
Just as our enjoyment of the farce in these novels depends on our appreciation 
of or sympatl~y for the main cl~aracter -the level-headed Jane Peeler or the easy- 
going, constantly surprised but non-judgmental Frogger - so the portrayal of t l ~ e  
dog Benny Bensky becomes central to that boolt's success. Seanlessly, Mary Borsky 
grafts an identifiably human perspective on doggy propensities. When not so meta- 
phorically "in the dogl~ouse" for lus lack of obedience training, Bemy repents in 
terms that echo our own resolutions, particularly at tlus time of the year: 

I zvill izever eat foodfronz tlze sideivnllc, he quickly decided, as he gulped them 
down. Not  z~izless i f  is n lzelpiizg of pelpcflyfreshfretzclzfries or n \lend-doiviz ice 
creniiz, he added, slurping down a strawberry cone a little further down t l~e 
path. O r  say, soft aizd clzezvy b~ibble g11111, nicely nzelted on tlze sidesvnllc, he told 
himself, coming upon a wad of sticky pink bubble gun.  (57-58) 

Wide the protagonists in these situation colnedies are delineated in just enough 
detail to engage our albeit detached and mildly amused sympathy, the surro~md- 
ing characters are either caricatures like Jane Peeler's l~ard-nosed grandmotl~er or 
figures exaggerated or simplified like the h~ssy, indignant mother Saral~ Troth. And 
the villains, such as Mr. Gobolm or Viola Pin - well, they remain deligl~tly abomni- 
nable projections from cl~ildhood ~ugl~tmare in all its juicy improbability. 

Gilliarz Hardirzg-Rzissell is poetnj editor for E v e ~ z t .  Her poetry book Carldles iiz nzy 
Head zvns pl~blislzed by Elcsfnsis Editioizs last yenl: 

Past and Present: The Appeal of Mystery 

Stairzed G las s .  Michael Bedard. Tundra, 2001. 312 pp. $22.99 cloth. ISBN 0-88776- 
552-1. Ages 11 and LIP. 

The cluldren in Charles Endicottis family are named Emily, Elizabeth, a ~ d  Albert 
- clearly, Cl~arles's parents have a taste for old-fashioned names. Indeed, the ap- 
peal of Michael Bedard's Sfnilzed Glass lies in its ability to evolte the hard, alien 
strangeness of the past. Openu~g wit11 a passage quoted from a twelfth-century 
treatise on glass-malting, the novel begins at St. Bart's, a church never explicitly 
identified as Roman Catl~olic, wluch features a statue of the lnartyred apostle: "The 
statue depicted him holding t l~e  long hool<ed luufe of his martyrdom in one hand, 
wit11 the slack pelt of his slcin draped over the other arm" (14). Such grisly details 
belong, as Bedard acknowledges, to a pre-Vatican I1 Catholicism ha t  has been largely 
relegated to basement chambers, where Mr. Berkeley, the churc11 custodial~, tends 
discarded relics and neglected saints. 

The eerie and sometimes grotesque fascination of lnedaeval Catholicism lends 
an air of mystery and exoticism to the early pages of Bedard's novel. A stained 
glass window shatters, and among the shards of ruby-tinted glass, Charles discov- 
ers a young girl, evidently homeless, dazed and disoriented. Over the course of the 
following day, he attempts to help her find her way home by wandering wit11 her 
across lus hometown of Caledon. At the same time, old Mr. Berkeley patiently fits 

8 CCL, no. 105-106, Spriitg-Szrininer I PiJiltetizps-e'te' 2002 161 



together the brolten pieces of medaeval glass as if they were parts of an enormous 
m ~ d  ancient jigsaw puzzle. His task resembles the reader's activity of piecing to- 
gether t l ~ e  disparate clues Bedard scatters through the novel as to the origin of the 
l~omeless girl, Ambriel, who may be a ghost, an angel, or perhaps even a visitor 
from the past. Certainly for Amnbriel, modern-day Caledon seems strange and alarm- 
ing. As the two children wander from place to place, Bedard describes the city as if 
it were itself a stained glass window, criss-crossed wit11 streets a11d railroad traclts 
that pull together the odd, mis~natched pieces of the city: TV repair shops, greasy 
spoon diners, abandoned factories, tree-filled ravines, trendy shops and galleries, 
and sidewalk caf6s. The challenge Bedard faces (and never fi~lly meets) is to ~nalte 
the modem city as fascinating in its way as the incense-filled shadows of St. Bart's. 

Stniized Glnss loses some of its momenhun as Charles and Ambriel uncover the 
memories that will help readers to answer the questions raised in the early chay- 
ters of the novel. The sense of mystery evoked by Amnbriel's strange appearance 
and by the unexplained absence of Charles's father and sister is not balanced by an 
equally satisfying sense of discovely as the novel draws to a close. Everttually, as 
Charles coilhronts lus ~ne~nories of the past, lus family's history is fully explained. 
By contrast, hnbriel's identity remains obscure - she finds her way home, but  
readers  nus st decide for the~nselves wl~etl~er "home" is heaven, the past, or per- 
haps some alternate dimension. Neither the ambiguity of Ambriel's identity nor 
the prosaic facts of Charles's father's death can measure up to t l ~ e  initial sense of 
expectation that the novel creates. The answers, when they come, seem anti-cli- 
mactic, as if to suggest that the mystery itself is more a l l~whg t11m its solution. 

Gnb~iel le  Cernldi tenches iiz tlze Eizglislz Depnrfinelzt nt tlze Lliziversity of Westerrz 017- 
tnrio. She Ilns nrticles pl~blislied or forthcoiizilzg oil L.M. Moiztgoiizeiy, Willcie Collilzs, nizd 
Victorinii niifi-Cnflzolicficfioil. 

Finding Their Place 

The Carved Box. Gillian Chan. Kids Can, 2001. 232 pp. $16.95 cloth, $6.95 paper. 
ISBN 1-55074-895-5, 1-55337-016-3. Ages 10-14. Mary Alzrz Alice. Brian Doyle. 
Gro~u-tdwood, 2001.168 pp. $19.95 cloth, $12.95 paper. ISBN 0-88899-453-2,O-88899- 
454-0. Ages 9-13. 

The Cnrved Box is the story of a boy and his dog. Callu~n Murdoch is an orphaned 
iirunigrant, and "Dog" is a magic dog. Dog becomes Callum's friend and guardian 
wlule he struggles to find his place on lus ~u~cle 's  ho~nestead in r~wal Ontario. The 
work uses its lustorical setting effectively; the narrative is relatively straightfor- 
ward, wit11 a strong focus on Callun's thoughts and experiences. 

Tlze Cnrved Box is a serious book, but tlus solemnity weakens the credibility of 
the two protagonists. It is difficult to believe that even an extraordinarily booltisl~ 
adolescent boy could remain as s~dlenly devoid of interest in lus s~lrroundings as 
Y O L U I ~  Call~un. His self-indulgence becomes frustrating, alt l~ougl~ it must be sus- 
tained ~ u ~ t i l  the moral conclusion. Dog's magic reinforces the text's moral message 
and provides a very hazy connection with Native spirituality, but it diverts focus 


