How One Boy Handles "Emotional Knowledge"

Stoizes. William Bell. Doubleday, 2001. 210 pp. $16.95 paper. ISBN 0-385-65829-X.
Young adult.
As in his novel Zncl, a Mr. Christie's Book Award wiru~er,in Storzes William Bell
probes the pioneer past of Ontario. Again, he brings to light sordid details about
nineteenth-cenh~ryracism and the living conditions of blaclc imnmigra~ts.
Tlus material contributes much of interest to Stoizes. More importantly, though, it provides
a counterpoint to the main theme of the novel: its protagonist's growing consciousness of lus ~uuqueidentity, experienced as his feeling alien to the Orillia higl~scl~ool
scene. The key element in Garnet's coming to terms with lus distinctivenessis the
balancing of the rationality imparted by the traditional education system wit11 a
newfound respect for intuition.
Along with the lustorical lore, wluch is not so mr~clxfactual as emotional, considering that several pitiable ghosts appear, Bell presents Garnet's relatio~~slups
wit11 his parents and wit11 lus classmate Raphaella. Bell's writing is always spellbinding. He continually surprises the reader, often with hunour; the characters
and events certainly come alive. For just one example:UI his English class, wluch is
debating the proposition that "love at first sight is a hoax" in connectionwit11 sh~dying Roiizeo nlzd Juliet, Garnet is given the task of arguing in favour of this point. For
such a firm believer in rationality, tlus task should be easy, he thinks, and Garnet is
"ready to slay [his listeners] wit11 logic." He delivers a well-reasoned proof that
"love at first sight is a hoax." After he speaks, it is a new sh~dent'sWII. Raphaella,
who has just moved from another school, is already in the classroom buzz called
"weird." She gracefully and confidentlyproposes tl~atthere are other ways of knowing besides rationality, what she calls "spontaneous insight" and "emotional h ~ o w l edge." The boys in the class dismiss Raphaella's contei~tionas a "girl thing." Out of
the h ~ ~ b b uofbarguing that ensues, emerges the final sentence of the chapter; it is
Garnet: "Even before she finished talking, I had fallen in love wit11 her."
Stoizes goes OII to explore Garnet's and Raphaella's affection in the circ~unstances
of their families, the school, the Orillia comm~uuty,and the local lustorical - and
supernatural -baclcgro~md.The novel appeals in many ways: it is a love story, a
coming-of-age story, and a ghost story. William Bell handles these intricacies masand poignant, ~ Iirresistibly
I
good read.
terfully. Stoizes is 11~11norous
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Mining and Maturing in Newfoundland

W z o s e Side are Yo11Oiz? Betty Fitzpatriclc Dorion. Ed. Bob Currie. Coteau, 2001.
192 pp. $8.95 paper. ISBN 1-55050-179-8.Ages 11and up.
In Whose Side are Yoti O n ? , Betty Fitzpatriclc Dorion dramatizes by means of several
layers of painful situations an adolescent boy's striving for independence and his
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welcoming of personal responsibility for lus decisions a ~ actions.
d
Growing up in
1975 UI a fluorspar mining town on t l ~ eNewfoundlartd coast, fourteen-year-old
Ron faces difficulties w i t l lus
~ ~family, at school, ~ Iromance,
I
and, tying all of his
proble~nstogether, at the local n ~ i ewhere
,
there is an intense labour dispute. A
more vivid depiction of a y o ~ u ~nan's
~ g sense of insecurity -tlus side of World War
I -is l ~ a r dto imagine.
At the beginning, it is mostly because Ron is the narrator &at readers will prob.
portrays
as being mean to lus yo~mg
brothel;
ably sympathize with l ~ nDorion
hostile towards his dying fatl~el;a smart aleck "just getting by" UI scl~ool,and generally selfish. Besides setting a formidable challenge for the writel; to present such
a toug11-to-like character as the i~ovel'sprotago~ustactually intensifies the reader's
appreciation of one of Ron's major insights: 11ow difficult it is to produce positive
cl~ange.Wlzose Side nre YOZL
Oiz? is 110 Disneyesq~~e
tale of ~niraculoustransfor~nation; still, significant changes in Ron's outlook do occur as he grows up.
Many readers will be able to enter imaginatively into the situations wluch are
e
catalysts for Ron's more mature perspective. Tlu-oug11a class project OII t l ~ lustory
of their ~OWII'S labour relations, for histance, ROII gains a less black-and-wlute LUIderstanding of the bitter ma~ager/workersplit - the reference in the book's title
-wluc11 defines many of the tow~~speople's
social interactions. His partner 011 the
project is Jaclcie, a y o ~ u ~
woman
g
who reaches out to Ron, placing confidence ~ I I
l ~ nwl~ich
,
in tL1r11 actually does give l ~ confidence.
n
Jaclcie's grandfather, who,
like Ron's fatl~el;is dying of silicosis from lus work as a miner, tells the y o ~ u ~ g
researchers about the mine's lustory; ~ Iso
I doing, he co~~tributes
a 11uma11, lugldy
emotional d i m e ~ ~ s ito
o iwhat
~
had seemed to Ron a lifeless topic. In the descripof roma~~tic
ath-action,but
tions of Jackie's and Ron's relationship there are
tlus feature is secondary to tl~eirsharing of respect a ~ sympatl~y
d
for Jaclcie's grandfather, and their sense of how it is vitally importa~tfor them to present their project
to their classmates. Readers will appreciate, I think, Dorion's wisdom UI showing
two y o ~ u people
~g
building a coru~ectionrather t11a1 relying on love to make everyt l ~ right,
~ g or some suc11 clicl16.
Similarly, to viewers of t l ~ eexcellent fihn 01-1much the same s~~bject,
Mnqnret's
A/I~!sel~ii~,
readers will be led tc?feel the loyalties and pride of a grou:, of exploited
I
people, as well as the temptation to get out, wluch they face, even t11ougl1 ~ IInany
ways they have nowhere to go. Dorion slcilfc~lly
plays off the developments of adofor readers of
lescence wit11 the novel's larger setting, creating deeply felt u~sigl~ts
Whose Side nre Yozi O I Z ? .

Tlzoiilns M.E Geriy is n professor of Eizglisll (Cnfzndiniz Lifernti~re)
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Widening Spirals: A Mennonite Girl Grows Up
Willoru Clselc S~liiiii~er.
ICat11lee11 Wiebe. Ed. Barbara Sapergia. Coteau, 2000. 200

pp. $8,95paper. ISRN 1-5.5050-169-0. A g ~ 1s 2 and

1117.

Because this novel is so deftly written, its multi-levelled comnplexityis not necessar-
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