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A Refugee Childhood 

Aiziza's Goat. Janice 1C11lyk ICeefer. Illus. Janet Wilson. Orca, 2000. U ~ ~ p a g .  $19.95 
c10tl1. ISBN 1-55143-153-X. 

Allrzn's Gont is the first boolt for c l u l d r e ~ ~  written b y  novelist, poet, and critic Janice 
K ~ ~ l y l t  Keefer, w h u ~ e r  o f  the 1999 Marian Engel Award. Based 011 a true experience 
o f  World War 11, A117ln's Gonf reflects ICeefer's interest ~ I I  exploring UI her writing her 
o w n  etluucity. 

&ma is born during wartirne ~ I I  an ~u~spec i f i ed  "faraway place" w l ~ e r e  "it  
was always wii~ter." W h e n  t l ~ e  i11otl1er has n o  i1at for 11er baby, the village wolneil 
provide a nanny goat that becomes a c o ~ n p a ~ u o n  t o  Alma and her older sister 
Wanda. W h e n  t l ~ e  war is over and t l ~ e  family reh~rns  to their bombed-out city, 
Anna joins the otl~er clddren i n  searcling t l ~ e  r ~ ~ b b l e  for some "treasure" - "some- 
t11u1g that would keep o n  s l ~ i ~ x i ~ ~ g ,  even UI t l ~ e  dark." Because &ma fails t o  find such 
a treasure, her mother gives l ~ e r  a fringed blue towel t o  remind her o f  the w a r m t l ~  
and so fh~es s  o f  t l ~ e  n a u ~ y  goat. 

Each illustration occupies more t11a11 one page, wit11 additional sltetches 
that clarify, einl~liasize, or ampli fy  details in t l ~ e  text. For instance, a sltetch o f  the 
goat p ~ ~ l l i n g  down  the towel and another o f  the goat mout l~ ing  t11e towel indicate 
to t11e reader what  the text never spells out explicitly: that this is the saine towel 
given later to Arum. Janet Wilsoii1s gold and brow11 drawings (crayon 011 coloured 
paper) suggest the sepia tones o f  old pl~otographs, and against tlus brown baclt- 
g r o ~ u ~ d ,  the blue o f  t l ~ e  towel stands out (this colour is repeated in the endpapers). 
Wlxel~ the  goat appears in a doorway, it is back-lit and seems to move  forward out 
o f  t l ~ e  sepia bacl tgro~u~d,  like a divine messenger. III the final scenes depicting the 
adult Anna, n o w  a sculptor UI Canada w h o  creates "birds and SLUTS and mermaids 
- m d  n a u ~ y  goats, o f  course," brigl~t  reds and greens enliven and set apart the 
pages. 

Iinages o f  t11e prewar city and o f  the t l~a tc l~ed  village houses ident i fy  t l ~ e  
setling as Eastern Europe, most liltely Ukraine. W e  are told that "It was  a bitter 
time, ai-td a l~ard ,  hard place," yet t l e  ug lu~ess  o f  war is only suggested b y  t l ~ e  
angled lines o f  the interior scenes and feah~red i n  t w o  views o f  tlle city "bomnbed 
into r~CIbie." mother's suf fermg is visuaiiy suggested by  the w a y  ~ I I  w l ~ i c h  she 
is framed b y  pillars o f  factory m a c l k ~ e s ,  echoing the colnposition o f  traditional 
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Ecco Homo paintings. Tl-te characters' faces do show some tiredness, and even tile 
children's eyes are a bit shadowed; nevertlleless, although the text states tl-tat tl-te 
family suffer cold and have "hardly any food to eat," they appear to be well fleshed, 
the children cute and cher~~bic. 

Most of tl-te illustrations zero in on tl-te 1iuina1-t figures, especially oi-t faces 
and hands, tl-tus elliphasizing tl-te characters' physical closeness. In tl-te opek-tg 
sceile, motl-ter and daugl-tters are encircled by the fatl-ter's protective arms. h-t the 
secortd, t l~e  motl-ter llolds the two daugl-tters. 111 t l~e  last scene set ii-t the past, h u l a  
lies dreaming, her head and upper body encircled by a spirit goat. Indeed, hugging 
is tl-te most prevalent action depicted u-t the book (in more tl-ta1-t half tl-te illustra- 
tions). Except for a small picture of tl-te goat being inilked and anotl-ter of the goat 
trying to eat the wash, not much activity occurs. Alma never does anytl~jl-tg active: 
she observes or sleeps or nestles against the goat. Even wl-tei-t otl~er cluldren are 
searclling for treasures, sl-te simply croucl-tes on tl-te ru~bble. The lone dynamic scene 
occurs on tl-te cover, which shows a girl and a goat playing tug-of-war. I11 spite of 
beginning with A~u-ta's birth, tl-te story initially focuses on Wanda; it is Wanda's 
profile, for instance, that doininates the scene of the goat's arrival. The focus tl-ten 
slufts from c11ildrel-t wit11 motl-ter to cluldren wit11 goat. Yet after t l~e  family's return 
to their l-tome city, Wanda fades froin botl-t text and illustrations. Most cluld readers 
or listel-ters will wonder what has happened to Wanda, for sl-te appears to have 
been replaced by hu-ta. In fact, tl-te two girls are not clearly distinguisl-ted - except, 
at first, by size. Tlus jlnpression is reinforced at t11e two crucial moments in tl-te 
story, wl-tere tl-te same words are used to describe tl-te girls' reactions. When tl-te 
naiu-ty goat arrives, "Wanda stared and stared, and tl~en looked up at her ~l-totl-tel; 
asking tl-te q~~est ion just wit11 her eyes." Wl-ten tl-te motl-ter later evokes meil-tories 
of tl-te goat, "Anna loolted up and asked her a q~~estion, just wit11 her eyes." 

h-t general, tllen, tl-te illustrations do not do full justice to tl-te text. They are 
disappointing after Wilson's earlier work, such as Seliizn nr~d t l ~ e  Benr Pasu Ql~i l t  and 
Snrnlr niid tlie Neru Red Dress, wl-tere the girls are active u~dividuals ratl-ter than 
pretty dolls. Obviously, a picture book for cl-Lildre1-t is not expected to dwell on tl-te 
horrors of wal; but in A~zrzn's Goat, tl-te einphasis on sweeh-tess and l-tarinony can be 
cloying at times. In spite of this, the book succeeds in de~nonstsating how uu-tova- 
tive solutions can help people cope wit11 adversity a11d how memories of a 11arsl-r 
past can be creatively tra-tsfonned and used. 

Dinizn Slzlcln~zlcn tenclies nt tlze Llriivosity College of file Cnriboo. 

Conflicts and Connections in Two New Boolts by W.D. Valgardson 

The Divorced Kids Clrib nlzd Otlzer Stories. W.D. Valgardsoil. Gro~u-tdwood, 1999. 
184 pp. $7.95 paper. ISBN 0-88899-370-6. Frnizces. W.D. Valgardson. Groundwood, 
2000.190 pp. $7.95 paper. ISBN 0-88899-379-8. 

Tlle Divorced Kids Club nild Otliel. Stories and Frnilces provide contemporary realism 
at its best for young teens, giving voice to their solneti~nes impolite, irreverent, and 


