter that is chilling in more than one 

sense. Starring a policeman with a past, it 

provides a multi-faceted look at human 

frailties but maintains an invitation to keep 

reading that would seem to be at odds with 

its horrifying contents. 

 The book tells of a series of sadistic 

murders and offers a glimpse inside the 

minds of the serial killers that can strangely 

be described as almost compassionate. They 

are dreadful people, yet the author reminds 

us that it is not just certified sadists who take 

pleasure from other peopleôs pain. Public 

executions are often in fashion and, 

historically, have often caused excruciating 

pain. Blunt does not shrink from the 

implications of what this fact has to say 

about violence and humanity. 

 Not many mysteries offer quite as 

much scope for reflection as this one, yet it 

also fulfills the mysteryôs other obligation, 

to keep the reader turning the pages ever 

faster. For those who can handle a certain 

amount of very nasty blood and gore, this 

very troubling book has a lot to offer. MM 

 

Sticks and Stones by Janice 

MacDonald. Ravenstone, 2001. 

Paperback. 252 pages. 0-88801-256-X 

This book is a conventional mystery and a 

good read in its own right. Set in a very 

recognizable English department at the 

University of Alberta, it offers a classic 

academic mystery featuring poison pen 

letters, gender issues, and then violent death. 

Sessional lecturer Miranda Craig must 
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confront an enemy whose identity is not 

clear to her.  

 The details of academic life provide 

both setting and mood in this story. 

Occasionally there is a sense that the author 

may have an axe or two to grind, but the 

story moves along smartly, nevertheless, 

with clues properly distributed and later 

assembled in a very satisfying way. MM 

 

Spadework by Timothy Findley. 

HarperFlamingo, 2001. Hardback. 

408 pages. 0-00-225508-1 

One of Canada's best-known authors has 

written a new novel that will delight his fans 

and entice new readers. Set in a fictional 

version of Stratford, Ontario, Spadework 

tells a story of love, infidelity, betrayal, and 

ultimately, redemption. It is also a story that 

intertwines the lives of seemingly unrelated 

characters as they struggle to find 

acceptance, love, and friendship in this 

theatre town. Many seemingly different 

plotlines all result from the errant thrust of a 

gardener's spade, which slices a telephone 

cable. The ensuing disconnection has 

devastating results when one call fails to 

reach the house and an ambitious young 

actor becomes the victim of blackmail. A 

second call that cannot be made leads to 

murder.  

 Findley cleverly develops all these 

plots and brings the stories back together for 

a satisfying conclusion. Filled with glimpses 

of the theatre world, highly developed, 

multi-layered characters, and the evocative 

language that Findley is known for, 

Spadework is an absorbing novel. JdG 

 

Freeze Frame by Leona Gom. Second 

Story Press, 1999. Paperback. 280 

pages. 1-896764-26-6 

Genre stories often shed unexpected light on 

the societies they describe, despite their 

strict adherence to a set of known 

conventions. The Vicky Bauer mysteries by 

Leona Gom do a good job of describing 

nooks and crannies of contemporary life. 

The third and most  recent in this series is 

Freeze Frame, which tells a complex story 

of abused wives and unwanted babies. 

Vicky is a middle-aged woman who makes 

enough money to survive by doing private 

tutoring. Her life seems, from the outside, to 

be anonymous and unexciting but her past is 

checkered and she is never too far away 

from subsiding back into alcoholism. When 

she sees a man abusing his wife on the 

street, she steps into the fray and the wife 

winds up living with her for a stretch of 

time. The consequences of this decision 

unravel over the rest of the book, making an 

intriguing, surprising, and satisfying story. 

MM 

Earlier books in this series: After-Image 

(1996, 0-929005-91-0) and Double Negative 

(1998, 1-896764-07-X). 

 

Under the Dragonôs Tail by Maureen 

Jennings. Harper Paperbacks, 1999 

(1998). Paperback. 288 pages. 0-06- 

109740-3 

Fans of Anne Perryôs detective stories set in 

Victorian London may like to know of a 

similar historical series set in nineteenth-

century Toronto. William Murdoch is a 

detective in the Toronto police force whose 

work takes him into a variety of social 

circles, from the most privileged to the most 

desperate. Midwife Dolly Merishaw 

similarly crosses social lines, tending to 

women who rely on both her medical skill 

and her discretion. When she is found 

murdered, it leads to a complex trail of 

secrets and discovery. MM 

An earlier book in this series: Except the 

Dying (1999/1997, 0-06-109739-X). 

 

Prairie Hardball by Alison Gordon. 

McClelland & Stewart, 1998 (1997). 

Paperback. 282 pages. 0-7710-3413-X 
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This lively mystery is the latest in a series 

featuring Kate Henry, a female sports 

reporter whose beat covers the mythical 

Toronto Titans, a major-league baseball 

team. Kate first appeared in The Dead Pull-

Hitter in 1988; this is her fifth appearance 

and on this occasion she is in Saskatchewan 

visiting her parents and celebrating the 

history of womenôs baseball. Kateôs mother, 

now a ministerôs wife, was once a pioneer 

female ball player, and along with her 

teammates she is being inducted into a local 

Hall of Fame. The discovery of a body 

throws all these plans awry and by the end 

of the book Kate has made a discovery that 

she never could have anticipated. All of 

these books are easy to read and have the 

bonus, for a baseball fan, of providing 

convincing insider glimpses of the world of 

professional sport. MM 

 

Strangers Among Us by L.R. Wright.  

McClelland-Bantam, 1997 (1996). 

Paperback. 243 pages. 0-7704-2758-8 

L.R. Wright is a mystery writer with a 

strong sense of place. Her stories of 

policeman Karl Alberg and his librarian 

lover Cassandra are set on the Sunshine 

Coast of British Columbia. As a rule, her 

stories deal with the middle-aged, but this 

book has an adolescent antihero: 14-year-old 

Eliot who murders his parents in a rage and 

must then live with the consequences. 

Wright is only partially successful in 

evoking her adolescent character; there are 

times when she seems to feel that a lot of 

swearing is a useful substitute for a more 

complex description of the deep anger that 

fuels Eliot. Nevertheless, there will be 

adolescents who are looking for something a 

bit more complex than another True Crime 

story who will find this book attractive, and 

no reader is likely to be completely 

unaffected by it. MM 

 

Alias Grace by Margaret Atwood. 

McClelland & Stewart, 1996. 

Hardback. 470 pages. 0-7710-0835-X 

Grace Marks was a 19th century servant 

convicted of playing a part in the brutal 

murder of her employer and a fellow 

servant. Serving time in Kingston 

Penitentiary, she was visited and questioned 

by Dr. Simon Jordan, a psychiatrist engaged 

by a local group of reformers and 

spiritualists. The basis of Atwoodôs story is 

a true one, but the border where intention 

begins is very flexible and permeable in this 

complex and intriguing book. Not 

necessarily Atwoodôs very best, but a book 

which brings many aspects of the 19th 

century vividly alive, and a story with much 

appeal for teenagers. MM 

 

The Convict Lover: A True Story by 

Merilyn Simonds. Macfarlane, Walter & 

Ross, 1996. Hardback.  

350 pages. 0-921912-96-X 

More blended truth and fiction in the world 

of Kingston Penitentiary. Merilyn Simonds 

found a cache of letters in her Kingston attic 

in 1987 and realized they were one side of a 

correspondence conducted in 1919 and 1920 

between a local schoolgirl and a convict 

inside the penitentiary. Someone else 

ferreting about in these words and phrases 

for seven years might have discovered 

another story, she says. This is what she 

found. The book develops a background for 

the letters, probing the character of the 

schoolgirl, the daily life of the convict, and 

the political battles which developed at the 

end of the First World War about how penal 

life should be properly organized. The mix 

is surprisingly successful, and the pull of the 

relationship between the girl and the 

imprisoned man keeps the pages turning 

right to the end. MM 

 

Healthy, Wealthy & Dead by Suzanne 

North. NeWest, 1994. Paperback. 

261 pages. 0-920897-55-X 
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Seeing is Deceiving. McClelland &  

Stewart, 1996. Paperback. 327 pages. 

0-7710-6806-9 

These two books share a heroine, a setting, 

and an author, though they come from 

different publishers. They tell of Phoebe 

Fairfax who lives in the foothills just outside 

Calgary and has a split working life, 

spending part of her time as camerawoman 

for the glamorous TV show, ñA Day in the 

Lifestyle,ò and the rest of her working time 

as an esteemed nature documentary maker. 

Phoebe also spends a fair bit of time solving 

mysteries and dealing with a lavish level of 

adventure. The books are easy to read, the 

puzzles of the mysteries are tangled enough 

to be interesting, the foothills background is 

lovingly described, and Phoebe herself is a 

heroine with the potential to intrigue 

many adolescent readers. MM 
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Sports 
Searching for Bobby Orr by Stephen 

Brunt. Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf  

Canada, 2007 (2006). Paperback. 304 

pages. 978-0330447560 

Bobby Orr, one of the great hockey players 

of all time, did not authorize this biography, 

and the book is probably in many ways 

better because of that fact. Orr's own life - 

his short but fabulous career, mostly with 

the Boston Bruins and his role in the rise 

and fall of Alan Eagleson, professional 

hockey's first player agent - is the enigma at 

the centre of the story. The main plot - Orr 

learns to play hockey, signs on with Boston 

and becomes an instant superstar, fights 

ongoing troubles with his knee and is finally 

forced to retire young - provides only part of 

the appeal of this book. Orr's glory years 

coincided with the expansion of the National 

Hockey League and Brunt is extremely 

interesting on how opening up the League 

affected players, owners and fans. 

 He is sharp on the betrayal 

embedded in the Alan Eagleson story as 

well. Eagleson was the NHL's first player 

agent. His impact on player salaries is still 

being felt, but Eagleson's own relationships 

with players, Orr in particular, ended bitterly 

in a courtroom. Brunt's reflections on the 

role of hockey in Canadian cultural life add 

nuances to this story which has many of the 

qualities of an epic. Even an extremely well-

informed fan would learn much from this 

book, but it is not necessary to be a hockey 

zealot to enjoy it. MM 

 

A Loonie for Luck: A True Fable about 

Hockey and the Olympics by Roy 

MacGregor (Forward by Wayne 

Gretzky). Illustrated by Bill Slavin.  

McClelland and Stewart, 2002. 

Hardback. 95 pages. 0-7710-5480-7 

This short book tells the true story of the 

Canadian loonie hidden under the ice at the 

E Center in Salt Lake City, Utah for the 

2002 Olympic Games. When both the 

Canadian women and men won Olympic 

Hockey gold medals, their secret weapon 

was not on the ice, but rather under the ice, 

hidden there by Canadian icemaker Trent 

Evans. Roy MacGregor, a Canadian 

journalist, author, and hockey enthusiast has 

created a wonderful tale that follows Wayne 

Gretzky, Trent Evans, and the menôs and 

womenôs teams through their time at the 

Olympics. It pays tribute to the role of 

superstition and chance in hockeyða part of 

the sport that is not always acknowledged, 

but one that brings real magic to the sport. 

Beginning the story with how the loonie 

came to be in Trent Evansô pocket and then 

how it came to be buried at centre ice, Roy 

MacGregor also tells how, throughout the 

Games, the loonie was in danger of being 

uncovered as the secret began to spread, and 

how, as the tournament progressed, with the 

players in need of every break they could 

get, the good luck miraculously held. This is 

a perfect book for reluctant readers because 

of its short length and easy style. Hockey 

fans, too, will be delighted with the behind-

the-scenes look at the 2002 Olympic Hockey 

tournament. I highly recommend this 

wonderful little book for young adult 

readers. JdG 

 

Our Life with the Rocket: The Maurice 

Richard Story by Roch Carrier. 

Trans. Sheila Fischman. Penguin 

Viking, 2001. Hardback. 304 pages. 

0-670-88375-1 

Roch Carrier is famous as the author of The 

Hockey Sweater, the sad story of a 

Quebecois boy humiliated when his mother 

inadvertently buys him a Toronto Maple 

Leaf jersey instead of the famous Canadiens 

number 9 jersey of Rocket Richard. In this 

full -length account of the life of Maurice 

Richard, Carrier fleshes out that story, with 

autobiographical passages about his own 

early life in Quebec, with historical and 
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sociological explanations of the rage that 

festered in Quebec at the perception of 

Anglo discrimination at every turn, and with 

hockey - lots of hockey. Most of the book is 

told in a present tense that both captures the 

stream-of-consciousness awareness of a 

growing boy and also faithfully reflects the 

tone of the play-by-play calling of a game. 

 It is probably fair to say that you do 

have to know something about hockey and 

to like reading about it to get much from this 

book. However, readers who meet those 

conditions will find considerable 

illumination not only of hockey but also of 

an important passage of Canadian history. 

Carrier is very interesting on the subject of 

how French Canadian identity and pride 

were bound up in the success or failure of 

the Canadiens, at a time (from the 1940s 

into the 1960s) when very few other 

opportunities were open to the Quebecois. 

"It's only a sport," but Carrier shows how 

very important a sport can be. MM 

 

Tropic of Hockey: My Search for the Game 

in Unlikely Places by Dave Bidini. 

McClelland & Stewart, 2000. 

Hardback. 288 pages. 0-7710-1457-0 

To appreciate this delightful book, you 

probably need to know something about the 

game of hockey. A little bit of awareness of 

hockey history wouldnôt hurt either, though 

itôs not really as necessary. But with these 

minimal credentials in hand, you are in for a 

treat.  On the back cover, Roy MacGregor 

calls Bidini the Bill Bryson of hockey 

writing and that link to the travel writer who 

manages to be very funny and very 

perceptive all at once is appropriate. Bidini, 

a member of the musical group the 

Rheostatics when he is not pursuing his love 

of hockey, is a terrific travel writer and a 

thoughtful commentator on the state of 

hockey both here in Canada and also in 

other parts of the world, such as China, the 

Middle East, and Romania. He is unsparing 

about the issues that plague contemporary 

hockey and highly persuasive on the subject 

of the gameôs ongoing delights. Laugh-out-

loud funny in places, the book has a great 

deal to offer to hockey fans and others. MM 

 

Ice: New Writing on Hockey edited by 

Dale Jacobs. Spotted Cow Press, 

1999. Paperback. 228 pages. 

0-9694665-4-4 

This book is a collection of poems, essays, 

and short stories, written by Canadian and 

American contributors, and reflecting on 

many aspects of the game at every level. 

The amateur, the professional, the fan, the 

coach ï all have a place in this book. The 

variety of approaches and styles is very 

inviting, and the range of perspectives on a 

single game is intriguing. It is quite common 

for critics to prefer baseball writing as more 

complex and elegant, but this anthology 

makes a place for the subtleties of hockey 

and hockey writing to be taken seriously. 

MM 

 

The New Ice Age: A Year in the Life of 

the NHL by Stephen Brunt. 

McClelland & Stewart, 1999. 

Hardback. 210 pages. 0-7710-1711-1 

This book, illustrated with a number of 

colour photographs, is based on the CBC 

series of the same name, but it draws on all 

the documentary evidence that was 

assembled, not just on what made it to the 

television screen. The result is a lively 

account of an important year in the history 

of the National Hockey League. Professional 

hockey players competed in the Olympics 

for the first time, with results that were not 

exactly what had been predicted. The 

Edmonton Oilers came close to the brink of 

moving out of Canada, and the ongoing 

question of small-market teams continued to 

plague the League. Readers will benefit 

from some hockey background, simply to 

keep the large cast of characters clear in 
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their minds; but for anyone who does follow 

the game, this book offers a great deal of 

background insight. MM 

 

Understanding Ken by Pete McCormack. 

Douglas & McIntyre, 1998.  

Paperback. 242 pages. 1-55054-268-0 

The ultimate unreliable narrator describes 

the ultimate dysfunctional family in a book 

that is almost cruel in the accuracy of its 

portrayal of a child who accepts what he 

sees around him as normal. The unnamed 

ten-year-old who tells the story of his 

obsession with the early retirement of that 

great goalie Ken Dryden is unremitting in 

his incapacity to see the sordid reality of his 

own family life. His father is abusively loud 

and profane, but his mother doesnôt 

understand or appreciate hockey, so the boy 

decides to live with his father for a while in 

a half-built house. His career in the Trail 

Peewee Rep hockey team is variable but a 

constant is his father screaming at everyone 

- the boy, the other players, the coaches, the 

referees. The ups and downs of the peewee 

team are matched by the very uneven 

showing of the Montreal Canadiens in their 

1973-74 season without Dryden. The cover 

blurb describes this book as hilarious which 

is probably stretching a point, but it does 

have some very funny moments, and 

certainly does an excellent job of capturing 

some of the raw egotism and raw pain of 

childhood. MM 

 

Canada on Ice: Fifty Years of Great 

Hockey. From the archives of Macleanôs. 

Edited by Michael Benedict and DôArcy 

Jenish. Foreword by Peter Gzowski. 

Viking,  1998.  

Hardback. 347 pages. 0-670-88037-X 

Books about the great game of hockey and 

its integral role in the formation of the 

Canadian character are relatively 

commonplace. What sets this book apart is 

its historical perspective. Consisting of 

forty-four articles written by many of 

Canadaôs best-known sports journalists and 

published in Macleanôs between 1950 and 

1998, it offers a look at many different eras, 

both in terms of hockey itself and in more 

general social terms. The writing is 

generally good, the photographs are 

interesting, and the book conveys a vivid set 

of snapshots of different times and attitudes. 

MM 

 

The Home Team: Fathers, Sons and 

Hockey by Roy Macgregor. Penguin, 

1996 (1995). Paperback. 325 pages. 

0-14-024288-0 

MacGregorôs starting premise is that the 

sacrifices made by upcoming hockey players 

are shared by their families to a degree 

beyond what is called for in other sports. 

Hockey players donôt make the grade if their 

families (and he does pay some heed to the 

role of mothers as well) are not prepared to 

spend much of their lives carting children 

and their expensive equipment to early 

morning and late night practices. Whether or 

not hockey is more demanding than, say, 

swimming in this regard is not a particularly 

important question; what matters is what 

MacGregor makes of the book. In fact, the 

book is fascinating. Whether he is looking at 

life from the perspective of the superstars (in 

a chapter on how Gretzky, Messier, Coffey, 

and McSorley took their dads with them on 

a European tour during the hockey strike) or 

from the perspective of those who donôt 

make it (in compelling chapters about the 

boys who donôt make it in the hockey draft 

and about Brad Hornung who was paralyzed 

in a junior hockey game in 1987), 

MacGregor skates along the edge of 

sentimentality but rarely veers over the line. 

One of his guiding premises is that hockey is 

indeed a vital part of Canadian culture, a 

point he makes particularly strongly in his 

chapter on native Canadian Gino Odjick and 

in his chapter on the pressures in Quebec on 
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such French-Canadian players as Alexandre 

Daigle and Guy LaFleur. A sports book 

which looks at such broad issues as family, 

national culture, and the perils of both 

winning and losing is a book with much to 

recommend to both teenagers and adults. 

MM  
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Short stories and novellas 

 
Bloodletting and Miraculous Cures by 

Vincent Lam. Toronto: Anchor 

Canada, 2006. Paperback. 350 

pages. 978-0385661447. $17.95. 

Toronto emergency physician Vincent Lam 

brings us a wonderful collection of stories 

that should be required reading for anyone 

contemplating a career in medicine, but 

these stories will also appeal to any teens 

who enjoy TV shows like ER, House and 

Grey's Anatomy. Lam's medical experience 

infuses these stories, which follow a group 

of doctors from medical school through the 

early years of their careers, with a gritty 

realism that is utterly compelling. 

 In two of the early stories, a young 

love affair between two pre-med students is 

authentically and sympathetically portrayed. 

Ethical dilemmas rear their heads in several 

of the stories. Is it more important to do a 

proper dissection, or to show respect by 

keeping a cadaver's tattoo intact? Do you tell 

a wife that her husband died during a visit to 

a massage parlour? Do you report an 

incident where you suspect a patient died 

because the nurses weren't paying attention 

to his monitor? 

 Doctors are also revealed to have 

some decidedly human flaws. In one story, 

an emergency doctor drives home exhausted 

after an all-night shift, despite his previous 

close calls from dozing off at the wheel. In 

another, a young doctor is in denial about 

his worsening drinking problem. Medical 

ethics get complicated for a well-intentioned 

emergency doctor who believes a patient's 

injuries may be due to police brutality. 

However, his sympathy evaporates when the 

patient bites him. 

 Lam's stories are wonderful slices of 

life. They demystify a profession that 

society still tends to put on a pedestal. This 

look at medicine from both the doctor and 

the patient perspective is unique in Canadian 

literature. HG 

 

Baby Khakiôs Wings by Anar Ali.  

Toronto: Viking Canada, 2006. 246 

pages. Hard cover. 0-670-06425-4. 

The seven short stories in this volume take 

place in various locations from East Africa 

to Alberta. In this collection, Anar Ali 

explores the immigrant dilemma of how to 

make a home in a new and very foreign 

place, how to maintain the roots of oneôs 

identity while making a new life. Though 

her characters are Ismaili people of East 

Africa, Ali traces themes common to many 

immigrants in contemporary pluralist 

societies. 

 Originating in India, the Muslim 

communities of East African Ismailis have a 

history of loss and relocation. Ali knows 

firsthand the pull of home and exile. Born in 

Tanzania, she grew up in Alberta after her 

family fled the persecution of Indian people 

in East Africa. After beginning a career in 

business, Ali realized that she needed to 

write. She completed her MFA in the 

Creative Writing Program of the University 

of British Columbia.  

 Aliôs characters and narratives are 

memorable. Magic lives side-by-side with 

stark realism as people struggle to keep their 

lives on track. In the title story, the nanny 

Aisha discovers that the baby is growing 

wings. She frantically and futilely attempts 

to keep baby Khakiôs wings from the notice 

of the babyôs parents, in the certain 

knowledge that she will be charged with 

witchcraft if the discovery is made. In ñA 

Christmas Baby,ò Mansoor is the proprietor 

of an Alberta highway gas station and 

convenience store during the National 

Energy Program; he struggles to keep his 

business solvent and remains steadfast in his 

determination to make this strange new land 

a home for his growing family. In ñThe 

Weight of Pearlsò and ñBombshell Beauty,ò 
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young men struggle to come to terms with 

confused feelings about the girls who are 

their romantic interests. Whether the stories 

are told in fantastic or realistic styles, the 

emotions of Aliôs protagonists are complex 

and penetrating. At times dark and rueful, 

the stories are also occasionally playful. The 

well crafted collection offers a number of 

characters and narrative moments that linger 

in the mind and invite reflection. JKM  

 

The Hour before Dawn & Two Other 

Stories from Newford by Charles de Lint. 

Subterranean Press, 2005. 

Hardback. 114 pages. 1-59606-027-1 

As Charles de Lint is a prolific short story 

writer, it is often difficult to obtain access to 

many of his stories. This slight collection 

contains two tales previously published in 

anthologies in 2004 and the title story, 

original to this collection. All three stories 

have been illustrated by the author. 

 Each of the stories focuses on 

second chances, relationships and mystical 

opportunities to right wrongs. They all have 

connections to Newford, the setting for 

much of de Lintôs writing. The characters 

are all three dimensional, caring, if not 

always careful people. Written in first 

person, the stories reflect de Lintôs love for 

language, music and story. 

 In the title story which takes place 

in 1957, Jack Daniels, private eye, can talk 

to the dead. Better than that, the dead can 

come back and help him as does his less 

than delightful sister-in-law. de Lintôs 

characterization and voice brilliantly 

constructs the tone of these tales in this 

homage to the pulp detective stories which 

were so popular at that time. The second 

story, ñThat was Radio Clash,ò is a 

memorial to drummer Joe Strummer, of the 

Clash and Pogues, and reflects de Lintôs 

belief in the power of music as well as the 

gift of second chances. ñButter Spiritôs 

Titheò blends Celtic and North American 

mythology in this tale of a young musician 

who runs afoul of the Little People. Drawing 

on the ballad of ñTam Lin,ò Miki, who 

appeared in de Lintôs novel Forests of the 

Heart, helps to untangle the web and offer 

second chances surrounding the guitar 

playing janitor snared by one of the wee 

folk. GdV 

 

The Best Thing for You by Annabel 

Lyon. McClelland and Stewart, 2004. 

Paperback. 322 pages. 0-7710-5397-5 

The three novellas that make up Annabel 

Lyonôs second book all explore the potential 

for darkness that exists in all of us. In each 

story, even the most perfect characters have 

a seemingly shadowy side to them. 

 In the first novella, ñNo Funò, a 

family in modern-day Vancouver is taken to 

the brink of disaster when their teenage son 

is charged in connection with the brutal 

beating of a disabled man. The second story, 

ñThe Goldberg Metronomeò takes readers 

through time and place when a young couple 

discovers an antique metronome hidden 

under the kitchen sink in their new 

apartment. In the third novella, ñThe Best 

Thing for Youò, a young woman living in 

1940s Vancouver plots and carries out her 

husbandôs murder with the help of a young 

grocery-store clerk.  

 Although dark at times, ultimately 

the three stories in this book reveal the truths 

that exist in all of us. With highly developed 

characters and sharp, sometimes sparing 

prose, Annabel Lyon will captivate readers 

of all ages. Young readers will identify with 

the young adult characters in each story, all 

of whom are complex and memorable. JdG 

 

Natasha and Other Stories by David 

Bezmozgis. HarperFlamingoCanada, 

2004. Hardback. 149 pages. 0-00- 

200568-9 
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Seven linked short stories of varying length 

recount the childhood, adolescence and early 

adulthood of Mark Berman. Within this tight 

framework, Bezmozgis offers complex and 

illuminating insights into life in a particular 

immigrant community - in this case, that of 

Russian Jews in Toronto in the 1980s and 

1990s. Despite the contemporary setting, 

many of the elements in this story seem 

timeless. Family complications are 

intensified by the fact that only some 

members of the family are at home in the 

language of their new community. People 

try to adapt to new ways while still being 

strong personalities formed in old ways. The 

life of the child or the teenager is often quite 

separate from and unknowable to his 

parents. 

 Many of these stories first saw print 

in major American and Canadian magazines. 

They are polished individual items, but 

placed together they weave a different kind 

of spell. Young Mark is the narrator in all of 

them, and his confident voice and his spare 

but affectionate perspective on his family 

and broader community are elements that 

unite the book into a whole that is somehow 

not only greater but also different from the 

sum of its parts. We first meet Mark at the 

age of six, newly arrived in Toronto. By the 

time we part company he is an adult with his 

own idiosyncratic interests, which include a 

strong curiosity about boxing heroes of the 

past. We also learn about his parents' 

struggles, his grandparents' battles with 

illness and old age, and his uncle's 

experiment in matrimony (which leads to 

different kinds of sexual experimentation 

and disillusionment for Mark himself). In a 

short book, Bezmozgis makes us at home in 

a fully specified and fascinating world. MM 

 

Kilter: 55 fictions by John Gould. 

Turnstone Press, 2003. Paperback. 

205 pages. 0-88801-280-2 

Kilter is the Giller Prize nominated book 

whose title reflects the compactness of its 55 

stories. Most of this collection is comprised 

of narrative fragments which reveal 

glimpses of characters who find themselves 

ñoff-kilterò in a postmodern world. With 

each of the 55 stories averaging less than 

four pages, readers may get the sense that 

these are aborted story beginnings, middles 

and ends. Yet, several pieces are brilliant in 

their thematic introspection and character 

development. Kilter allows one to travel 

non-linearly through the hinge moments of 

charactersô lives. The importance of these 

moments is masked in the seeming 

ordinariness of the characters themselves. 

They include old and young couples who are 

married and not, blended families, and 

gender disconnects - all of whom are 

alternately undergoing marital and 

generational discord, the trials of parenting, 

and sexual anxieties. Gouldôs language is 

understated, tinged with irony and 

skepticism which may appeal directly to 

teenage readersô sensibilities. A main 

concern with the book is its lack of 

consistency as one never knows whether the 

next snapshot will be clear, blurry, or 

completely unfocused. Some stories have a 

jarring affect; others resonate for hours 

afterwards. Fortunately, the whole of the 

collection is greater than its parts. This 

would be an excellent source for reluctant 

readers who would rather dip into a 

narrative pool than immerse themselves in 

longer works. Young writers may find 

solace and inspiration in this compact genre, 

demonstrating the power of brevity through 

its direct yet complex renderings. JN 

 

Vinyl Café Diaries by Stuart McLean. 

Penguin, 2003. Hardback. 302 pages. 

0-670-04436-9 

The twenty stories published in the Vinyl 

Café Diaries take us into the fictional world 

of Dave and Morley, their children 
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Stephanie and Sam, and their friends and 

neighbours. Created by Stuart McLean for 

CBC Radio's show The Vinyl Cafe these 

stories share with readers the strange secrets, 

odd dreams, high hopes, and hilarious 

adventures of Canada's favourite radio 

family. 

 The book is split into four sections, 

with each section introduced by a different 

member of the family. The introductions, 

written by each of the four main characters, 

are stories in themselves, and provide 

insight into the character and their place in 

the family. Following each introduction is a 

series of four stories (previously heard on 

The Vinyl Café radio show) which feature 

that character. Through these stories readers 

will discover things like: what is Dave doing 

by himself in a Halifax hotel room with a 

duck? What grisly secret is Stephanie hiding 

in her father's picnic cooler? Why is Morley 

walking around in Stephanie's clothing? And 

what are in the mysterious packages that 

Sam is receiving in the mail? 

 As with his other Vinyl Café books, 

Stuart McLean has created for readers a 

funny and interesting collection of stories 

about this family. Readers of all ages will 

laugh out loud at some of the stories, while 

recognizing themselves in others. The Vinyl 

Café Diaries is highly recommended. JdG 

 

A Hard Witching and Other Stories by 

Jacqueline Baker. HarperFlamingo 

Canada, 2003. Hardback. 181 pages. 

0-00-200534-4 

This is a very impressive debut collection. 

Baker has written eight strong stories of 

contemporary rural life linked by setting and 

theme. You canôt read these stories without 

feeling the heat and dryness of southwestern 

Saskatchewan and coming to some 

understanding of how this often harsh 

environment shapes the people who live 

there. The people who do live there, in 

Bakerôs fiction, in the towns and on the 

farms bordering the Sand Hills, are children, 

teens, young married couples, old, newly 

widowed, single, social outcasts, 

immigrants. Baker writes with honesty and 

assurance about this varied cast. Each 

character is a completely realized and 

distinct individual whom you come to know 

intimately, yet as you move from story to 

story you can see how they are all struggling 

to understand or come to terms with their 

place in the family, the community and the 

world. Each story stands alone, but truly 

gains power when read as part of the 

collection. 

 Teens who like reading about 

relationships and who enjoy thoughtful, 

somewhat enigmatic fiction, will find 

something to speak to them here. EJ 

 

Dead Girls by Nancy Lee. McClelland 

& Stewart, 2002. Paperback. 296 

pages. 0-7710-5250-2 

Dead Girls is a collection of powerful, edgy, 

disturbing, dark stories about young people 

who, more than anything, want to be loved, 

but get involved in bad relationships. 

Although the main thread in these stories is 

of missing or murdered young women and a 

serial killer, Lee also weaves everyday 

occurrences of skateboarding and telling 

jokes through the collection. 

 Lee has a keen observation of 

humanity, and she captures perfectly the 

isolation these teenagers face and their need 

for some form of guidance. She takes her 

readers behind the headlines, and on 

journeys into places and situations they 

rarely visit. These stories resonate long after 

the last page is read. MH 

 

Hateship, Friendship, Courtship, 

Loveship, Marriage by Alice Munro. 

McClelland & Stewart, 2001. 

Hardback. 322 pages. 0-7710-6525-6 

Once again, Alice Munro astonishes with 

the power of her fiction. This collection of 
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nine stories, most of which were previously 

published in The New Yorker or the London 

Review of Books, is hypnotic reading for 

mature readers who welcome the intensity 

and wit of Munroôs storytelling. Despite the 

awkward title, which is taken from a girlsô 

counting game, the collection itself is 

elegant and spare, as Munro creates 

characters whose lives are fully fleshed and 

realized on the page. To provide a 

description of stories and characters here 

would miss the point of them entirely, as 

Munroôs artistry makes lives unfold with 

such logic and wisdom that even peculiar 

twists of fate seem inevitable. Her characters 

become what they must be, and do what 

they must. Seemingly minor characters may 

be the hinges that support and turn the story, 

as when two adolescent girls forge letters 

that set a relationship in motion. The 

consequence of a childôs birth from this 

relationship strikes young Edith as 

ñfantastical, but dull.ò In ñFloating Bridgeò 

and ñA Bear Came Over the Mountain,ò 

physical and mental illness work their way 

organically through lives and marriages. It is 

impossible to do justice to this wonderful 

collection in a brief review; readers must 

experience it for themselves. JKM 

 

Kingdom of Monkeys by Adam Lewis 

Schroeder. Raincoast Books, 2001. 

Paperback. 196 pages. 1-55192-404-8 

Given the popularity of South East Asia as a 

tourist destination for young Westerners, 

this collection of seven short stories should 

have widespread appeal. With the exception 

of ñDistance,ò which is set in Prague, all the 

stories take place in the South Pacific ï 

Singapore, Bali, Indonesia, Thailand, 

Borneo and the Philippines ï in time periods 

ranging from the mid-nineteenth century to 

the present day. Whether funny, sad, 

thoughtful, satirical, or poignant, these 

stories all deal in some way with the impact 

of the West ï through colonialism, tourism, 

Christian evangelism ï on the cultures of the 

East. For example, in the first story, ñSeven 

Years with Wallace,ò a nineteenth century 

British naturalist leaves the young Dyak boy 

he had purchased as a field assistant seven 

years previously alone and friendless in 

Singapore, despite the boyôs wish to 

accompany him to England, because ñIt is 

not done.ò In the title story, ñKingdom of 

Monkeysò a very physical, strong-minded, 

foul-mouthed, female tourist travelling with 

her boyfriend in Borneo is pitted against 

their male Muslim guides who expect her to 

conform to their idea of femininity. The 

final, and strongest, story in the collection is 

ñBeautiful Feet.ò In it a Canadian 

missionary drags his family to the 

Philippines to ñplant churchesò and finds 

himself trying to convert a tribe living 

among the ruins of a movie set and 

following a religion based on characters 

from Apocalypse Now. 

 Like all fine travel writers, 

Schroeder does more than just highlight 

intriguing aspects of exotic cultures and 

locales, he manages to show that by leaving 

home and experiencing foreign cultures we 

can learn more about ourselves. EJ 

 

Dressing Up for the Carnival by Carol 

Shields. Random House Canada, 2000. 

Hardback. 237 pages. 0-679-31021-5 

Carol Shieldôs new collection of short 

stories is a treasure trove of brief and elegant 

narratives, some of which have been 

previously published in literary journals. In 

this collection, they shine in new ways as 

individual love stories and psychological 

dramas that playfully resist the ordinary but 

resonate in familiar ways. Each story is 

carefully crafted with precision and wit. In 

the story, ñWindows,ò for example, two 

married painters discover the pain and 

pleasure of creating art without the benefit 

of natural light; in ñMirrors,ò a man and 

woman reinvent their images of themselves 
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by spending summers at their lakeside 

cottage without mirrors; and in ñDying for 

Love,ò three women contemplate their 

mortality after being abandoned by the men 

in their lives. In one brilliant story, 

appropriately entitled ñAbsence,ò Shields 

narrates the story a writer composes by 

omitting the vowel ñI.ò All the narratives are 

engaging and elegant. Shields has once 

again displayed her ability to reflect lifeôs 

humour and tragedy in surprising and 

satisfying ways. IJ 

 

Young Men by Russell Smith. Vintage 

Canada, 2000 (1999). Paperback. 254 

pages. 0-385-25930-1 

This book contains four sets of linked short 

stories, three about different young men and 

one about young women. Most stories are 

located in or on the fringes of Torontoôs 

literary scene, though the funniest one takes 

place in Yarmouth, NS, where Lionel falls 

prey to a terrible snowstorm while on the 

authorôs tour from hell. The heroes, 

Dominic, Lionel, and James, are trapped by 

their own concern to maintain a precarious 

place in the brittle, often shallow world of 

literary recognition and fame. It sounds 

unbearably precious, but Smithôs subtlety, in 

terms of his powers of observation and his 

quality of writing, allows us to appreciate an 

underlying pathos that would probably 

horrify some of his protagonists. His set of 

stories about a group of young women show 

that his perceptiveness is not confined to 

males alone, though, as a group, these 

stories are probably the most uneven in the 

book. A very contemporary book about the 

desperation concealed in certain kinds of 

pretentiousness, and a much more 

entertaining read than such a description 

indicates. MM 

 

The Topography of Love by Bernice 

Morgan. Breakwater, 2000. 

Paperback. 337 pages. 1-55081-157-6 

This wonderful book will win over even 

readers who generally dislike short stories. 

The dozen stories in this collection are 

subtle and compelling. The first six are 

separate stories; the second six are inter-

related in complex and troubling ways. The 

sense of a real, three-dimensional world is 

vividly  conveyed in both sets. In the 

separate stories we gain a real sense of the 

scope and variety of the world; in the linked 

set, we see the backwash of actions and 

consequences reverberating over many years 

and across different families. In all cases the 

sense that the author has created a borehole 

into a universe that is simultaneously 

fascinating and strangely familiar provides a 

strong sense that readers are gaining a 

privileged perspective on other peopleôs 

lives. Most of the stories are set in 

Newfoundland and Morgan has a sure ear 

for local dialects. The characters, however, 

are universal, as are the predicaments in 

which they find themselves. MM 

 

The Love of a Good Woman: Stories by 

Alice Munro. Vintage Books, 1999 

(1998). Paperback. 340 pages. 0-375- 

70363-2 

Alice Munroôs latest collection of short 

stories (winner of the Giller Prize in 1998) 

offers eight new stories of love, passion and 

nostalgia. Characters in these stories are as 

varied as the stories themselves: an old 

landlady in Vancouver, a passionate young 

mother, a gruff country doctor, an Ontario 

farm wife. Alice Munro is an expert at 

describing small incidents of life that have 

significant consequences for peopleôs lives. 

These stories are rich with humour and 

passion that transform the mundane into 

interesting narratives that will quickly 

resonate with readersô own lives. Munroôs 

international fame and reputation are well 

earned and this collection will further 

enhance her standing in the literary world. IJ 
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Forms of Devotion by Diane 

Schoemperlen. HarperCollins, 1998. 

Paperback. 221 pages. 0-00-648155-8 

The cover of this book says it is composed 

of stories and pictures, but it is a rather more 

complicated collection than this description 

implies. Eleven sharp and entertaining 

pieces of text are decorated and illuminated 

by a variety of diagrams, pictures, and 

collages. The topics of the writing range 

from the habits and perspectives of ñthe 

faithfulò who live in full confidence that life 

is just and fair, through a set of instructions 

for writing a novel about love, to an 

anatomy of menôs bodies. Eclectic and 

engaging, this book gives every impression 

of being addressed to female readers ï 

though men would undoubtedly find much 

to enjoy in its quirky and entertaining pages. 

An exceedingly difficult book to describe, it 

is one with much to offer both the reader 

who peruses it from beginning to end and 

also the reader who dips in and out at 

random. Both kinds of reader are likely to 

emerge refreshed and feeling that they have 

learned something about being alive today. 

MM  

 

Dust to Dust: Stories by Timothy Findley. 

HarperPerennial, 1997. 2 Paperback. 25 

pages. 0-00-648055-1 

Timothy Findleyôs short story collection 

blends the everyday with the unusual and 

bizarre. All the stories deal with the pathos, 

joy and tragedy of living and dying. Findley 

creates unforgettable characters in unusual 

circumstances. His stories are set in a variety 

of countries and situations: a tragic incident 

on a Greek island; a bizarre and haunting 

drama set in France; a tale of desire and 

disappointment in Toronto. Findleyôs 

writing is always sharp and perceptive and 

these stories are hard to resist. IJ 

 

Awake When All the World is Asleep by 

Shree Ghatage. Anansi Press, 1997. 

Paperback. 165 pages. 0-88784-602-5 

In this collection of eleven interconnected 

stories, Shree Ghatage weaves the world that 

surrounds Shaila, a medical student in 

Winnipeg, as she returns to Bombay for her 

fatherôs sixtieth birthday party. While Shaila 

does not figure as the protagonist in all of 

the stories, the collection begins and ends 

with her perspective and each of the 

intervening tales adds a dimension to the 

community to which she is temporarily 

returning. The characters who occupy these 

stories are the residents of the apartment 

building in which Shaila was raised and by 

bringing them vividly to life Ghatage allows 

the reader to participate intimately in the 

lives of these neighbours.  

 Ghatage successfully evokes the 

humanity of the characters who inhabit her 

stories; they are portrayed equally with a 

keen eye and a loving pen. This is an 

appealing, confident first collection that 

allows the reader glimpses into the small, 

private moments that constitute human lives. 

JKM 

 

When We Were Young: A Collection of 

Canadian Stories. Selected and 

Introduced by Stuart McLean. 

Viking, 1996. Hardback. 351 pages. 0- 

670-87328-4 

In this collection of stories, Stuart McLean 

brings together the writings of twenty-two 

well-known Canadian writers from many 

generations. Some are short stories, others 

are excerpts from novels. All the stories 

offer insight into childhood. This is a 

volume to be enjoyed in many ways; readers 

may select particular stories by favourite 

writers, read the volume as a collection of 

works by renowned Canadians or enjoy 

stories about the innocence and intricacies of 

childhood. McLean has selected writings by 

a range of male and female authors. Stories 

by writers such as Robertson Davies, 

Sinclair Ross, Timothy Findley, Margaret 
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Atwood and Margaret Laurence contrast 

with the more contemporary voices of Nino 

Ricco, Wayson Choy and Diane 

Schoemperlen. Styles of writing vary as 

much as the age of the writers but the 

collection is drawn together by its emphasis 

on the pathos, heartache and humour of 

childhood experiences. IJ 

 

Lovers and Other Strangers by Carol 

Malyon. The Porcupineôs Quill, 1996. 

Paperback. 172pages. 0-88984-169-1 

Lovers and other strangers, by Carol 

Malyon, contains 37 stories - tiny, often 

little more than vignettes, poetic and intense 

and sometimes disturbing. She covers a 

range of topics, mostly from a female 

perspective; her characters range in age from 

small children to old people. Not a book for 

every reader but those who like sharp, 

delicate moments of insight will find it 

rewarding. IJ 

 

English Lessons and Other Stories by 

Shauna Singh Baldwin. Goose Lane, 

1996. Paperback. 174 pages. 0-86492- 

183-7 

These short stories by a Punjabi writer 

describe the lives of women in India and in 

Canada from 1919 until the present. Most 

have a feminist focus, highlighting the 

hardships and the joys of being a woman at 

various times during this century in both the 

West and the East. The stories are very well 

crafted and intriguing to read. An important 

book by a new Canadian literary voice. IJ 

 

One Good Story, That One by Thomas 

King. HarperCollins, 1993. 

Paperback. 145pages. 0-00-224000-9 

One Good Story That One, by Thomas King, 

is a set of 10 short stories, some of which 

will be more appealing to teen readers than 

others. At his most down-to-earth, King is 

raucously funny ï the Coyote stories which 

are interspersed in this book are more 

challenging with a distinctive narrative 

voice and an unmistakable take on the world 

which may respond best to being read aloud. 

The sense of being grounded in a particular 

way of looking at the world is an important 

element in this book. IJ 
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Other times and historical 

perspectives:  

Canada 

 
Barnacle Love by Anthony De Sa. 

Toronto: Doubleday, 2008. Hardcover. 

216 pages.  978-0-385-66436-3 

Barnacle Love is a series of ten linked short 

stories divided into two parts that beautifully 

capture the trials and tribulations of an 

immigrant family. 

 In the first half we are introduced to 

twenty-year old Manuel Rebelo who goes to 

sea to escape his domineering mother and 

their small Portuguese village, gets washed 

up on the shores of Newfoundland and 

decides to start a new life in Canada. He 

goes back to his village to marry the girl his 

mother chose for him, but returns to Toronto 

with a different wife and a dream to 

succeed.  

 The second half is told by his 

teenage son, Antonio, about his relationship 

with his alcoholic father, and growing up in 

the seventies in Toronto's Little Portugal. 

His dysfunctional family is rife with 

tensions between the new and old world 

cultures but, with his friends, he finds 

escape by biking through the streets of their 

neighbourhood.  

 Although this is a story of the ups 

and downs of the Rebelo family, it has its 

humorous moments and is also a poignant 

coming-of-age story. MH 

 

The Nine Lives of Charlotte Taylor by 

Sally Armstrong. Toronto: Random 

House, 2007. Paperback.  978-0-679-

31405-9 

In The Nine Lives of Charlotte Taylor, well 

known journalist Sally Armstrong re-creates 

the life Charlotte Taylor, her great-great-

great grandmother, who was one of the 

earliest settlers of New Brunswick.  

Drawing on historical fact and family 

records, Sally Armstrong tells the story of 

this courageous and fascinating woman who 

in 1775 escaped from her upper class 

English family and sailed to Jamaica with 

her lover, the familyôs butler. When they 

reached their destination, Charlotte found 

herself alone, after her loverôs death from 

yellow fever, and pregnant.  Ever 

resourceful, Charlotte aligned herself with a 

British commodore and continued her 

journey by sailing north with him to Baie 

des Chaleurs, in what is now New 

Brunswick. Once there, Charlotte found 

refuge with the Miôkmaq people who taught 

her how to survive on the harsh, unforgiving 

land. Charlotte Taylor was witness to the 

early history of eastern Canada from the 

expulsion of the Acadians to the privateers 

of the British-American War to the 

Loyalists, newly arriving from the United 

States. Against this larger backdrop of these 

historical events, Armstrong details 

Charlotteôs personal struggles as a wife and 

mother, working to clear the land and 

survive the ever present epidemics and 

conflicts that existed in this rough country. 

 The Nine Lives of Charlotte Taylor 

weaves together fact and fiction to tell the 

story of this unique and memorable 

character. Readers will no doubt enjoy this 

fast-paced and thoroughly enjoyable story. 

Highly recommended.  JdG 

 

White Rapids by Palcal Blanchet.  

Montreal:   Drawn and Quarterly, 2007.  

156 pages.  Paperback.  978-1897299241 

This book defies genre categorization.  It is 

in graphic format but it is not a novel.  It 

tells the story of a company town, built 

in northern Quebec to house the workers of 

a hydro-power plant.  Plant and village were 

inaugurated in 1934 and by 1948, as the 

baby boom got well underway, the 

population stood at 240, half French and 

half English.  Until 1950, there was no road 

connection to the south and everything came 
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in by rail.  The village lasted only a few 

decades; the company automated the plant 

processes and began to close the town in 

1969. 

 It sounds like a simple, even 

primitive story of life in the Canadian north, 

but the pictures create a completely different 

view of life in White Rapids.  Drawing on 

Art Deco and fifties Modernist 

design, Blanchet provides the image of a 

sophisticated rural idyll with the best of 

urban life available through the radio and 

the imported movies.  Using a very 

restricted palatte of white, orange and a 

range of browns, he conveys a lively sense 

of a thriving and contented community, 

created out of wilderness and returned to a 

ghostly half-life, but with a few decades of 

exemplary existence sandwiched 

in between.  The contrasts in this book are 

fascinating and often moving, and the 

overall impact is memorable.  The wilds and 

wastes of northern Quebec will never seem 

quite so empty again.  MM 

 

Late Nights on Air by Elizabeth Hay.  

Toronto:   McClelland & Stewart, 2007.  

Hardback.  364 pages.  978-0-7710-3811-2 

This absorbing story is set in a very 

particular time and place:  Yellowknife in 

1975.  The characters work in a small radio 

station and the book is alive to the meanings 

of sound in all its different manifestations.  

In the background, we are aware of the 

hearings (an apt word in this context) of the 

Berger inquiry into the laying of a gas 

pipeline across the Arctic.  In the 

foreground, we read of the women and men 

who put the radio station on the air:  their 

shifting awareness of each other, their loves 

and lusts and quarrels and jealousies.  The 

story begins with the arrival of Dido Paris 

whose beauty and personality affect every 

other character, and traces the ripple effects 

through a small and inward-looking 

community. 

 Almost everybody in this setting has 

moved in from somewhere else, and their 

pasts continue to play a part in their new 

lives.  The cast of characters ranges broadly 

in age, but because of the emphasis on 

new beginnings, in many ways this is a story 

of youth.  But it is set in a country with its 

own ancient history and geography, and the 

contrast is striking. 

 The story breaks out of the confines 

of the station when four characters - Gwen, 

Eleanor, Harry and Ralph - decide to make 

an epic canoe trip into the wilderness, 

challenging the geography, attempting to 

reincarnate a particular episode of history.  

The outcome is memorable and provides an 

emotional climax to a memorable book.  

MM 

Cloud of Bone by Bernice Morgan.  

Toronto:   Alfred A. Knopf Canada, 2007.  

Hardback.  447 pages.  978-0-676-97938-1 

This captivating novel tells the stories of 

three apparently unrelated characters whose 

narratives merge only in the final few pages 

of the book.  The initial section recounts the 

feckless life of Kyle Holloway, a young man 

growing up in wartime St. John's in an   

atmosphere of amorality that is at times 

genuinely shocking.   Retreating from the 

consequences of an unanticipated crime, he 

hides in a rocky cavern in the South Side 

Hills.  It is here, sequestered near an old 

burial ground, that he hears the voice of the 

second character, the one whose story 

dominates this book.  This speaker 

is Shanawdithit, notoriously "the last of the 

Beothuks," whose death at the age of 29 in 

1829 is taken to mark the extinction of the 

first nation of Newfoundland.  Her story, the 

central focus of the book, tells of the gradual 

destruction of her people.  It is 

thematically appropriate that the character 

whose story concludes the book, 

Judith Muir, makes her first appearance 

investigating genocide in Rwanda.  How the 

three stories finally weave together makes 
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for a satisfying conclusion to a book that 

asks us to look very hard at what counts as   

morality. 

 Nobody, of course, can now speak 

for the Beothuk, and placing historical and 

fictional characters alongside each other 

always raises questions; some readers will 

be offended by Morganôs takeover of the 

indigenous voice.  But she has certainly 

imagined herself into the final days of this 

beleaguered people with great intensity.  I 

would have liked a more detailed and 

specific historical note than the one she 

provides at the end of the novel, but she 

certainly lists her sources clearly, and I 

found it relatively straightforward to locate 

information that confirmed some of the main 

events in her story - though I was left 

wondering about some of the emotional 

elements of the plot.  In any case, 

the sorrow, deprivation and bitterness of the 

last days of the Beothuk  come across 

convincingly and compellingly in these 

pages.  It is a thoughtful and thought-

provoking novel.  MM 

Consolation by Michael Redhill. 

Toronto: Anchor Canada 2007 

(2006). Paperback. 469 pages. 978- 

0-385-65951-2 

This novel is a story of lost and found. 

It moves between two centuries, the mid-

nineteenth and the late-twentieth, exploring 

Toronto in its early years and in its current 

incarnation. It is also a story of new media, 

the nineteenth-century new medium of 

photography in particular. 

 What Jem Hallam, one-time 

apothecary and photographer, loses in the 

nineteenth century, David Hollis and then 

his widow Marianne hope to find in the 

twentieth: the glass negatives of a set of 

photographs of daily life in Toronto in the 

middle years of the nineteenth century. 

Redhill presents both the story of how the 

photographs came to exist in the first place, 

and the story of their threatened loss, buried 

underneath a new building. Both stories are 

redolent of time and place; the place is the 

same but the times are radically different, 

and these similarities and differences form a 

major part of the appeal of this book. 

 Hallam's agony over leaving his 

wife and small daughters in England while 

he attempts to make a go of life as an 

apothecary in Toronto is vivid and 

believable. Hollis's efforts to find and save 

the photos as his own life wastes away are 

also powerfully presented. The location of 

the photographs acts as a pivot point 

between the two stories. Anybody who ever 

looks at a contemporary street and wonders, 

"What was it like here before?" will find 

something to enjoy in this evocative and 

appealing story. MM 

 

The Birth House by Ami McKay.  

Alfred A. Knopf Canada, 2006. 387 

pages. Hardback. 0-676-97772-3. 

Dora Rare is the first daughter in five 

generations of Rares and she was born in a 

caul. The strangeness of her birth and her 

habit of ñthinking too much for a girlò set 

her apart in the isolated community of Scots 

Bay, Nova Scotia where old superstitions 

still have a hold. At seventeen, in the early 

years of WWI, Doraôs lack of marriage 

prospects and hardships at home force her to 

apprentice to Miss Babineau, the local 

Acadian midwife. This does nothing to 

secure Doraôs place in the community since 

some consider Miss Babineau a witch. Dora 

is also immediately drawn into Miss 

Babineauôs conflict with a young doctor, 

Gilbert Thomas, who is selling fast, 

painless, ñmodernò births in a Farmers 

Assurance Maternity Home down the 

mountain. 

 The conflict between traditional 

midwifery and modern medicine is set up to 

be central to the novel. However, Dr. 

Thomasôs attempts to discredit the midwives 

never really comes to much ï despite this 
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persecution continuing over many years ï 

long after Miss Babineau has died and Dora 

is left practicing on her own. 

 The Birth House is much more than 

a historical fiction novel about ñcatching 

babiesò. It touches on almost every type of 

ñwomanôs issueò and ñwomanôs troubleò in 

the course of telling Doraôs story, including: 

emancipation of women in the States, 

abortion, prostitution, the medical use of 

vibrators to treat hysteria, difficult births, 

infertility, extramarital sex, lesbianism, 

physical and sexual abuse, etc. Ultimately, 

Doraôs story becomes secondary to the 

issues and details of social history that are 

included but many readers wonôt mind. 

They will be fascinated by the fight for 

women to control their own bodies as 

championed by Dora Rare. EJ 

 

The View from Castle Rock by Alice 

Munro. Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2006. 

Paperback.  349 pages. 978-0-14-305563-

1. 

A new book by Alice Munro is always cause 

for celebration, and this collection of stories 

offers additional delight to readers who want 

to know more about Munro herself. Munro 

traces the roots of her Laidlaw ancestors 

from Scotland in the 1700s, weaving 

narratives of their lives from tombstones, 

village records, conversations with 

local people, and other available records. 

Aided in her research by a distant relative, 

the Scottish author James Hogg, she is 

pleased to discover her family has produced 

a writer in each generation. The stories she 

creates of these ancestors are partly her 

imaginings and partly their own words, 

resulting in a vivid cast of characters 

and rich depiction of lives. Her historical 

account begins in Scotland in the early 

1700s and continues with the emigrants who 

make the arduous voyage to Canada in 1818, 

and the pioneers who struggle to carve out 

livelihoods in a harsh land. The stories circle 

more tightly as she moves into the recent 

past to her parentsô lives and finally to first-

person narration of her own life. There are 

memorable people and events: the drunken 

father who mistakenly identifies the 

Fife coast as America to his young son, the 

autocratic patriarch who makes the sea 

voyage with his family, and the seeming 

theft of a baby as the family travels, among 

others. 

 As fans of Alice Munro would 

expect, these stories dance delicately on the 

edges of memoir, fiction, and imagination. 

In her foreword, Munro emphasizes that 

these are storiesðimagined, shaped, and 

following their own design rather than 

historical fact. She notes, ñYou could say 

that such stories pay more attention to the 

truth of a life than fiction usually does. But 

not enough to swear onò (foreword).  

It seems fitting that her ancestors hail from 

the Borderlands of Scotland, as Munro 

always travels in borderlands in her writing. 

In weaving together fact and fiction in these 

stories, she creates a tapestry of richly 

imagined people, places, and events. JKM 

A Map of Glass by Jane Urquhart. 

Toronto: Emblem Editions, 2006 

(2005). Paperback. 392 pages. 0- 

7710-8728-4 

Urquhartôs latest novel has many of the 

ingredients readers have come to expect of 

her fiction: elegant and poetic writing; a 

complex female protagonist, and a story that 

addresses the human psyche, the confluence 

of the past and present, and the power of art 

to articulate the beauty of life. The three 

sections of the novel are framed by the 

character of Sylvia, a woman suffering from 

a form of autism, who is in mourning for 

Andrew, her secret lover who was a 

historian and geographer. Sylvia reads in a 

newspaper that Andrewôs frozen corpse was 

discovered on an island where he was 

researching the story of his ancestors. She 

flees from her husband to travel secretly to 
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Toronto to meet the photographic artist 

(Jerome) who found Andrewôs body. In 

conversations with Jerome, Sylvia feels free 

for the first time to reflect on her own 

troubled life and to explore the nuances of 

her extra-marital relationship with Andrew. 

These two contemporary sections of the 

novel frame the central section, which in 

many ways is the most compelling of the 

three. Here Urquhart takes readers into the 

history of Andrewôs ancestors, who were 

19thcentury shipbuilders and hotelkeepers 

on Timber Island in Lake Ontario. His great-

grandfatherôs life, filtered through Andrewôs 

family notebooks that have survived the 

generations, comes alive in this section of 

the novel. It is a story of strong passions and 

relationships, family feuds and 

reconciliations, ambition and greed. 

 Through the story, with its powerful 

central image of an island hotel gradually 

disappearing under layers of sand, Urquhart 

reflects on the inevitability of change, and 

the erosion of historical memory. 

 This is an ambitious novel, and not 

wholly successful. In many ways, the story 

tries to do too much and to go in too many 

directions. The historical central section is 

so compelling, it is a shock to be brought 

back to the present in the final section of the 

book, and I found it hard to care as much for 

Sylviaôs fate as I did about the lives of long-

dead 19th century ancestors in the central 

pages of the novel. Yet, the book does have 

great fascination, and despite its 

shortcomings, it is a worthwhile read. It 

offers an engaging fictionalized narrative of 

a specific geographical and temporal period 

of Canadian history interwoven with the 

complex and more recognizable lives of 

characters in the 21st century. IJ 

 

Three Day Road by Joseph Boyden. 

Penguin, 2005. Hardback. 368 pages. 

0-670-06362-2 

Joseph Boyden's debut novel Three Day 

Road is a complex, beautiful novel of family 

ties, boyhood friendship and war. The story 

is told from two perspectives. Niska is one 

of the few remaining "bush Indians" in 

Northern Ontario in the early 1900s. Her 

story documents the decline of her culture as 

her people are pushed inexorably onto 

reserves, and their children are taken from 

them and sent to residential schools. Niska 

rescues her nephew Xavier from the misery 

of a residential school and raises him in the 

bush, passing on her traditional knowledge 

to him. His story composes the bulk of the 

book. They are joined during the summers 

by Xavier's friend Elijah, who spends the 

school year at the residential school in 

Moose Factory. Elijah persuades Xavier to 

enlist in the Canadian army during World 

War I, and the two young men soon find 

themselves on the battlefields of Europe, 

where the skills they learned in the bush 

quickly earn them a reputation as brilliant 

snipers.  

 Elijah's skills and his zest for his 

role as a sniper soon give him hero status in 

the eyes of his regiment. Xavier, with his 

hesitant English and his distaste for 

"hunting" his fellow human beings, remains 

an outsider. As Elijah falls deeper into 

morphine addiction (a common problem 

among soldiers in the Great War), he also 

develops an addiction to killing, and an 

obsession with beating the record of the 

legendary Ojibway sniper "Peggy" (Francis 

Pegahmagabow, an actual historical figure 

whose kills may have numbered as high as 

378). Xavier becomes Elijah's unwilling 

confessor as morphine and madness 

transform the friend he loves like a brother 

into a stranger he comes to fear. Boyden's 

novel may be Canadian literature's best 

evocation since Timothy Findley's The Wars 

of how war can warp the souls of normal 

young men. If all of this sounds a little 

bleak, the novel is not without its share of 

loving warmth and hope. Boyden paints a 



86 
 

masterful portrait of Xavier's and Elijah's 

boyhood friendship, equal parts affection 

and rivalry. His depiction of the strong ties 

that develop between fellow soldiers over 

years of war is authentic and moving. 

Xavier's outsider perspective on Canada and 

Canadian military culture is intelligent, 

thoughtful and occasionally humorous. And 

in Niska's loving care of her nephew, the 

reader finds a glimmer of hope that a better 

fate awaits Xavier than the one facing so 

many victims of war's horrors. HG 

 

Black Bird by Michel Basilieres. 

Vintage Canada, 2004 (2003). 

Paperback. 311 pages. 0-676-97528-3 

This wild romp of a tall tale is uproariously 

funny but it is also touching, serious, and 

politically charged. Telling the preposterous 

story of the Desouche family of Montreal, it 

also tackled questions about Quebec 

separatism and political violence ï albeit 

obliquely and under the guise of monstrous 

exaggeration. Basilieres alters the historical 

facts of the 1960s and 1970s to present his 

bizarre story world; nevertheless, his images 

of life in Montreal and in Quebec flourish 

vividly  and convincingly within the confines 

of his warped and lurid framework.  

 To call the Desouche family 

dysfunctional is a major understatement. 

Grandfather and Uncle are grave robbers. 

Grandfatherôs second wife is miserable and 

her only consolation is her pet crow. Father 

is constantly on the lookout for money-

making schemes. Mother is in a deep 

depression following the death of her father, 

Angus; she little knows that Angus died as 

the result of a bomb laid on behalf of the 

Front de liberation du Quebec (FLQ) by her 

own daughter Marie. Marieôs twin brother, 

Jean-Baptiste, is a languishing reader whose 

passion for text is severely undermined by 

the fact that he doesnôt like reading in 

English but canôt read French. This 

lugubrious set of events and people should 

make for dismal reading but the tone is light 

and persuasive, and the pressure of events 

develops logically out of often very silly 

initial premises. 

 Basilieres plays games with the 

facts of Quebec history, and plays games 

with his ludicrous cast of characters. The 

result is a rollicking, satirical and very funny 

fable that invites readers to keep turning the 

pages in amazement. MM 

 

Incorrigible, by Velma Demerson. 

Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University  

Press, 2004. Paperback. 172 pages. 0- 

88920-444-6. 

You won't see Velma Demerson's slice of 

Canadian history televised in a Heritage 

Minute. Demerson was 18 when she was 

imprisoned for the crime of being 

"incorrigible," a term in Ontario legislation 

that could be applied to any young woman 

whose sexual morals were suspect. The 18-

year-old Demerson's "crime" was dating a 

Chinese man. Her parents called the police, 

who busted her at his apartment one 

morning. The pregnant girl ended up in a 

women's prison, along with prostitutes and 

other female criminals. Many aspects of her 

sentence were confusing to Demerson at the 

time, but most confusing of all was the 

series of painful medical treatments she had 

to undergo for a sexually transmitted disease 

that only manifested itself long after she was 

imprisoned.  

 Years later, Demerson's research 

suggested that the doctors at the prison may 

have intentionally infected patients in order 

to study the human papilloma virus, which 

could not be transmitted to animals and thus 

required human subjects. Dr. Edna Guest, 

the head physician at the prison, was vice-

president of the Canadian Social Hygiene 

Council, a eugenics group that published 

papers "proving" that people in the prison 

system are "moral defectives" who pose a 

threat to racial purity. Though she cannot 
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prove it, Demerson suspects that Dr. Guest 

tried to damage her fertility or even harm 

her mixed-race baby. The unidentified pills 

she was forced to take while breast feeding 

were probably either sulphanilamide or 

Dagenan, both experimental drugs (there is 

independent evidence that these drugs were 

tested on inmates). Her baby developed 

severe eczema and other abnormalities, and 

was hospitalized for several months. 

 Demerson's book is disturbing, yet 

essential reading. High school students learn 

about the Holocaust as a matter of course, 

and the eugenics movement was its North 

American cousin. This personal account 

from a lively, sympathetic narrator is a 

highly readable account of an episode in 

Canadian history that should not be 

forgotten. HG 

 

Voyageurs by Margaret Elphinstone. 

Toronto: McArthur & Co., 2003.  

Trade Paperback. 470 pages. 

1552783758. 

Scottish author Margaret Elphinstone 

delivers a wonderful Canadian tale in this 

meticulously researched historical novel. 

Voyageurs brings the fur trade era to life in 

ways that social studies classes simply 

cannot. As the Canadian territories prepare 

themselves for the War of 1812, a young 

Quaker man named Mark Greenhow arrives 

in Canada to search for his sister, a 

missionary who has eloped with a North 

West Company fur trader and gone missing 

in the wilderness. Mark obtains assistance in 

his search from the North West Company. 

As he travels with traders (some of whom 

are working as government spies and 

recruiting agents among the Indians) Mark is 

exposed for the first time to people who do 

not share his religious and cultural 

background. His journey in search of his 

sister becomes a voyage of self-discovery as 

he begins to question some of the more rigid 

tenets of his faith, while remaining true to its 

core values. Because Mark is an outsider, 

many things about Canadian history and the 

fur trade must be explained to him, and thus 

to the reader. Elphinstone weaves this 

information into the story so well that it 

never becomes pedantic or dull. HG 

 

The Corner Garden by Lesley 

Krueger. Penguin Canada, 2003. 

Paperback. 323 pages. 0-14-301273-8 

This is a thoroughly gripping and intelligent 

novel that weaves together themes involving 

passion, betrayal, isolation, and the 

desperation to believe in something larger 

than oneself. Told primarily through two 

narrative voicesð those of 15-year-old 

Jessie Barfoot and her elderly neighbour 

Martha van Tellingenðthe novel takes 

place in contemporary Toronto and the 

Nazi-occupied Amsterdam of Marthaôs 

youth. Jessie is smart, funny, well read, and 

highly cynical about the ñNew Startò her 

mother and new step-father want to make in 

Toronto. Martha has lived for fifty years in 

isolation with her beautiful corner garden, 

harboring the secrets of her youthful 

allegiance to the Hitler Youth and the lies 

that enabled her and her father to emigrate to 

Canada after the War. While the young girl 

seeks truth and meaning, the older woman 

has spent a lifetime barricading herself from 

truth and living under a false identity. She 

has cultivated a beautiful garden, which 

conceals the truth of her life.  

 The narrative unfolds through 

multiple diaries: those of Jessie and Martha 

as 15-year-olds, of the elderly Martha, and 

of a teen who was Marthaôs contemporary 

during the War. Krueger writes masterfully 

in the varied voices, with careful and witty 

attention to the language of self-conscious 

narrators. She details the disturbing 

relationship of Jessie and the elderly Martha 

with subtlety and force, as the young 

Canadian girl makes false assumptions 

about Marthaôs life and wisdom. This novel 
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stays in oneôs mind long after the final page 

has been read. JKM 

 

Rush Home Road by Lori Lansens. 

Random House, 2002. Paperback. 547 

pages. 0-676-97451-1 

Rush Home Road is essentially two stories, 

told in alternating chapters, about Adelaide 

Shadd. Adelaide was born in southwestern 

Ontario in the early twentieth-century in an 

all-black town settled by fugitive slaves. 

Part of the book has an elderly Addy, living 

a quiet life in a trailer park not far from her 

birthplace. Her world is completely changed 

when five-year-old Sharla Cody is 

abandoned on her doorstep.The other part of 

the book is the story of Addy's earlier life, 

where as a teenager she is forced to leave 

her home and her family. Even though she 

never lives far from Rusholme, Addy doesn't 

return. But Rusholme is never far from 

Addy's heart or her memory, even as she 

marries, has a family, and ultimately 

survives the many challenges that she 

encounters. It isn't until she is forced to care 

for Sharla that Addy can confront her past, 

find forgiveness, and finally make the 

journey back to Rusholme. Rush Home 

Road is a powerful story that draws the 

reader in and doesn't let go until the final 

page. The characters are interesting and 

memorable and the setting is vividly 

described. At over 500 pages long, Rush 

Home Road is probably most appropriate for 

older teenage readers, but it is a book that no 

one will soon forget. JdG 

 

The Way the Crow Flies by Ann-Marie 

MacDonald. Alfred A. Knopf Canada, 

2003. Paperback. 720 pages. 0-676- 

97408-2 

The most engrossing aspect of The Way the 

Crow Flies is the intersection of political 

lies, secrets, and intrigue with the smallest 

of details of everyday life, as MacDonald 

makes the narrative case that the world of 

espionage and official secrets in fact casts a 

pall over the lives of those very average 

citizens in whose name the deception is 

perpetrated. Jack McCarthy moves his 

family from Germany to his new posting at 

an air force base in Ontario. For Jack, Mimi, 

and their two children, Mike and Madeleine, 

the return to Canada is a continuation of 

their perfect life in this good and decent 

country. Jack has everything, and more 

importantly, he "wants what he has"- a 

successful career, a happy marriage to a 

beautiful and sexy woman, a sweet daughter, 

an intelligent son, and the respect of friends 

and colleagues. But Jack soon finds himself 

caught in a web of petty lies and deceits, as 

he becomes involved in a high-level 

classified plan for which he operates outside 

the normal chain of military command. 

Madeleine, though only eight, also learns the 

destructive power of lies and secrets, as she 

and her classmates are ensnared by an evil 

that results in a horrific crime. The rich 

period details of life in Ontario in the 1960s 

demand a reader's patience, as the plot 

moves slowly during these pages; but the 

very ordinariness of these details becomes 

imbued with deeper significance as the story 

gathers force. JKM 

 

Deafening by Frances Itani. 

HarperCollins, 2003. Hardback. 378 

pages. 0-00-200539-5 

Deafening is the first novel by Frances Itani, 

and tells the story of Grania, who at the age 

of five becomes profoundly deaf after 

contracting scarlet fever. Her guilt-ridden 

mother cannot accept Grania's disability 

while Grania's grandmother tries to teach 

her to read and speak again. Grania's sister, 

Tress, is another ally who obligingly shouts 

words into Grania's ears, trying to help her 

'hear' again. When it becomes clear to her 

family that Grania can no longer survive in 

the hearing world of their small, Ontario 

town, Grania is sent to live at the Ontario 
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School for the Deaf in Belleville, where she 

learns sign language and speech far from the 

often unforgiving world outside. 

 After graduating from the school, 

Grania meets Jim Lloyd, a hearing man, and 

together they create a new vocabulary that is 

made up of both sound and silence. Two 

weeks after their marriage, Jim must leave 

home to serve as a stretcher bearer on the 

battlefields of the First World War. The 

remainder of this story is told through their 

letters, both real and imagined, as Jim and 

Grania try to sustain their relationship and 

come to grips with the terrible realities of 

war. 

 Deafening is a story of both love 

and history. Frances Itani weaves together a 

great deal of historical research and 

information about World War I and the story 

of a family living in small town Ontario in 

the early twentieth-century. Full of 

interesting and memorable characters, this is 

a wonderful story that readers of historical 

fiction are sure to enjoy. JdG 

 

Lightning by Fred Stenson. Douglas & 

McIntyre, 2003. Hardback. 428 

pages. 1-55365-010-7 

Lightning is the story of Doc Windham a 

Texan cowboy. It's 1881 and Windham and 

a crew of misfits are hired to trail a herd of 

cattle from Montana to the Cochrane Ranch 

in Alberta. The story is told in the present 

and in flashbacks to 1866 when Doc lost the 

love-of-his life, Pearly, in a bowling match, 

and went on the run from a man who wants 

him dead. The two threads weave together 

like a beautifully crafted tapestry. Stenson 

writes sparsely but descriptively, "Hungry as 

they were, no one moved during the full 

transformation of evening. The long rays 

turned the horse mint to amethyst, the tired 

grass to gold. Then the sun was devoured by 

a jagged mouth. The gold, pink, then purple 

washes of sunset. Finally,the moon was an 

egg yolk in a purple sky."  

 This is historical fiction at its best, 

well researched with larger-than-life, but 

totally believable characters. It is a gripping 

story about the beginning of open ranch life 

in Southern Alberta. Lightning won the 

Grant MacEwan Authors Award. MH 

 

River Thieves by Michael Crummey. 

Doubleday Canada, 2001. Hardback. 

335 pages. 0-385-65810-9 

This is a tremendous book. Historical fiction 

has a misplaced reputation for sometimes 

being dry and dusty, but the characters in 

this book step into life from their first 

appearance onwards. Like the best historical 

novels, this one makes you feel that the 

characters are the way they are partly 

because of the time and place they inhabit: 

in this case of this book, that location is 19th 

century Newfoundland, a hard and 

challenging home for anyone but 

particularly for the last surviving Beothuks. 

 The story of the Beothuks, who 

became extinct before the 19th century was 

a third over, is a haunting one; in this book 

they are already half-vanished, seen only 

fleetingly, with one exception. That 

exception is Mary, a young woman captured 

and kept against her will in the Peyton 

household. John Peyton Sr. and John Peyton 

Jr. struggle to manage a harsh life. The son 

constantly battles for his father's respect, and 

even sees him as a rival for the love of 

Cassie, their servant. 

 Crummey does an excellent job of 

answering the question that often baffles 

those who sample the worst of 

Newfoundland's winters: how on earth did 

anyone survive here when life was harder 

than it is now? The extreme difficulties of 

clawing a bare living out of the unforgiving 

rock are brought vividly to life in this very 

readable story. As well as history, the book 

includes romance, suspense, and terror. A 

stimulating exploration of a fascinating 

story. MM 
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The Stone Carvers by Jane Urquhart. 

McClelland & Stewart, 2001. 

Hardback. 392 pages. 0-7710-8687-3 

One twentieth-century revolution that has 

become almost invisible to us, we now take 

it so for granted, is the development of 

ready-made articles for domestic use - 

clothes, kitchen tools, window frames, roof 

shingles, and so forth. What we now buy 

without a moment's thought, we used to 

create for ourselves. The bond thus forged 

between hand, tool and artifact is something 

we now experience less often, but that bond 

is one element of our past that Jane Urquhart 

successfully recreates in this intriguing 

historical novel. Skill and love of craft are 

not specific to one gender, but our forebears 

behaved as if they were, and the heroine of 

this book, Klara Becker, must fight 

assumptions about what she can and cannot 

do because she is a woman. With such 

material to work with, it is not surprising 

that Urquhart also foregrounds the craft of 

novel-making as well.  

 Daily life in a German-settled part 

of Ontario in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century is at the heart of the early 

part of this novel. The First World War 

plays its awful part in shattering the 

assumptions that had previously worked so 

comfortably, and when it is over the 

question of how to commemorate the dead 

and lost becomes primary. The action moves 

to the creation of the great Canadian War 

Memorial at Vimy in France but questions 

of craft and art and assumptions about 

gender continue to motivate the plot. This 

highly readable book never loses its sense of 

the impact and importance of what our 

hands can manipulate and what our hearts 

need to know. MM 

 

Fatal Passage: The Untold Story of 

John Rae, the Arctic Adventurer who 

Discovered the Fate of Franklin, by 

Ken McGoogan. Harper Flamingo 

Canada, 2001. Hardback. 328 pages. 

0-00-200054-7 

This book should lay to rest the thought that 

Canadian history is not interesting. Well 

researched, with an abundance of primary 

source material, maps and illustrations, this 

is a fascinating book on John Rae, the young 

doctor chosen by the Hudson Bay Company 

to map the coast of the Arctic mainland in 

the mid-nineteenth century. Not only did 

Rae map the final link of the Northwest 

Passage, he also discovered, from Inuit 

hunters, the fate of the Franklin Expedition. 

 McGoogan writes of Raeôs 

appreciation of both the Cree and Inuit 

customs and lore. When he returned to 

England and made his report, including the 

fact that the Franklin survivors had resorted 

to cannibalism, Lady Franklin and Charles 

Dickens helped destroy his reputation. 

Although later discoveries proved Rae 

correct, until this book, neither his name nor 

his accomplishments has been well known. 

 Fatal Passage won the Drainie-

Taylor Biography Prize, CAA Lela 

Common Award for Canadian History, and 

was co-winner of The Grant MacEwan 

Author's Award. MH 

 

The Trade by Fred Stenson. Douglas 

& McIntyre, 2000. Paperback. 344 

pages. 1-55054-816-6 

The story of the Hudsonôs Bay Company 

and the opening of the Canadian West to the 

fur trade form the core of this highly 

readable book. Told from the perspective of 

the European traders, it conveys the 

language and attitudes of the time. Such 

language and attitudes may offend some 

contemporary readers but they shed 

considerable light on the foundation of the 

western provinces as we know them today. 

Stenson based his story on real people and 

historical documents but ñwrote between the 

lines of known fur trade historyò to make the 
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characters real. The result is a vivid 

adventure story filled with people who, 

perhaps because of their actual historical 

roots and quirks, come across as larger than 

life. The reshaping of the West was not a 

pretty operation. Stenson does an excellent 

job of conveying the accidents, the 

contingencies, and the messiness of that 

story. The result is an illuminating and 

fascinating novel. MM  

 

Baltimoreôs Mansion: A Memoir by 

Wayne Johnston. Vintage Canada 

2000 (1999). Paperback. 272 pages. 

0-676-97297-7 

Lord Baltimore founded the community of 

Ferryland on the Southern Shore of the 

Avalon Peninsula in Newfoundland, as long 

ago as the 1620s. Wayne Johnston tells a 

more recent story, but one equally steeped in 

history: the anguished battle among 

Newfoundlanders over whether to 

confederate with Canada or to stick it out 

independently as a Dominion of the British 

Commonwealth. Families divided and 

acrimony ran deep for generations. 

 In this story of his father and his 

grandfather, Johnston explores that ebb and 

flow of emotion and eloquence in highly 

fascinating ways. Author of The Colony of 

Unrequited Dreams which fictionalizes the 

story of Joe Smallwood, the victorious 

leader of the Confederation cause, Johnston 

here tells something of the other side of the 

story. In the course of this book, we learn 

much about the Johnston family, about the 

psychology of losing a vital political battle, 

and about the doughty and hardworking 

people of Newfoundland. At the same time, 

we are offered many subtle insights into 

how fathers and sons make and break 

connections with each other. The book is a 

pleasure to read from beginning to end. MM 

 

The Beothuk Saga by Bernard Assiniwi. 

Translated by Wayne Grady. McClelland 

& Stewart, 2000 (first published in 

French in 1996). Hardback. 341 pages. 0-

7710-0798-1 

This book accomplishes many things and 

raises many questions. It begins at the time 

that the Vikings arrived in Newfoundland 

and ends with the death of the last of the 

Beothuks in the 19th century. A saga spread 

over eight hundred years must establish 

strong emotional connections with the 

characters in order to sustain readersô 

interest, and this book certainly succeeds at 

that level. Assiniwi also achieves a 

convincing sense of time passing, customs 

changing, legends settling into fixed stories. 

This story establishes anew the utter horror 

of an entire people being wiped out, and 

restores a shameful chapter of Canadian 

history to a live moral question. 

 The Beothuks became extinct 

almost 175 years ago, so there is no one left 

to speak directly for them. In a fictionalized 

account such as this one, readers need to be 

able to trust the narrator, to know the 

authority for his assertions about a silenced 

people. In this story, Assiniwi often 

convinces through the substance of detail, 

but there are points where it would be useful 

to know more about the basis of his 

descriptions. In particular, a motif of lesbian 

exchanges between the wives of a single 

man raises the issue of authenticity. A single 

occurrence of such a scene might be taken as 

poetic license; when it recurs over centuries, 

questions arise about the historical warrant 

for such description. It is not that the lesbian 

scenes are particularly offensive in 

themselves ï indeed they are warmly 

comforting. But it is not clear whether 

readers are meant to suspend disbelief and 

read these scenes as fiction, or to ascribe 

historical verification and read them as fact. 

This mental conflict eventually interferes 

with complete enjoyment of the book and 

may limit its value for broad 

recommendation. Nevertheless, those who 
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relish the sweep of historical sagas will find 

much to enjoy in this wide-ranging novel. 

MM 

 

The Lament of Charlie Longsong by Roch 

Carrier. Translated by Sheila Fischman. 

Penguin Books, 1999 (first published 1996 

in French, 1998 in English). Paperback. 

260 pages. 0-14-026324-1 

This book successfully connects the stories 

of three different people, and makes the 

links possible through the life of a fourth 

man, whose biography never gets written 

and whose identity is multiple. In the course 

of telling this complex story, Carrier 

successfully conveys the far more complex 

history of the French in North America. 

 Robert Martin is a mediocre 

historian, whose marriage has shattered and 

whose career is faltering. When he decides 

to pursue the biography of Joseph Dubois, a 

French Canadian farmer in Arizona, he 

comes in contact with Charlie Longsong, a 

Native American who lost an arm fighting 

for the Allies in World War II. Charlie is old 

and perceived as an aimless drunk by his 

neighbours, but he is consumed with the 

memory of his brief liaison with a French-

Canadian nurse, Blanche Lariviere, from 

Montreal. 

 Martin never does sort out the many 

references to French-Canadians called 

Joseph Dubois, though he does learn a great 

deal about the ubiquity of the French 

throughout the continent. He doesnôt entirely 

clear up the unfinished story of Charlie and 

Blanche, either. But by the end of the book 

we are much clearer about which loose ends 

matter and which are just part of the 

messiness of ongoing history. An intriguing 

novel which offers readers a good story and 

a great deal to think about after the book is 

closed. MM 

 

Divided Passions by Michelle Tisseyre. 

Translated from French by the author. 

Key Porter Books, 1999 (1997). 

Paperback. 351 pages. 1-55263-025-0 

This fast-paced novel, set in Quebec during 

World War l, is an engaging blend of 

romance and political intrigue. This first 

novel by Michelle Tisseyre, a literary 

translator and journalist, was on the 

bestseller list in Quebec for seventeen weeks 

before being translated into English. The 

story revolves around the life of Jeanne 

Langlois, only daughter of a conniving 

mother and powerful Quebec politician 

father. The plot follows Jeanneôs adventures 

as she suffers the mental and physical 

privations of a strict religious order, moves 

into an unfortunate marriage with a 

charming and ambitious Irishman and 

subsequently gains independence and 

maturity in a changing social and political 

scene. Tisseyre claims the novel was 

inspired by the story of her maternal 

grandparents, and she has promised that a 

sequel will be forthcoming. The novel is 

easy to read and offers both a coming-of-age 

story with many elements of a soap opera 

and an intriguing glimpse into Quebec 

political life in the early twentieth century. 

IJ 

 

Broken Ground by Jack Hodgins. 

McClelland & Stewart/A Douglas 

Gibson Book, 1998. Hardback. 357 

pages. 0-7710-4184-5 

This book tells the story of a group of 

veterans of World War I, given land by the 

Canadian government as an 

acknowledgement of the countryôs debt to 

its soldiers. Unfortunately the land, on 

Vancouver Island, was just about 

unfarmable, littered with large stumps from 

the lumber companiesô earlier forays into the 

territory. The settlers do not know each 

other and their only real link is the menôs 

experiences in the War, which they often do 

not want to talk about and which play a role 
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as a terrible echo to the ordinariness of 

everyday problems. The story is told by 

many different people in the community, 

and the main characters are very memorable 

and engaging. Eleven-year-old Charlie 

MacIntosh loses his father to this hard land, 

and Matt Pearson, one of the returned 

soldiers, suffers perhaps an even more 

grievous loss. The quiet but often anguished 

stoicism of the people in this moving story is 

as powerful as the plot. It sounds like a grim 

read but in fact it is one of those books that 

successfully moves a reader into a 

completely different world. MM 

 

Small Mercies: A Boy after War by 

Ernest Hillen. Penguin Books, 1998 

(1997). Paperback. 205 pages. 0-14- 

025286-X 

This sequel to The Way of a Boy continues 

the childhood reminiscences of Ernest 

Hillen, a Dutch citizen who survived life in 

a Japanese internment camp in Indonesia 

during World War II, and then moved to 

Canada for a spell to live with his Canadian 

grandparents. The earlier book told the 

harrowing story of his life under Japanese 

rule; this book records his slow and dogged 

efforts to become normal and anonymous in 

postwar Toronto. As with the earlier book, 

Hillenôs eye for the telling detail and the 

nuance of acceptance or rejection is clear 

and sharp. This book also explores the 

turmoil of early adolescence, and 

contemporary teenagers may well be 

surprised to learn how much they have in 

common with a boy of a different time and a 

decidedly different place. A highly 

satisfying read. MM 

 

The Electrical Field by Kerri  Sakamoto. 

Vintage Canada ï Random House, 1998. 

Paperback. 305 pages. 0-676-97195-4 

This book is challenging on more than one 

level. It tells the story of Asako Saito, a 

woman for whom the old-fashioned term of 

ñspinsterò seems an appropriate label. In her 

childhood Asako was interned along with 

other Japanese-Canadians; the ripples from 

that experience still mark her daily life and 

the dramatic events of the plot. Asako is the 

ultimate in unreliable narrators, and when 

she describes what happens when her 

neighbour is murdered, readers must be alert 

to what she really means. The story is full of 

tension but the real triumph of the book, 

which has been shortlisted for several prizes, 

is the development of the heroineôs 

contradictory and conflicted character. Set in 

the 1970s, the story tells of how history 

leaves its marks on a community and a 

people. The electrical field of the title is a 

real territory but the term also describes the 

dynamic relations between different groups, 

between men and women, between adults 

and children. Not an easy read but an 

absorbing and fascinating book. MM 

 

The Colony of Unrequited Dreams by 

Wayne Johnston. Alfred A. Knopf, 

1998. Hardback. 562 pages. 0-676- 

97182-2 

Joseph Smallwood, the first premier of 

Newfoundland after Confederation with 

Canada in 1949, is the hero of this book. 

The heroine, Sheilagh Fielding, is a fictional 

creation, and her history of Newfoundland, 

which appears at intervals throughout this 

story, offers a sardonic take on the official 

reports and records kept by the colonizers. 

The book is an intriguing mix of fact and 

fiction throughout. At times it places the 

historical character Smallwood in the middle 

of events that really happened; what is 

fictional is the idea that Smallwood was 

anywhere near at the time. Young readers 

will probably not trouble to work out what is 

true and what is invented in this story and in 

some ways it will not matter. The story is a 

fascinating one, and the truth is hardly less 

believable than this conglomerate of history 
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and myth. The real focus of the story is 

Newfoundland itself. MM 

 

Gaffer: A Novel of Newfoundland by 

Kevin Major. Doubleday Canada, 1997. 

Hardback. 202 pages. 0-385-25667-1 

This book offers a mythological approach to 

the history of Newfoundland. Gaffer is an 

unusual book, told in short chapters and 

illustrated with the authorôs own 

photographs of Newfoundland scenes. In an 

elliptical prose style involving many 

sentence fragments, Major presents a time-

travelling hero who visits many crucial 

moments in Newfoundlandôs harsh history. 

The majesty and bleakness of the setting, 

and the courage of Newfoundlanders in the 

face of many cruelties comes across 

strongly. Gaffer does not always make the 

right decision but his role as witness to 

history is a powerful one. MM 

 

You Went Away: A Novella by 

Timothy Findley. HarperCollins,  

1996. Hardback. 218 pages. 0-00- 

224385-7 

Recreated from a fictional box of old 

photographs and told in diary form, this is a 

story of a Canadian family during the 

Second World War. Findley tells a poignant 

tale of Mi, left at home with her son and 

daughter while her philandering pilot 

husband Graeme ruins his chances of an Air 

Force career through drinking and 

negligence. Miôs futile efforts at 

reconciliation with her husband, her 

attraction to a romantic young pilot and her 

intricate relationships with her children and 

family are set in the context of war, personal 

tragedy and the daily routines of everyday 

life. This is a war story told in a very 

intimate and compelling fashion. IJ 

 

Fugitive Pieces by Anne Michaels. 

McClelland & Stewart, 1996. 

Paperback. 294 pages. 0-7710-5883-7 

A lyrical and vivid novel that invites readers 

into the complex worlds of two men: Jakob, 

a holocaust survivor who was rescued from 

the mud of a buried Polish city during World 

War II as a young boy, and Ben, a young 

Canadian professor who meets Jakob when 

he is an old man. Their stories and memories 

intertwine to create a multilayered poetic 

novel of war, compassion and beauty that 

promises to haunt readers long after the 

book has been completed. A must-read for 

anyone who loves language and enjoys a 

complex evocative story. IJ 

 

The Englishmanôs Boy by Guy 

Vanderhaeghe. McClelland &  

Stewart, 1996. Hardback. 333 pages. 

0-7710-8693-8 

This novel cleverly interweaves two 

narratives into a powerful reflection on the 

Old Canadian West as it is imagined through 

the eyes of a young drifter known as the 

Englishmanôs boy and re-imagined almost 

50 years later by a megalomaniac 

Hollywood film producer of the 1920s. The 

two stories are drawn together by Harry 

Vincent, a likable and naïve young scenarist 

from Saskatchewan who is commissioned 

by a Hollywood film studio to track down 

and interview the Englishmanôs boy about 

his past. The novel is compelling to read, 

evocative of both the hardships and wildness 

of the Old West and the brittle elegance and 

power struggles of early Hollywood. It deals 

extremely effectively with questions of 

power, prejudice, betrayal and perspective. 

Its dual narratives require some attentive 

reading but the story is so engaging that it 

should keep even less experienced readers 

engrossed. MM  

 

The Piano Manôs Daughter by Timothy 

Findley. HarperCollins, 1996 (1995). 

Paperback. 541 pages. 0-00-648053-5 
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Timothy Findleyôs latest novel, The Piano 

Manôs Daughter, is in many ways a story of 

tragedy. Lily Kilworth is a woman with 

debilitating and devastating problems ï 

epilepsy, pyromania and promiscuity ï who 

is living at a time when these afflictions 

were little understood and greatly feared. 

Her life is a constant yearning for love, with 

much of this affection focused on her son, 

Charlie, the narrator of Lilyôs story. Central 

to the novel is Charlieôs search for his 

paternity. Intertwined with Lilyôs life, we 

meet other fully-drawn characters: Lilyôs 

mother, Ede, who falls in love with the 

tragic ñPiano Manò, Frederick Wyatt, a 

stern, socially-conscious man who becomes 

Lilyôs stepfather and warden, and a host of 

minor eccentric characters who add to the 

charm of the novel. Findley not only writes 

a compelling story, but he has a strong sense 

of the wonder of the land and nature. The 

southern Ontario landscape reverberates 

throughout the novel and becomes a force of 

its own. Graced with Findleyôs artistic and 

literary skills, this is a book which will have 

a wide appeal. IJ 

 

The Jade Peony by Wayson Choy. 

Dougles & McIntyre, 1995. 

Paperback. 237pages. 1-55054-468-3 

The Jade Peony, Wayson Choyôs first novel, 

recreates Vanouver of the 1930s and 1940s 

from the perspective of three children of a 

family of Chinese immigrants. Life in 

Chinatown is very different for the children, 

who are divided by age, gender and family 

situation. Jook-Liang, the only sister, falls 

under the spell of Wong Suk, an old family 

friend whom she mistakes for the Monkey 

King. Their special friendship ends as the 

old man returns to China with a bone 

shipment from Chinese immigrants who 

died in Canada. Jung-Sum, second brother, 

was adopted by the family as a 4-year-old 

orphan. His dreams are to become a Chinese 

warrior and a famous boxer. The familyôs 

third brother, Sek-Lung, is a sickly child, 

pampered and dominated by his 

grandmother, the formidable Poh-poh. All 

the children live in a cross-cultural world 

inhabited by family ghosts and secrets and 

the increasing complexities of war-time 

horror and racial prejudice. Poignant, 

illuminating and vivid, this novel is an 

engaging read. It has been short-listed for 

the Trillium Book Award and for the 

Chapters and Books in Canada First Novel 

Award. IJ 

 

No Manôs Land by Kevin Major . 

Doubleday, 1995. Hardback. 251 

pages. 0-385-25503-9 

No Manôs Land, by Kevin Major, tells the 

terrible story of the Newfoundland 

Regiment which was eviscerated on the first 

day of the Battle of the Somme in World 

War I. The fictionalized story is told largely 

from the perspective of Second Lieutenant 

Alan Hayward; the regimental pictures on 

the end papers offer eloquent witness to the 

dreadful truth of Majorôs story. This book is 

classified as Majorôs first adult novel and it 

certainly takes on themes more complex and 

searing than those of his books for young 

adults, but when all is said and done, there is 

nothing in this book which would not be 

completely accessible to adolescent readers. 

MM 

 

The Danger Tree: Memory, War and the 

Search for a Family's Past by David 

MacFarlane. Random House of Canada, 

2000. Paperback. 320 pages.  

0-676-97294-2 

A profound exploration of the damage 

caused to the social psychology of 

Newfoundland by that war is contained in 

David MacFarlaneôs The Danger Tree, a 

book not necessarily immediately appealing 

to adolescents but one which could expand 

their minds and emotions concerning the 

sorrows of the past. This book tells of the 
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damage done to the fabric of Newfoundland 

society over several generations after the 

slaughter on the Somme ï recounted as a 

memoir of one manôs quest to understand 

his motherôs family ï enlarges readersô 

understanding as well of the profound and 

far-reaching pity of war. MM 

 

Victory 1945: Canadians from War to 

Peace by Desmond Morton and J.L. 

Granatstein. HarperCollins, 1995. 

Hardback. 256 pages. 0-00-255069-5 

World War II is the subject of Victory 1945: 

Canadians from War to Peace by Desmond 

Morton and J.L. Granatstein. This book, 

written as a pictorial essay, looks back to a 

time of transition as Canada moved from a 

period of war and restraint to an era of 

prosperity. It is filled with evocative black-

and-white and colour photographs which 

capture the hopes, fears, exuberance and 

pathos of young Canadians at war, and with 

advertisements which reveal the extent of 

government war propaganda. Morton and 

Granatstein are experienced chroniclers of 

Canadians at war; their detailed and 

anecdotal narrative is easy to read and 

informative. The authors have chosen not 

only to highlight the celebrations of victory, 

but also to include the often tragic 

consequences of war for all those involved, 

both at home and in the battlefield and the 

racial and ethnic prejudice which many 

Canadians would prefer to forget. An 

accessible and interesting chronicle of the 

Second World War through Canadian eyes. 

IJ  

 

The Concubineôs Children by Denise 

Chong. Penguin, 1995 (1994). 

Paperback. 266 pages. 0-14-025514-1 

The Concubineôs Children offers readers a 

fascinating glimpse into the lives of early 

Chinese immigrants to Canada. This 

absorbing story describes the life of her 

resilient grandmother, May-Ying, who 

comes to Canada as a concubine and battles 

to maintain her independence and her spirit 

despite innumerable hardships. Chongôs 

easy-to-read saga is enriched with 

fascinating family photographs which help 

to capture the struggles and triumphs of a 

family divided by geography, war and 

personal loyalties. IJ 

 

Random Passage Breakwater, 1992. 

Paperback. 269 pages. 1-55081-051-0 

 

Waiting for Time by Bernice Morgan. 

Breakwater, 1994. Paperback. 230 

pages. 1-55081-080-4 

A pair of historical novels by Bernice 

Morgan offers a rare perspective on the 

early days of settlement in Newfoundland. 

Random Passage, published in 1992, and its 

sequel Waiting for Time, published in 1994, 

have appeared as adult books, but they have 

a great deal to offer to adolescent readers. 

The first book tells the story of Lavinia 

Andrews, who has fled with her family from 

a settled life in Weymouth so that her 

brother Ned can escape certain hanging. 

They wind up in a barren cove on the bleak 

Newfoundland coast where life is inexorably 

harsh. Morgan excels at describing the 

constant toil necessary for even spartan 

survival, and in this hard life the vividness 

of her characters shines even more 

remarkably. 

 The second book tells of a later 

Lavinia Andrews, a descendent of the 

original family who returns to 

Newfoundland to try to piece together 

something of her own family history. Her 

search functions as a frame story leading 

back to further historical accounts of life in 

Cape Random. This book, like its 

predecessor, is marked by lively dialogue 

and a looming sense of the constant need to 

scrape a livelihood out of uncompromising 

conditions. In both books, the sense of place 

is acute and the narrative drive of the story 
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is tremendous. Between them, these stories 

amount to a long read, but they are hard to 

put down and represent a gritty addition to 

the genre of family saga. The two books 

served as the basis for a CBC drama, 

Random Passage. MM 

 

Away by Jane Urquhart. McClelland 

& Stewart, 1993. Paperback. 

356pages. 0-7710-8659-8 

In Away, award-winner Jane Urquhart 

explores the complexities of a Canadian 

familyôs past. The book moves from 

industrial present-time on the shores of Lake 

Ontario to rediscover Esther OôMalley 

Robertsonôs family history in the Ireland of 

the mid-1800s and the familyôs early 

settlement in Ontario. The novel resonates 

with passionate characters whose lives 

intersect both in Ireland and in Canada. This 

larger-than-life portrayal of Canadian life is 

written in poetic and evocative prose; it 

moves readers easily between the realistic 

hardships of settler life and the hidden 

emotional and spiritual inner lives of the 

novelôs characters. This is a book with the 

passion of Wuthering Heights and the 

historical fascination of Suzanna Moodieôs 

Roughing It in the Bush. A great read for 

those teenagers who enjoy lyrical prose and 

historical interest. IJ 
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Other times and historical 

perspectives: 

the world 
 

The Toss of a Lemon by Padma 

Viswanathan. Toronto: Random House 

Canada, 2008.  Hardcover. 616 pages.  

978-0307356321 

The Toss of a Lemon is the debut novel by 

short story writer and playwright, Padma 

Viswanathan. It chronicles four generations 

of a Brahmin family through sixty years of 

India's turbulent colonial and postcolonial 

history. 

 At the centre of the novel is 

Sivakami, a child bride widowed by the age 

of eighteen and left with two children. For 

the rest of her life, Sivakami adheres strictly 

to the dictates of her caste and her religion, 

eating food prepared only by her own hands 

and resisting all human touch, save that of 

her daughter and son, and even that only 

after sundown. Sivakami's daughter, 

Thangam, and son, Varium, take very 

different paths in their own adult lives and 

the clash between tradition and modernity 

becomes the tension at the heart of the story. 

 Sivakami's deep faith in her religion 

and her caste place her at odds with Varium, 

who rejects the old ways in favour of 

rationality over superstition and equality 

over hierarchy. The conflict within 

Sivakami's household is writ large in the 

history of a nation. 

 While this is a long novel, its length 

is necessary to explore the breadth and depth 

of the story it contains. Viswanathan was 

inspired by stories told to her by her own 

grandmother in Canada and the sense that a 

family's past is brought to life is strong in 

this powerful book. JM 

Water for Elephants by Sara Gruen. 

Toronto: HarperCollins Publishers, 

2007 (2006). Paperback. 331 pages. 

978-0-00-639155-5 

Gruenôs book is a delightfully entertaining 

read. She draws readers effortlessly into the 

world of the circus during the Depression 

seen through the eyes of Jacob Jankowski, 

an orphaned and penniless young man with 

veterinary skills and a love of animals. The 

novel depicts moments of humour, whimsy, 

outrage and cruelty, underpinned by Jacobôs 

dedication to his beloved elephant, Rosie, 

and his love for the beautiful wife of the 

sadistic animal trainer. The story is narrated 

as a retrospective by Jacob as an old man, 

confined to a nursing home and plotting to 

make his escape from the smothering 

attention he receives there. The shifts in time 

and place are skilful and effective and the 

resulting novel is a warm and whimsical tale 

of poverty, love, deception and the triumph 

of the will. IJ 

 

The Book of Negroes by Lawrence Hill. 

Toronto ON: HarperCollins  Publishers, 

Ltd. 2007. Hardback. 486 pages.  

978-0002255073 

This gripping, often harrowing novel is an 

astonishing work, weaving historical fact 

and imagination in a tour de force of 

storytelling. Through the narration of 

Aminata Diallo, Lawrence Hill tells the 

story of 18th century slavery as it spanned 

three continents: North America, Europe, 

and Africa. Aminata Diallo's happy 

childhood in the African village of Bayo is 

shattered when she is kidnapped by slave 

traders. Yoked at the neck and tethered to 

her fellow sufferers of all ages and 

conditions, she is marched for months 

toward the ocean and then herded onto a 

slave ship bound for Charles Town, South 

Carolina. Sold into plantation slavery, 

Aminata works many years in the South 

before being taken to New York just before 

the outbreak of the American War for 

Independence. From there, the narrative 

traces her life among the free blacks of New 

York, where she eventually enters her name 




