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ABSTRACT

Within the communities of The Double Hook, Fugitive Pieces, The Shipping News, and
Crackpot, unexplainable and incomprehensible phenomena identify and define grace.
Chapter one examines The Double Hook; analyzing the community’s decimated state at the
opening of the novel, it proceeds to an understanding of the role of grace within the
community’s recuperation of wholeness. Chapter two, focusing on Fugitive Pieces,
examines an individual’s responsibility in receiving grace and the manner in which grace
expands when it is actively present in a community. Chapter three explores issues of incest,
adultery, and death, which confront the community in The Shipping News. Rather than being
destroyed by disaster, the community, consistently through the grace it receives, extends
grace to those who most need it. Finally, chapter four reveals a community reconfigured by
grace from a place of exclusion into a place of inclusion and restoration in Crackpot. The
different perspective that each novel presents on the relationship between community and
grace offers further insight into the incomprehensibility of grace and its consistent presence

in Canadian literature.
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Introduction
Ring the bells that still can ring.
Forget your perfect offering.
There is a crack in everything.

That’s how the light gets in.

- Leonard Cohen

Although Flannery O’Connor persuasively argues that “for the last few centuries we have
lived in a world which has been increasingly convinced that the reaches of reality end very
close to the surface, that there is no ultimate divine source, that the things of the world do
not pour forth from God,” there is, nevertheless, consistently embedded within literature a
distinct yet elusive expression of what can only be defined as the grace of God (157). While
it can be argued that “in twentieth century fiction it increasingly happens that a meaningless,
absurd world impinges on the sacred consciousness of author and character” and that “author
and character seldom now go out to explore and penetrate a world in which the sacred is
reflected” (O’Connor 158), the sacred persists within literature, for as Shusaku Endo states,
“there is something in the human unconscious that searches for God” (qtd. in Updike 5).
This search for God plays out both consciously and unconsciously within literature, for grace
is everywhere evident in humanity; it only needs to be recognized for what it is. While
O’Connor argues that society has lost the ability to recognize “the Divine” because “the
moral sense has been bred out of certain sections of the population, like the wings have been

bred off certain chickens to produce more white meat on them,” society’s inability or refusal



to recognize the Divine does not in any way diminish the presence of the Divine within the
world (qtd. in Hawkins 1). O’Connor’s frustrated statement that “this is the generation of
wingless chickens, which I suppose is what Nietzche meant when he said God was dead”
rings true, yet it only applies to humanity’s conscious understanding of the moral, of God
(qtd. in Hawkins 1). What O’Connor’s statement does not address is the enduring presence
of the Divine regardless of man’s understanding or recognition. The four novelists under
exploration in this thesis are not wingless chickens, nor overtly religious writers; they are,
through their novels, whether intentionally or not, chroniclers of grace, for a distinct sense of
Divine grace permeates each of the communities within their novels. Through an intensive
study of four novels, three by Canadian authors and one by an American author with a
Canadian heritage, this M. A. thesis examines the relationship between grace and literary
representations of Canadian communities: community revived through grace unmerited in
Sheila Watson’s The Double Hook (1959), community remembered through grace expanded
in Anne Michaels’ Fugitive Pieces (1996), community returned to through grace extended in
Annie Proulx’s The Shipping News (1993; though written by an American, this novel is set
in a Canadian community), and community as restorative resting place through grace
received in Adele Wiseman'’s Crackpot (1974).

Canadian literature has always been interested in the subject of community, for “it is an
elemental fact of our experience that the substance of our happiness—or of our misery—in
this life is made up of the personal relationships into which we are born or which we form”
(Mackey 39). Because community relationships are “the significant portion of all human

achievement,” it is paramount that we “understand them, how they come about, how they



grow, how they die,” and how they play a part in grace (Mackey 39). According to Bernard
Lonergan, community

is not just a number of men [and women] within a geographical frontier. It is an
achievement of common meaning. . . . [which] is realized by will, especially by
permanent dedication, in the love that makes families, in the loyalty that makes
states, in the faith that makes religions. Community coheres or divides, begins or
ends, just where the common field of experience, common understanding, common
judgement, common commitments begin and end. (226)

The size or location of community does not matter; a community, like a family, can be as
small as two individuals or as large as a nation state; what matters is its unity and
cohesiveness. Canadian literature has been interested in issues of community not primarily
because accepting or refusing a role within community is a form of individualistic
expression, but because in Canada our response to community has often been a question of
survival: life or death.

According to John Moss, “nothing else in human experience reaches across space and
through time like literature to draw the species together in communities of human
consciousness and conscience. . . . Novels are neither documents nor messages, but visions
of reality from fixed perspectives” (Sex 5). Moss outlines three distinct properties of
literature: literature is timeless; it draws humanity together into community with each other;
and it offers perspective, a distinctive view of reality. Therefore, if novels are visions of
reality and if grace is repeatedly present within them, then grace is a part of that reality.
Grace is timeless; it too draws humanity into community with each other and with God.
Attesting to a larger reality, it points to God’s presence in our midst. While secular society
may refuse to acknowledge God as the source of grace and may prefer that moments of grace

remain regulated to the world of happenstance, grace is more than coincidence. Grace is an



undeserved gift from God, yet “grace does not partition our lives into religious moments and
non-religious moments; nor does it divide mankind into religious souls and non-religious
temperaments. Our human life in its entirety is borne along by it and energized” (Fransen
340). In this view, grace is active in humanity whether it is consciously recognized or not. Its
sometimes subtle and other times deliberate expression in literature is a result of humanity’s
relationship to grace—we can’t live without it.

Even though grace is not easily defined outside of religion, it often finds expression in
secular literature. While the primary Christian interpretation of grace, according to Charles
C. Ryrie, “is the unmerited favour of God shown to man primarily in the person and work of
Jesus Christ,” the literary presentation of grace is closer to the concept of common or
sufficient grace (244). As Louis Berkhof observes,

the distinction between common and special grace is not one that applies to grace as
an attribute in God. There are no two kinds of grace in God, but only one. It is that
perfection of God in virtue of which He shows unmerited and even forfeited favor to
man. This one grace of God manifests itself, however, in different gifts and
operations. The richest manifestation of it is seen in those gracious operations of
God, which aim at, and result in, the removal of the guilt, the pollution, and the
punishment of sin, and the ultimate salvation of sinners. But while this is the
crowning work of the grace of God, it is not its only manifestation. /¢ [grace]
appears also in the natural blessings which God showers upon man in the present
life, in spite of the fact that man has forfeited them and lies under the sentence of
death. It is seen in all that God does to restrain the devastating influence and
development of sin in the world, and to maintain and enrich and develop the natural
life of mankind in general and of those individuals who constitute the human race.
(emphasis added 435)

This thesis does not, by citing the Reformed perspective on common grace, adhere itself to

Reformed theology nor does it assume to unravel the theoretical complexities of the doctrine



of grace; rather, the use of Berkhof’s definition of common grace must be read only as an
initiatory attempt to situate a base from which to understand this thesis’ use of grace as it
will be applied to the novels under study. This thesis does not concern itself with the
theological intricacies of the debate on grace (of which there are many); rather, it is
concerned with the attempt to both discern and understand the presence of grace in literature
and its subsequent connection to community. Within the communities of these four novels,
unexplainable and incomprehensible phenomena identify and define grace: the unmerited
healing of something long broken, the survival of one in the midst of the destruction of
hundreds of thousands, the sudden return of something thought lost forever, or the ability to
accept that which was not chosen or deserved.

Each of the four novels is set in a distinct region of Canada and was chosen in order to
represent a mosaic of Canadian community, ensuring that the relationship between grace and
community is not simply a regional effect. The Double Hook is set in the foothills of British
Columbia. Fugitive Pieces, shifts from the horrors of the Second World War in Europe to
Toronto. The Shipping News moves from the United States to the harsh starkness of a
Newfoundland outport, and Crackpot plays out within the Jewish community of Winnipeg

during the years spanning the First and Second World Wars. !

The authors, one with a
Catholic belief system, two with a Jewish heritage, and a fourth with “little religion” in her
life, provide yet another diversified sampling, ensuring that the relationship between grace
and community is not simply the result of shared religious beliefs (Campbell 3).

Though each novel arguably offers a central protagonist, it is actually the community

that functions within each as both protagonist and life-source of the story. Too often, critics

" The full justification for the choice of including Proulx, who is American, is given in the chapter on The
Shipping News.



tend to focus on the individual when they should be focusing on the story of the community.
Thus the following chapters consider the ways in which these four novels answer the
following questions: What makes a community a community? What happens when it ceases
to be one? How can a community be revitalized? Most importantly, the thesis as a whole
answers this question: Is community the vehicle through which grace is meted out in
Canadian literature?

According to William Harmon and Hugh Holman, “Cleanth Brooks uses the term
‘functional metaphor’ to describe the way in which the metaphor is able to have ‘referential’
and ‘emotive’ characteristics” which move beyond the initial referent of the metaphor to
“become a direct means in itself of representing a truth incommunicable by any other
means” (316). Harmon and Holman note that when this happens “clearly . . . [the metaphor]
is behaving as a symbol” (316). To explain this metaphorical transformation into symbol,
they cite W. M. Urban’s argument that “the metaphor becomes a symbol when by means of
it we embody an ideal content not otherwise expressible” (507). This thesis examines how
this metaphorical transformation occurs within the novels, and how the symbolic, functional
metaphor of community represents intentionally, and at other times unintentionally, the truth
or inexpressibility of grace, which “is incommunicable by any other means” (316).

The first chapter of the thesis looks at the central role community plays in Shelia
Watson’s novel, The Double Hook. The chapter analyzes the community’s decimated state at
the opening of the novel and proceeds to an understanding of the role of grace within the
community’s recuperation of wholeness. The second chapter is devoted to Fugitive Pieces,
and it examines an individual’s responsibility in receiving grace and the manner in which

grace expands when it is actively present in a community. Chapter three explores issues of



incest, adultery, deception, and death, which confront the community in The Shipping News.
Rather than being destroyed by disaster, the community functions as a force of resilience that
allows individuals to triumph in impossible circumstances, for it consistently through the
grace it receives extends grace to those who most need it. Finally, chapter four reveals a
community reconfigured by grace from a place of fragmentation into a place of rediscovery,
restoration, and redemption, in Adele Wiseman’s Crackpot.

Conventional religion may be mainly absent or on the periphery of these four novels,
yet grace is not. What are the reasons for this and how can grace be interpreted in novels that
do not overtly acknowledge their reliance upon it? The novels seem to reveal that the
acceptance found in a community begins within family and moves outwards into the larger
society. Is this how grace works as well? Such questions, along with others about the
connections between grace and community in four Canadian novels, guide the exploration of

this study.



Chapter One:

The Double Hook: Grace Unmerited

The Double Hook’s power and endurance as “the watershed of contemporary Canadian
fiction” and its resonance with its readers arises not out of its ability to escape definition as a
modernist or postmodernist novel but out of its connection to simple truth (Bowering187).
Sheila Watson recognizes what so many other Canadian writers writing both before and after
her have recognized: the presence and importance of the small town in the Canadian psyche.
Canada is a nation of small towns strung out across a vast distance of land with each town
struggling both for connection to and independence from the country as a whole. Canadian
literature often reflects this condition, for it flirts with the schizophrenic desires emanating
from within Canada’s connection to the small town, revealing that Canadians harbour within
themselves equal desires for both a return to and an escape from the small town. The novels
that engage the image of the small town do so in order to struggle with the questions of
relevancy, permanence, and artistic stagnancy that exist in the small town atmosphere, which
is linked so closely to the Canadian mindset. The debate surges back and forth between
whether places like D.C. Scott’s Viger and Stephen Leacock’s Mariposa still exist or
whether they have been swallowed up in the cynicism of city life and are only attainable and
valid in memory. Analyzing the ubiquitous presence of the small town in Canadian literature
reveals a simpler issue: the innate desire within humanity for community. The small town
has become a staple in Canadian literature to the point where a solid definition of what

constitutes a small town is elusive. Yet fictions that use the archetype of the small town



represent the desire for reconnection with or escape from community at the heart of their
depictions of small town life. Therefore, a sense of community is integral to the small town.
Rather than hedging the desire for community under the traditional trappings of small town
idiosyncrasy where it can get overlooked, Sheila Watson pairs her quintessential image of
the small town down to a twelve-persbn community. In The Double Hook, Watson opens up
the body of the small town, strips the flesh from its skeletal frame, and then counts the ribs,
revealing what makes a community a community, what happens when it ceases to be what it
is, and how to return it to what it should be. The Double Hook is a novel that weaves the
complexity of grace in and out of the simplified truth of our need for community, for Watson
resurrects the body and soul of a community long-dead in order to reveal her vision of the
double hook—the darkness and light—of life lived individually and communally.

In a rare public discussion on her novel, Watson explained that “there was something I
wanted to say: about how people are driven, how if they have no art, how if they have no
tradition, how if they have no ritual, they are driven in one of two ways, either towards
violence or towards insensibility” (““What” 15). To have no art, tradition, or ritual is
synonymous with isolation, for art, tradition, and ritual grow out of community. Community
and tradition are interdependent, because “society, in order to maintain its identity, indeed in
order to exist at all, needs a tradition,” for “tradition shapes and is in turn shaped by a
community” (Mackey 107, 111). Watson herself comes from a community steeped in
tradition and ritual, for she was raised Catholic. According to Steven Scobie, “the religious
element is seldom obtrusive in Watson’s writing—certainly, The Double Hook is in no way a
narrowly dogmatic novel—but it is always undeniably present” (262). Because of its

complexity and wealth of allusions, Watson’s novel escapes being pigeonholed as a
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traditional “Catholic novel”; however, elements of Flannery O’Connor’s definition of a
Catholic novel resonate throughout the work:

The Catholic novel can’t be categorized by subject matter, but only by what it
assumes about human and divine reality. It cannot see man as determined; it cannot
see him as totally depraved. It will see him as incomplete in himself, as prone to evil,
but as redeemable when his own efforts are assisted by grace. And it will see this
grace as working through nature, but as entirely transcending it, so that a door is
always open to possibility and the unexpected in the human soul. Its center of
meaning will be Christ; its center of destruction will be the devil. No matter how this
view of life may be fleshed out, these assumptions form its skeleton. (O’Connor 197)

Yet, though O’Conner’s definition applies to The Double Hook, Watson’s writing transcends
the limits of religious genre fiction, for “Watson does not preach in her works, but neither
does she avoid the implications of her beliefs” (Scobie 262). There is a reverence with which
Watson treats Christian allusion in her work and a beauty in the images that she creates. She
does not use Christian allusions contemptuously or with mockery; rather, she respects the
images she uses. This respect allows her to engage classical, biblical, and native allusions in
her text without creating a sense of appropriation or manipulation.

When Watson was asked if she still “embraced the Catholic faith,” she replied, “like
Pascal, groaning” (Lang 471)." This groaning echoes in her writing. It is not a groaning of
disinterest, reluctance, or forced practice but a groaning coming out of her struggle to
understand her faith. The Double Hook emits such a groaning, like that wrenched out of the
wrestle between Jacob and God (NIV Bible, Gen. 32.22.30). Watson seems to have wrestled

with God in the writing of her novel, for the faith that emerges is a hard won, gritty faith

! Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) wrote the “Provincials,” which deals with “grace and human liberty”, and “the
‘Pensees’, [which] are an unfinished work™: an apology for Christianity (Giroux 1,2). He also created Pascal’s
Wager. Pascal’s statement: “man is an incomprehensible monster at once sovereign greatness and sovereign
misery” is echoed by Robert Kroetsch’s belief that Sheila Watson’s work attempts to “tell the sacredness and
profanity of existence” (Kroetsch 215; Giroux 3).
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carried by a sometimes seemingly incompatible grace. While none of Watson’s characters
are “totally depraved,” they are “incomplete” in themselves and “prone to evil,” yet at the
same time they are consistently “redeemable when [their] own efforts are assisted by grace”
(O’Connor 197). This seeming disjunction, where evil is redeemed undeservedly by grace,
produces a novel that grapples and groans with the realities of life and death and forces its
readers to grapple with the complexity of unmerited grace.

In order to create a community in need of grace, Watson very carefully constructs within
the first few lines of the novel a skeletal community bereft of true community. The opening
list in which she chronicles the inhabitants of the “folds of the hills” reveals through its form
and its language that the characters within the work are “individuals, alone, living together.
Together, living alone” (Hook 11; Kroestch 215). Each grouping of people is set off from the
group preceding and following it through the repetition of the word “lived” (Hook 11).
Though “lived” is repeated six times it does not connote life; rather, with each repetition, the
word’s impact is deadened until it becomes merely a listed description. The irony here is
important to the tone of the novel, for the people in the folds of the hills at the opening of the
novel should not be described as people who live, but as people who cower.

Margaret Atwood argues that the old woman, Mrs. Potter, “haunts the living characters
as a ghost or death goddess. While still “alive,” she has in fact been dead; she has dominated
those around her and has denied them life, their own existence” (202). Though she is correct
to argue that Mrs. Potter has dominated those around her and has denied them life, Atwood
fails to explain how or why the old woman is able to dominate so many people, especially
those outside of her own house. The answer, though simple, is crucial for understanding the

novel. What makes the old woman so powerful is her ability to deny community interaction.
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It is not their existence separately as individuals that the old woman denies, but their
existence as the community that she inhibits.

Though the old woman is really just a ghost when the community sees her fishing in
their individual ponds, their reactions reveal that her trespasses and her lack of
communication with them are common occurrences. Her furtive slipping between the fences
is not an action promoting communal integration, for her intentions are not communally
based; instead, they are selfish. She never shares the fish that she catches nor does she speak
to anyone. Ara complains, “I might as well be dead for all of her. . . . Passing her own son’s
house and never offering a fry even today when he’s off and gone with the post” (12).
Instead of breaking down the walls of alienation, the old woman’s actions encourage the re-
enforcement of boundaries. Felix and Heinrich’s immediate response when they see the old
woman fishing in their ponds is a resolve to put up fences or to mend them. Felix muses,
“someday I’ll put a catcher on the fence and catch her for once and all,” while Heinrich
angrily declares to his sister and mother, “I’m going down to put a fence right across the
creek . . . so James Potter’s mother can’t go up and down here any more” (15, 18). The
phrases “once and for all” and “can’t go up and down here any more” reveal insight into the
daily life of the community. Mrs. Potter, recalling Satan’s actions in the book of Job, has
been going “up and down” the creek fishing on the properties of the community even before
people start seeing her ghost (NIV Bible, Job1.7).% Her secretive fishing has perverted the
symbol of the creek, which should be a unifying symbol as it flows from one household to
the next, into a symbol of division. The creek is drying up, and what is left of it has been

fragmented by the fences that the community erects in order to keep Mrs. Potter out.

2 “The Lord said to Satan, ‘Where have you come from?’ Satan answered the Lord, ‘From roaming through the
earth and going back and forth in it’” (NIV Bible, Job 1.7).
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Because people do not know what she fishes for so determinedly, they grow suspicious. Her
haunting presence stagnates the community with fear, throwing them into the isolation in
which they now live.

Coyote, Kip, and Mrs. Potter repeatedly appear and disappear from the community’s
vision throughout the novel. Their elusive presence is linked with a secretive search for “the
glory.” They form a type of corrupted trinity in which they each represent a different faction
of the fear of death. Coyote, who “[makes] the land his pastime,” represents a perverted God
figure full of deception who cannot be relied upon for provision or guidance (Hook 13).
Coyote’s numerous deceptions are life-threatening for the community, for each of them has
experienced “Coyote reaching out reflected glory. Like fire to warm. Then shoving the brand
between a man’s teeth right into his belly’s pit” (13, 50). Coyote cannot create the glory; he
can only “reflect” it, deceptively. Because the community is so divided, they cannot discern
the true glory, and therefore Coyote’s reflections appear authentic.

Kip, Coyote’s “servant,” can be compared to the Holy Spirit of the trinity, for he is
Coyote’s messenger within the community (26). However, his messages are doubly
deceptive. He carries Coyote’s words of deception, which he perverts further for his own
purpose because he is trying to catch the glory for himself. Because of this, his messages
bring only miscommunication, which results in a fear of communication within the
community. No one wants to talk to Kip or to receive his messages, and this drives the
characters even further apart. When Kip comes looking for Lenchen, Heinrich tells him:
“Get out of here. . . . Wherever you are there’s trouble. If a man is breaking a horse when
you come round it hangs itself on the halter, or throws itself, or gets out and back on the

range. Take your message back where it came from” (18). Heinrich, as well as the rest of the
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community, knows that Kip, as he carries out Coyote’s calling and seeks to satisfy his own
greed, is “fear making mischief, laying traps for men,” and therefore no one trusts him or his
motives (50).

At least twice in the novel, Mrs. Potter’s name is synonymous with fear. The narrator
tells us that “since the fury of the morning [James] had not been able to act. He’d thrown
fear as a horse balks” (33). This can be read as a metaphor referring directly to the murder of
Mrs. Potter, whom James has thrown down the stairs. Later, while reflecting on Coyote and
his servants, Kip makes an allusion to Mrs. Potter’s ghostly haunting of the community:
“fear skulking round. Fear walking in the living shape of the dead. No stone was big enough,
no pile of stones, to weigh down fear” (50). Because Mrs. Potter defies her own death
through haunting the community, she fulfills the third part of the inverted trinity. Death
cannot weigh her down or restrict her, and thus she functions as an “anti-Christ” figure (see
Northey 90). Her fishing in the ponds of each household becomes the final embodiment of
that three-fold fear that grips the whole community. The fear she represents is an irrational
yet grounded fear. Because the community lives in a harsh and unforgiving landscape where
drought threatens them with starvation and thirst, fear of death through starvation is constant
and paramount. Watching the old woman fish, never sharing in her catch, the members of
the community have learned that they must turn elsewhere for help. When she sees Mrs.
Potter, the widow Wagner asks herself “what does she want? So old, so wicked, fishing the
fish of others. Slipping her line under our fence before my boy can get the fish on his hook”
(16). When the community members see the old woman fishing in their ponds, they see her
as not only trying to take what is not her own but as actively limiting their own chances of

survival, and when one’s survival is so openly threatened, fear of death becomes pervasive.
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Fish are significant on many levels in the novel. Margot Northey points out that “the
recurrent play upon fish and fishing illustrates Watson’s deliberate use of a single symbol for
multiple effects as opposed to two contrasting symbols”; however, though Northey
recognizes fish/fishing as a Christian symbol, she does not make any mention of why Watson
uses it as the unifying symbol of the novel (90). If O’Connor’s definition of a Catholic novel
can be applied to Watson’s novel, then perhaps Watson’s choice of fish and fishing can be
understood through O’Connor’s statement that in “a Catholic novel” the “center of meaning
will always be Christ” and the “center of destruction will be the devil” (197). Fish are a
central image in Christianity, recalling not only such events as Christ’s miracle of the loaves
and fishes and his command to his disciples to be fishers of men but also the persecution of
the early church, when drawing the fish symbol revealed whether or not one was part of the
community of believers.’ Because of its many associations to Christ and Christian
community, Watson’s choice of fish/fishing as the central symbol of the novel, which is
concerned with the concepts of community and grace, is highly appropriate. However, just
as Christianity is often perverted through false practice, Watson chooses to pervert one of its
central symbols through making it the domain of the old woman, Mrs. Potter. In the novel,
fish/fishing remains associated with Christianity because of the strength of the traditional
association, yet, because it is paired with a character who is representative of evil, the
symbol also becomes associated with evil. Therefore, Watson’s center of meaning and center
of destruction for the community are intricately connected, making neither good nor evil

simple constructs but a complex double hook. Initially Watson’s purpose in subverting a

> When two strangers met, if one was a Christian he/she drew the symbol of a fish in the sand, and since it
represented the anagram for Jesus Christ Son of God, it acted as a symbol of identification for believers.
Symbols of fish were also painted on the walls of the catacombs to direct Christians to their secret places of
worship.
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traditional Christian symbol is unclear; however, by the end of the novel, the single symbol,
which has been paired with both evil and good, is redeemed in a dramatic triumph of grace
over evil.

In order to highlight the schism between good and evil, Watson carefully attaches the
Christian associations of fish/fishing to characters and settings that are representative of evil.
The ability of evil to subvert something, a thing, which is symbolically good, reveals the
power of the evil. When Mrs. Potter fails to share her fish, she rejects the community, and
Northey observes in an interpretation of this failing that “Mrs. Potter is repeatedly seen by
the other characters, fishing in the dried-up stream, but her catch, unlike Christ’s, never feeds
the multitude of her neighbours. Rather, Mrs. Potter in her fishing is a kind of death symbol
and anti-Christ, who ‘throws her line’ against God and against any loving relationship with
her family” or neighbours. (90). While Northey’s interpretation is appropriate, it ends too
soon, for Mrs. Potter is symbolically representative of an anti-Christ figure not simply
because she “would throw her line against [God]” but because she actively leads the group
of “twelve” into isolation and silence. Though she is, in a sense, resurrected, her haunting
presence within the community only breeds hate (Hook 12). Even though Mrs. Potter
assumes the symbols of Christ (fish and disciples), her actions are the opposite of everything
Christ-like. She does not teach her community, her disciples, to love and serve one another,
but to fear and distrust each other. Mrs. Potter’s neighbours and even her own immediate
family interpret her actions as hostile and aggressive, and this attitude spreads throughout the
community. The neighbours become suspicious not just of her but of each other, and Angel’s
description of Theophil becomes true of the atmosphere of the whole community: “when

suspicion buzzes on a mind . . . the maggots eat right in” (102).
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Watson works subtly to signal that the people of The Double Hook are a people isolated
from each other, living in the presence of death. The first action of the story is the
preparation of breakfast juxtaposed with murder: “Greta was at the stove. Turning hotcakes.
Reaching for the coffee beans. Grinding away James’s voice. . . . James walking away. The
old lady falling. . . . Into the shadow of death. Pushed by James’s will. By James’s hand. By
James’s word” (11). By allowing the mundane preparation of breakfast to swallow up a
murder, Watson reveals how skewed the community is at the opening of the novel. She
works with both form and content to communicate the chaos of isolation and indifference in
which the community lives. Structurally, chaos is introduced when the climax of the novel
occurs on the first page with James’s murder of his mother. However, to make the events
even more obscure, the murder is not fully realized or fleshed out until later in the book
when the old woman’s ghost is returned to her body as Greta speaks the words anchoring
spirit to flesh: “Ma’s lying dead in her bed” (37). By choosing to remain silent for as long as
they can about the death of the old woman, Greta and James not only allow fear and
misunderstanding to rule, they encourage it, for silence is completely antagonistic to
community.

For a community to survive, there must be communication. According to Mikhail
Bakhtin, communication defines the very nature of being human, which is of course
dependent upon community: “the very being of man (both external and internal) is the
deepest communion. To be means to communicate. Absolute death (non-being) is the state of
being unheard, unrecognized, unremembered” (287). Terrance Doody defines community as
“a moral relationship that implies mutual personal responsibility” (6). Doody continues this

definition by citing Ferdinand Toennies’ theory that the centre of community “is
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understanding . . . based upon intimate knowledge of each other in so far as this is
conditioned and advanced by direct interest of one being in the life of the other, and
readiness to take part in his joy and sorrow” (Doody 12). From the start of The Double Hook
there is an absence of intimate knowledge among the community members. One of the major
obstacles separating the community from itself is its pervading attitude of indifference,
which dominates the relationships of the characters. The Widow Wagner and Heinrich
display profound indifference towards Lenchen’s pregnancy and her request for help:
“You’ve got to take me, the girl said to the boy. Why don’t you just go? He said” (17).
Heinrich casts Lenchen out of the house because he does not want to take the emotional risk
of truly listening to her; he does not want to hear her plight, let alone recognize her condition
or remember his responsibility to her as a brother. It is easier to be harsh and dismissive.
Margaret Morriss explains that in the world of The Double Hook “ignorance is not only
passively accepted, it is actively imposed” (83). She cites Coyote’s call, “In my mouth is
forgetting/ In my darkness is rest,” as an example of the atmosphere of “repression” and
apathy (Hook 20; Morriss 83). In a conversation between Lenchen and the Widow Wagner,
Lenchen tries to overcome the indifference, yet she fails. The Widow Wagner is too self-
absorbed with her own woes to want to understand someone else’s needs:

The shame. A fat pig of a girl, Almighty Father. Who would want such a girl?

I could tell you, the girl said.

You can tell me nothing, the Widow said. Go. Go. I hear nothing. I see nothing. Men
don’t ask for what they’ve already taken. . . .You want to go, she said. Go. Don’t
keep asking. Go. (20)

Through the Widow Wagner’s steadfast declaration, where she chooses to “hear nothing . . .
[to] see nothing”(Hook 20), Watson echoes God’s accusation against the people of Israel in

the book of Ezekiel 12.1: “They have eyes to see but do not see, and ears to hear but do not
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hear, for they are a rebellious people”(NIV Bible). This allusion to the rebellious house of
Israel surfaces less subtly again later in the novel; however, at this point, the allusion works
as an echo to underscore the tone of indifference in the community’s attitude, and it builds
subconsciously towards the impact of the later reference.

The man who should be the spiritual leader of the people is also completely indifferent to
the events around him: “Felix saw the old lady. . . . He thought: I’ll chase her out. But he sat,
tipped back in his rocking chair, his belly bulging his bibbed overalls, while the old lady
fished, while the thistles thrust his potato plants aside and the potatoes baked in the shallow
soil” (15). This image recalls the Biblical parable of the Sower and the Seeds: “some fell on
rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly because the soil was
shallow. But when the sun came up the plants were scorched, and they withered because
they had no root. Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants” (NIV
Bible, Matt.13.5-7). Felix is a character who holds a key to renewal for the community. Felix
knows the traditions and rituals of the faith, but he has cloaked himself in forgetfulness. He
has become completely insensible to the predicament of the community. Felix is the
embodiment of the shallow soil and the soil mixed with thorns. He has heard the word, yet
he does not cultivate it. In the verses following the parable, Jesus tells his disciples: “You
will be ever hearing but never understanding; You will be ever seeing but never perceiving.
For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have
closed their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand
with their hearts and turn, and I would heal them” (NIV Bible, Matt. 13.14-15). The
accusation of refusing to see, hear, and understand is repeated throughout the novel,

emphasizing that the community has chosen to have callous hearts. Felix’ apathy affects not
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only himself but is repeated in nature. The crops are baking and rotting in the fields because
he does not care to harvest them. In community, everything is interdependent; one person’s
actions affect the rest. Just as Felix neglects his role as spiritual leader, he lets his harvest go
to waste because he cares only about his own needs. Mackey argues, “we too often overlook
the fact that communities are not formed in depth by the needs for food and shelter and
safety or for physical facilities of any kind. The force that really forms human communities
is . . . the force of spiritual tradition” (22). Because Felix no longer keeps the spiritual
tradition alive within his community, the community itself falls apart, and the need for food
becomes an individual pursuit. The parable of the Sower and the Seeds warns that those who
hear the message but refuse it are vulnerable to the evil one who “snatches away” the seed
(NIV Bible, Matt. 13.19). Felix’ position as the spiritual leader and as the keeper of tradition
in the community is destroyed by his own apathy, and this allows both Coyote and the old
woman to terrorize the community, snatching away their hope.

The most astonishing show of indifference comes from Greta and James. In a
conversation between William and Ara, Watson communicates the depraved indifference of
Greta and James:

She wasn’t in her bed, William said. She was laying on the floor, her rod broke
beside her and the line tangled in the hook.

And Greta below stairs drinking tea with Angel, Ara said.

And James with his horse saddled about to go off. . . .

But Greta knew, Ara said.

There’s no telling, William said, how a person will act. A man would be hard pressed
to know what a person would do. James did nothing, he said. He just let her lie. He
wouldn’t move to put a hand on her. And Greta, he said, trying to send me off before

I’d ever looked. You’ve no notion, he said to Ara, how curious a person can be. (42)
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James and Greta’s house is a moral vacuum where a son and daughter can act as if all is
normal, while their mother lies dead in the room above them. Watson has created a setting
devoid of meaningful ritual and tradition, where violence and insensibility have set in. The
characters of The Double Hook anticipate violence. They see it in the elements and in the
landscape, they feel it in themselves, and then they act upon the perverse sensations. The
violence spreads from James’s murderous act, to Kip’s blinding, to the beating of Lenchen
and Greta, and it culminates in the burning suicide of Greta.

The community lives in a land of the inverse where things are the opposite of what they
should be. A son and daughter refuse to mourn the death of a mother; instead they are
implicated in it. Light is feared while darkness is sought out: “He had tried to hold darkness
to him, but it grew thin and formless and took shape as something else. He could keep his
eyes shut after the night, but it would be light he knew” (34). Water, which should be a
symbol of life and renewal, is a symbol of death. When Ara watches the old woman fish, an
action that has already been established as conventionally being associated with sustaining
life and with Christian community, she does not feel a sense of provision or security; rather,
she “felt death leaking through from the centre of the earth. Death rising to the knee. Death
rising to the loin” (13). Ara, who is barren, sees water as sterilizing; it deadens the very
generative centre of a human being—the loins. Nature as a force is destructive rather than
healing. The breaking of a storm is interpreted by Ara as an action of suffocation not as an
act bringing relief from the drought: “Ara looked up too. For a minute she saw the light.
Then only the raw skin of the sky drawn over them like a sack” (26). The desperately needed
rain “swung into the mouth of the valley like a web. Strand added to strand. The sky, Ara

thought, filled with adder tongues. With lariats. With bull-whips” (26). The imagery used to
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describe the rain is associated with poison from the tongue of snakes and is consistent with
Satanic imagery. Ara is not alone in her interpretation of the storm as something emanating
from darkness, for Lenchen also believes that “in the sky above evil had gathered strength. It
took body writhing and twisting under the high arch. Lenchen could hear the breath of it in
the pause. The swift indrawing. The silence of the contracting muscle. The head drop for the
wild plunge and hoof beat of it” (31). The language used to describe the breaking storm
echoes language used to describe a birth; however, the storm is not described as the birthing
of life-giving water; instead, it sounds like the birthing of evil. Because the community has
been so “plagued” by Coyote and his servants, because they have continually reached out for
his “reflected glory” only to be burned by his “fire,” their vision is clouded, and they readily
mistake evil for good (50). Coyote has successfully blinded them to true glory, which here is
revealed in the gracious gift of the much-needed rain, and as a result, all they see in the
breaking of the storm is a manifestation of tyranny.

Most ironically, or perversely, isolation is a prevalent reality within the geographic
closeness of the twelve-person community. Everywhere there are fences and doors shutting
people out. Felix lives completely alone, his only company his animals. Absorbed in his
growing isolation and insensibility, Felix is prepared even for his dogs to walk off and leave
him just as Angel already has: “If they walked out of his gate like Angel, he would not ask if
they had hay to lie on” (15). Even the land displays indifference: “If a man lost the road in
the land round William Potter’s he couldn’t find his way by keeping to the creek bottom for
the creek flowed this way and that at the land’s whim” (14). God’s landscape of rugged
“hills and clefts” is described as clothes having “been dropped carelessly wrinkled on the

bare floor of the world” (14).
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The strongest and most ominous example of the dominance and consequences of
isolation plays out in the character of Greta. People keep coming to her house trying to
interact with her, but she repeatedly refuses their offerings. She tells Ara when Ara asks after
the old woman that “you’ve been seeing things, Ara. . . . Like everyone else round here.
You’ve been looking into other people’s affairs. Noticing this. Remarking that. Seeing too
much. Hearing too much” (27). Greta chooses to read Ara’s concern as meddling and as
gossip, even though Ara figuratively fills the role of a prophet within the community. Ara is
willing to see and hear, and she tries to share the vision with the others, yet she too is
controlled by fear and often fails to deliver her message or even to believe in it: “She had to
talk to some living person. She had to tell someone what she felt about the old lady and the
water. It couldn’t rise William would say. . . . There was no use telling Greta. Greta wouldn’t
listen” (24). When Greta tells Ara that she’s been “seeing too much. Hearing too much” (27),
both the parable of the Sower and the message from Ezekiel, to which the Widow Wagner’s
grumblings already alluded, are reiterated as Watson emphasizes the point that this
community is a rebellious house. Greta is full of bitterness and fear, which paralyse her,
inhibiting her from functioning within the community. Through all the action of the novel,
Greta never once leaves her house. She is afraid of what lies outside because “outside was
floorless, roofless, wall-less” (55). Greta’s final act is to shut out those who are trying to
save her from her own insanity. Greta becomes her house: “She felt hands on the knob. She
felt hands twisting her ribs. Plucking the flowers on her housecoat and bruising them.
Stripping off the leaves until her branch lay naked as a bone on the dusty floor” (73).

Throughout the passages leading up to her suicide, Greta is described in terms of

vegetation and flowers: “Yet Greta stood almost full in the doorway like a tangle of wild
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flowers grown up between them. All green and gold and purple. . . . Fat clinging clumps of
purple flowers. Honey-tongued. Bursting from their green stems. Crowding against green
leaves. . . . Lenchen. . . . shut her eyes against the tumult of branch and leaf” (52). Margaret
Atwood’s observation regarding Greta’s appearance seems to argue that the use of the tree,
vine, and flower imagery in Greta’s description is another example of inversion. She states:
“Greta poses as Venus, in a flowered dressing gown. . . . But beneath all this lush vegetation
she is really the destructive barren ice-goddess” (Atwood 41). Though Atwood’s observation
is interesting, she does not follow through on whether or not the idea of Greta as “ice
goddess™ holds any relevancy to the rest of the work. In contrast to the vision of Greta
postulating as Venus, but existing as ice-goddess, is this command in Ezekiel 17. 24: “All of
the trees of the field will know that I the Lord bring down the tall tree and make the low tree
grow tall. I dry up the green tree and make the dry tree flourish. I, the Lord, have spoken,
and I will do it” (NIV Bible). Watson has been working with commands and images from the
book of Ezekiel. Therefore, it is plausible to read Greta as the green tree that claims
ascendancy and as a result is dried up by the hand of God. Both Lenchen and Ara can be
read as representative of the low, dry tree that is made tall. Lenchen is representative of the
low tree, for at the start of the novel, both her mother and Greta harangue her because she is
pregnant. She is also beaten and abandoned by James; however, by the end of the novel she
holds a celebrated position when she gives birth to her child in the center of a supportive
community. As well, Ara, who is depicted as ugly and barren, ends the novel in a position of
power, for she is the final human figure of the novel. This reading expands into the rest of
the novel, for through it, the community can be understood as an example of the dry tree that

is made to flourish once again by the grace of God.
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Greta believes that power comes through independence. Her mother chose to seek
answers to life on her own rather than through communal efforts, and Greta chooses to do
the same. When the death of the old woman is discovered, the instinct of the rest of the
community is towards a coming together. Greta, however, retreats further inside herself,
hovering among insanity, fear, and aggression. From the moment that she realizes the old
woman is dead, Greta sets herself up as a tall tree towering over the rest of the people. She
claims the now vacant position of power, telling the community: “Get out. . . . Go away.
This is my house. Now Ma’s lying dead in her bed I give the orders here” (37). Greta rejects
the community, believing that because “she [sits] in her mother’s chair, the folds of the
housecoat falling between her knees,” she will be able to rule as forcefully as her mother had
(33). She issues ultimatums, telling James to “send them away. . . . Drive them off the place”
(53). Though Greta grasps at power, she is governed by two contrasting emotions: pride and
fear. Neither one allows her to break out of her self-made prison to help others or even to
accept help for herself. She tells Ara and Angel, “I don’t want you coming Ara. I don’t want
anything from William. My post I’'ll come for myself. James’ll come for it. . .. I’ll come
along and get my catalogue myself. [ don’t want anyone coming here disturbing James and
me. . . . | want this house to myself” (32). Greta’s complete rejection of community places
her in a position of self-imposed isolation where, though she feels powerful, she is pathetic.
Yet even in the face of her cruelty towards Ara and her rejection of the pregnant Lenchen,
Greta evokes sympathy.* Within the span of a page, Greta’s voice changes from that of a
ruthless bystander, who by her own confession is implicated in murder—*I heard her breath

stop. . . . And the cold setting her flesh”—to that of a frightened victim: “He’ll kill me

4 Recall O’Conner’s observations that in a Catholic novel the characters are never “totally depraved”; they may
be “incomplete” in themselves and “prone to evil” but are always “redeemable” (197).
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too. . . . He’ll shove me down for standing in his way” (55). When Lenchen petitions Greta
woman to woman, offering her the grace of forgiveness, even then Greta rejects community
and, consequently, her last chance for grace. Greta’s pride, greed for power, and fear allow
her to be cut down and destroyed like a tall tree brought low.

Though an atmosphere filled with fear, violence, indifference, and isolation dominates
the community, there is a subtle working towards community growing throughout the novel.
In the midst of voicing their fear, the characters betray urges within themselves, which
propel them to seek each other out. Through this movement that simultaneously rejects and
seeks out community, Watson reveals the central desire within humanity: the simultaneous
fear of and need for connection with others. Lenchen, though she talks of leaving, first tries
to share her fears with her family. It is only when she is rejected that she leaves. Kip fills the
role of messenger, and though he perverts the messages he brings and though the community
tries to ignore him and his messages, his imperfection and self-serving attitude somehow still
achieve the central purpose of initiating communication within the community. William is a
mailman, and his deliveries are the actual embodiment of communication even if Greta tries
to refuse them. It is William who sends Angel to Greta, recognizing that Greta is isolated,
“getting played out doing for Ma . . . She thinks nobody cares” (22). Ara feels an urge to get
away from her house, and it brings her to her mother-in-law’s house. Despite knowing how
much Greta hates her and the cruelty of Greta, Ara arrives in Greta’s kitchen because “she
had to talk to some living person” (24). Lenchen goes to Felix, and her presence awakens
him from his slumber, forcing him to remember in a moment of epiphany his role in the
community as spiritual head. Heinrich, too, comes to James’s house to deliver his message.

Each of these examples reveals that in the midst of despair and in the desert of isolation,
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even there, the urge towards community exists; however, on its own, the urge—the attempt
to grasp the glory—fails.

It is not difficult to establish that the community of The Double Hook is a physical and
emotional wasteland, for Watson clearly and vividly projects this vision into her setting and
characters; what is more elusive is determining what allows the change to occur in the
community and what or who is the catalyst. Ostensibly John Lennox is correct when he
argues that The Double Hook appears to “articulate the dilemma of a fragmented personality
in search of some healing reconciliation,” yet it would be a mistake to limit the identity of
that personality to James, as Lennox does (47). The fragmented personality in search of
healing reconciliation is the community as a whole and the catalyst that initiates the search is
grace. Watson “manipulates reality. . . . she bends the mundane, the temporal, to a more
fundamental and universal reality than they inherently imply” as she moves the story from
that of a fragmented individual to that of a fragmented community (Moss, Patterns 167).
The story is not a simple story of one man’s redemption, as most critics tend to think. The
story reaches beyond the individual to reveal a truth about every individual: humanity has an
inherent need for community and for grace. Thus there is no one action or individual that can
be accredited with the salvation of the community of The Double Hook, for each hesitant
action without its completion and complement would be dead unto itself just as the
community members are in their isolation. What is important is not necessarily any single
action, but rather the community’s redemption and the manner through which it comes
about.

The first movement towards change in the community comes when James murders his

mother. Margaret Morriss claims that “the regeneration of the wasteland from an elemental
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to a transcendental universe is accomplished in terms of a quest for value initiated by James
and accomplished by community participation” (89). However, her argument places James
in a position of power and insight that the novel does not support, and it regulates the
community to the subsidiary position of mere setting or stage for James’s individual change.
Morriss is closer to the truth earlier in her argument when she notes that James’s “act of
revolt was not an affirmation of the new life, but just an impulsive, essentially an irrational
rejection of the old” (84). James had “thrown fear as a horse balks. Then he’d frozen on the
trail. He was afraid to act” (Hook 33). James is not on a quest for value; rather, “he wanted
only one thing. To get away. To bolt noisily and violently out of the present. To leave the
valley. To attach himself to another life which moved at a different rhythm” (Hook 79).
James makes no claims of a higher motivation, such as a quest, to explain his actions;
instead, he realizes that “all he’d done was scum rolled up to the top of a pot by the boiling
motion beneath. Now the fire was out” (86). The novel does not offer any explanation for
why James murders his mother except that it was an enactment of the turbulence within him.
When James descends into the town, he passes through various layers of community
neglect. The first site that James rides through is the Indian reservation. It is imaged as a
place forgotten and forsaken. Death lurks in the fragmentation of the community. Everything
James sees as he rides through is incomplete or broken: “Wheels without wagons. Wagons
without wheels. Bits of harness. Rags and tatters of clothing strung like fish greyed over with
death. He saw the bone-thin dogs. Waiting. Heard them yelping. Saw them running. . . .
Snarling. Twisting. Tumbling away” (79). The image of clothing compared to fish greyed
over with death reveals the absence of life, for the only fish to be found are simply tattered

clothes hanging on a line. Because there is no human community, the only inhabitants are
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starving dogs. Next, James rides through an area of “fenced-off land. Signs of habitation. . . .
[yet] still he had seen no one” (79). As James draws closer to the town, he starts to see
people, but he cannot distinguish their faces: “he saw only the circle of their hats” (79).
James has to cross over a river to get into the town below, and the crossing signifies a
descent into another inversion, into “a separate reality” (Moss, Patterns 179). When James
sees his mother standing in the river below the bridge, it becomes clear that he prefers
deception to truth. He knows that his mother is dead, yet he allows himself to believe in
something that is not there. As he crosses the bridge, he closes his eyes and allows his horse
to lead him across (Hook 80). James enters into the town with his eyes closed, signifying his
refusal to see truth. He is always seeing but never perceiving. He remains controlled by the
rebellious attitude of his community both on his descent into the town and, still, on his
ascent out of the town, for both times he stubbornly chooses to keep his eyes closed (Hook
80,107).

Most critics of The Double Hook tend to emphasize the role played by either James or
Felix, or by another individual as the vehicle through which redemption comes to the
community.” However, though James ostensibly appears to be the redemptive figure, he is
essentially the same as the rest of the community members. They all have stirrings within
themselves that push them towards redemption and understanding, yet each time they reach
out for the glory on their own, they fail. Though it does seem that regeneration comes for

James through his experience in the town, what happens in the town is only the beginning of

* “Through James and Felix, however, a new way of life is made possible for the future” (Corbett 115).
“Although Felix Prosper is the affirmation of The Double Hook, it is James Potter who is generally considered
to be the central figure” (Mitchell 111). “The hero, James, comes to represent suffering humanity as well as its
deliverer” (Grube 78).
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his awakening. James is just starting to catch up to what has been happening to the other
members of his community. His epiphany that he has been “freed . . . from freedom” is the
same as Felix’s slow remembrance of the liturgy and as Ara’s sudden vision of “a great
multitude of fish, each fish springing arched through the slanting light” (Hook 106, 100).
James’s regeneration does not happen in the town; it only begins there. James realizes, when
he is in the town, that “out of his corruption life had leafed and he’d stepped on it as
carelessly as a man steps on spring shoots” (111). James did not have to leave the
community to bring redemption back to it because it was already starting before he left in the
form of Lenchen’s pregnancy. Out of his own arrogance and misunderstanding, James exiled
himself, His flight costs him everything he has materialistically, yet his experience in the
town, where it is truly every man for himself, forces him to see the depressing truth of a
place run by individualistic urges. But even when he finally begins to, James cannot face the
truth on his own: “Daylight called on him to look. To say what he had done. Yet he could
see, he told himself, only as far as his eyes looked. Only as far as the land lay flat before
him. . . . He could, too, he knew, look into his own heart as he could look into the guts of a
deer when he slit the white underbelly. He held memory like a knife in his hand. But he
clasped it shut and rode on” (111). Like the other characters, James has the beginning of
knowledge, yet on his own he lacks the strength of character to face his mistakes. He knows
that “he could not think of what he’d done. He couldn’t think of what he’d do. He would
simply come back as he’d gone. He’d stand silent in their cry of hate. Whatever the world
said, whatever the girl said, he’d find her” (111). James knows somehow, intrinsically, that
his only hope lies in a return to the community. In the midst of community, he can face his

sins, but alone he can’t even think of what he’d done. He is able only to obey the urge within
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himself to return. He does not dare look into his own darkness or around him, and therefore
he keeps his eyes closed as he leaves the town. His regeneration does not come only from
within himself. He cannot hook the glory nor the darkness on his own. It is only within the
community that anyone has the strength to reel in such a catch.

Though James’ animalistic instinct cannot be credited with something as noble as a quest
for value, Watson does use James’s flight to create another larger example of the inverse, the
unnatural. The chapters on James’s flight seem to be completely opposite to the rest of the
novel. The tone, the character descriptions, the setting, and the town itself are an inverse of
what Watson has created in the other chapters. When James chooses to flee from the
community rather than to be a part of the community, Watson makes the place he runs to a
hell worse than the one he left behind. The course of the novel works to establish the
community in the fold of the hills as a rebellious house that is given the gift of grace. The
community, though nearly dead, slowly goes through the process of regeneration. It has a
prophet, Ara, who hears the message: “The words of the Lord came, saying: Say now to the
rebellious house, Know you not what these things mean?” (Hook 99). This direct quote from
Ezekiel 17.12, in conjunction with the other passages that Watson has alluded to earlier,
reveals that there is hope within the community. There remains a chance to turn and be
healed because the statement comes in the form of a question, and as a question, it signifies
that there is still time to learn what the devastation means, and time to change.

The opposite is true of the town to which James flees. John Grube points out that the
small “town James visits has no name. Its bank, hotel, bar, and brothel could be made of
cardboard” (80). Grube suggests that Watson has done this deliberately. He argues that “it is

as though the author had said: ‘Take any town. Call it X (80). George Bowering picks up



32

this argument and furthers it, arguing that through the representation of the town, “the book
becomes the western abjured by Watson in her Edmonton talk. Landscape becomes
something against which the people are clearly marked. And the wicked humour of the
earlier writing is replaced by comic visitors from another more common kind of book or
movie—a conniving whore, a notorious parrot (ironist instead of trickster) a town schemer
[Traff] whose name is fart sounded backward” (196). The inhabitants are defined by their
occupations. Only those with jobs are given recognition in the town’s list of inhabitants,
which is a parody of the list at the start of the novel. There is the bartender, the game
warden, the manager of the General Store, the bank manager, his clerk and “ten score other
souls” (Hook 80). Through the description of the town’s occupations, the town is configured
as a place for drinking, hunting, eating, whoring, spending money, and nothing more. The
people are cruel and unhappy. There is no sense of community. Knowing “there’s no future
in it,” they spend their days “drinking and crying” (93). The fish symbol reappears in this
town as well, yet the fish that James is offered are described as a “mess of picked [sic] fish,”
symbolizing that the town is a mess of false appearances (93; see Moss, Patterns 169). The
room that Traff takes James to is “tainted with the damp smell . . . [of] dead fish” because
the fish are not fresh, just pickled, preserved (Hook 91). The people are not really living;
they too are metaphorically preserved, presented as alive but really just embalmed in their
own isolation. Watson creates this inversion of the main town to underscore the hope that
exists for the community to which James returns. The grace that is unfolding in the
community of the hills becomes even more inexplicable, more glorious in contrast to the

depression of the town, which James leaves behind him.
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Grace is the inexplicable gift of redemption for an undeserving world. Somehow, for
some reason, the community, in the midst of its destruction, has new life breathed into it, and
it begins to act upon the urge to connect with the other members of the community. Though
it seems as if the community only comes to life when James is gone, James’s absence cannot
be used as an explanation for the change because no one knows that he is gone. They only
hear hoof beats in the night, and each attributes the sound to something other than James.
Throughout the morning following James’s departure, the community begins to act. Kip,
though now physically blind, sees truly for the first time and chooses to seek out Felix and
forgiveness rather than attempting to grab the glory for himself. William and Ara speak truth
to each other, telling themselves “there’s a sort of dryness settled on us like dust” (64). They
recognize that they have been blind, “seeing things only in flashes” (65). William tells Ara,
“it’s best to be trusting and loving,” and they decide to go to James and Greta because Ara
has “a feeling that perhaps we’re wanted” (67). Once the change begins, it is rapid: “Before
Ara and William had shut the door of their house behind them, Felix Prosper arrived at
Theophil’s” (67). Felix humbles himself. Though “he could feel the sweat trickling down the
furrows of his cheeks,” he says, “Angel . . . I need you” (68). Angel challenges him for his
earlier failings but ultimately responds positively when she goes with him to help both him
and Kip. That same morning at the home of the Wagner’s, the Widow Wagner suddenly says
to her son, “Go out and bring back Lenchen. . . . Then together we will think what to do”
(69). Heinrich encounters William and Ara on the road, and when Heinrich asks why they
are going to James’s, William tells him, “What would be more natural? . . . James and Greta
are in trouble. . . . And it’s my trouble too” (71). Heinrich, too, chooses to speak truth instead

of remaining silent. Though William tells him he doesn’t have to answer when Ara asks him
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why he is going to James’s house, Heinrich replies, “If I can’t tell her, who can I tell? She
might make things straight somehow. Can a man speak to no one because he’s a man. Who
says so? Those who want to be sheltered by his silence. I’ve held my tongue, he said, when I
should have used my voice like an axe to cut down the walls between us” (71).% Suddenly
from nowhere, for no reason, Heinrich has the courage to speak the truth. He tells Ara, “you
must know what my business with James is. Everyone in the creek must know and no one
has turned a hand to help. I don’t know what to do” (72). The vulnerability with which
Heinrich turns to William and Ara is an indication of the change, of the redemptive process
at work so subtly within the characters. There is no reason for Heinrich’s change of character
nor for the other characters’ attitude changes except for the presence of an “unobtrusive
God” who is bestowing grace on the people (Moss, Patterns 166).

Set in the midst of the change occurring within the characters is Greta’s horrific suicide.
Though William, Ara, and Heinrich attempt to reach out to Greta and to help her, she
chooses death, and the death she chooses is by fire. Because she feels so betrayed by James
and by her mother, Greta’s death wish is “to cram the empty space with hate” (74). The
consequence of following the old woman’s example of hate, rather than turning to the
community, is self-betrayal. Greta is deceived by a false, reflected glory. Instead of
inheriting her mother’s position of power in the house and over James, Greta, following the
old woman’s death, “inherited destruction like a section surveyed and fenced. She . . . lived
no longer than the old lady’s shadow left its stain on the ground” (99). As the community
begins to awaken from its slumber, there is no longer any room within it for any form of

hatred or bitterness. Neither the stain of the old woman’s death nor Greta’s death is allowed

® The phrase “I should have used my voice like an axe to cut down the walls between us” recalls the earlier
argument pairing Ezekiel 17.24 and the image of Greta as a tall tree needing to be cut down and made low.
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to linger; instead, Greta’s death becomes symbolically redemptive. Greta’s death by fire
works like a purification rite, for through the fire, the ground is cleansed of the old woman’s
evil, and the house that harbours the evil is destroyed.

In groups of twos and threes the community arrives at Felix’s home in time for the birth
of Lenchen’s child. It is not the birth that culminates the change in the community, but rather
the culmination of the change is that everyone is assembled to mark the child’s entrance into
the community.’ It is not an isolated birth; it is a celebrated birth because everyone is there.
The crowd of people signifies a new beginning. Watson is careful to ensure that the new
beginning is not naive; the characters recognize that the child will have to “carry round what
the world will load on his shoulders” (117). However, by talking together and looking ahead
to the future, the characters reveal that there has been a change in the attitude of the
community. The fullness of the change from a wasteland of indifference, isolation, fear, and
violence to an interdependent community is revealed by a conversation between Kip and
Felix:

Felix stood at the edge of his own brown pool. Kip sat on the bank beside him.
When a house is full of women, Kip said, and one of them is Angel, it’s best for a
man to take his rest among the willows.
When a house is full of women and children, Felix said, a man has to get something
for their mouths. (117)

Following the birth of the baby, the first difference signalling the fullness of the change is

that Felix and Kip are both sitting together on the edge of Felix’ pond. There is no need for
trespassing and no sense of hostility. The scene is conveyed in a manner that makes Kip and

Felix sound like two old friends. The second and most significant difference is that Felix is

7 Repeated!ly within the four novels under discussion, and especially in The Shipping News, significant events,
such as Lenchen’s child’s birth or Quoyle’s “baptism,” indicate rather than precipitate change that has occurred
within the community.
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fishing for someone other than himself. In place of the old woman fishing for fear, Felix
casts his line responsibly taking up the role of provider. He will bring the fish that he catches
into the house, and together, with the rest of the community, they will clean and eat his
catch. Watson has delicately yet dramatically returned the symbol of fishing to its positive,
even sacramental, associations, for Felix, who has been revealed to be the spiritual head of
the community, is now the one depicted fishing.

John Moss argues that “duality, as suggested by the title . . . is the keynote of The Double
Hook. Somewhere between the glory and darkness, hope and fear, spiritual essence and
corporeal being, is the natural condition of man” (Patterns 170). Sheila Watson subtly
suggests throughout story of The Double Hook that the natural condition of man is the
double hook of the consuming desire for both connection to and escape from community and
its responsibilities.® She quietly yet boldly indicates that grace is the only thing that can
navigate us through such a schizoid human condition. The grace that can be attributed with
the successful move from darkness into light in the novel is an unmerited and inexplicable
gift from what Moss terms “the unobtrusive God” hovering over the novel (Patterns 166).
This God is not Coyote, nor the God which the Old Widow defies, nor the God whom
William and Ara discuss; rather, it is the God with whom Watson herself seems to wrestle.
Because Watson seeks to create an understanding of the double hook of life, her novel is not
spared from darkness, yet despite the darkness, Watson’s novel rests in grace. As Moss
observes, “the fact that the community is, in a sense, eventually healed, reconciled to the

darkness, with hope for the glory, is in itself the mark of grace” (Patterns 172).

¥ According to Mackey: “Man wants community . . . but he wants it very much on his own terms; not as a
creation of force or as a matter of expediency, not as something that in any way manipulates him, but as
something that realizes his highest personal values and exercises his free personal conviction and commitment”

(19).
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This chapter has argued implicitly that the enigmatic “glory” of The Double Hook (and
its epigraph), the counterpoint of “darkness” and “fear,” is the presence of grace in the
world, which is impossible to “hook,” for “you can’t catch the glory on a hook and hold on
to it . . . when you fish for the glory you catch the darkness too . . . if you hook twice the
glory you hook twice the fear” (50). Grace can be neither grabbed nor earned, for “no grace,
be it the most intimate, the most exalted mystical gift, is given as a private possession. Grace
can never be a ‘thing possessed,” simply because it is a life unceasingly flowing out from
God and returning to God” (Fransen 58). Grace is an unmerited, uncontrollable,
unexplainable gift that refuses to conform to man’s understanding or rules. Grace can even
sometimes appear to be cloaked in darkness; however, inside of community, distinguishing
between the glory (grace) and the darkness becomes possible. Inside of community grace can
be received, borne, and extended, if not fully understood or explained. Outside of
community, grace is easily perverted by individualistic greed. Yet even outside of
community or inside of a broken community, God’s grace still brings wholeness, for “it is
the role of grace to restore and consolidate the natural unity of the human race driven apart
by sin” (Fransen 59). Watson’s regeneration of a human wasteland demonstrates the triumph
of grace and its divine source. Watson chooses to redeem an entire community rather than a
single individual, because in an individual, irrational change can sometimes be dismissed as
coincidence, but a whole community brought irrationally from the brink of death into life is
undeniably a demonstration of God’s grace. In pondering her own writing, Watson muses in
her personal diary that “the people of the D.H. like the bas-fonds are below the margin of
grace. . . . The problem is insoluble in human terms” (qtd. in Willmott).” Through this

insight, Watson herself confirms that the central problem of The Double Hook—the

® Thanks to Glenn Willmott who provided this excerpt from Watson’s diary on his handout for his conference
paper “Watson and Cosmopolitan Modernism” delivered at The Canadian Modernists Meet: a Symposium,
University of Ottawa, 9-11 May 2003.
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seemingly incongruent redemption of a rebellious house—can only be dissolved through an
understanding of the irrationality of God and His grace. Morriss argues that “irrationality . . .
is an important part of this world,” and that is exactly what Watson reveals in The Double
Hook, for grace is not always comprehensible to limited human intellect, though it always

remains an important part of this world (84).



Chapter Two:

Fugitive Pieces: Grace Expanded

In an interview with Douglas Fetherling, Anne Michaels relates that she wrote Fugitive
Pieces partly because she felt an “obligation to establish some relationship” with “the largest
and most devastating reality . . . of the century” (“Narrative” 18). In the novel, Michaels not
only succeeds in creating a relationship between herself and what happened in the Holocaust,
but also succeeds in creating a place of communion for herself, her characters, and her
readers.! Because she is extremely conscious of both the emotional weight of her subject
and the responsibilities she assumes through translating it into narrative, she does not
hesitate to acknowledge that she is attempting to “speak of events . . . that one has not
witnessed, that one has not lived through personally but has absorbed through the culture,
through the family, through the home” (“Narrative” 16; see also Bentley 2).2 According to
Lisa Jardine (Chair of Judges for the Orange Prize), Michaels “speaks of her . . . relationship
to her subject matter with typical discretion: ‘I think the best way I could put it is that war
was in our house, and, in fact, for someone of my generation, no matter what their cultural

background, I think that’s true to varying degrees. Children soak up a lot of stories, whether

' The conception of the novel as a place of communication and community between herself and her readers is
very important to Michaels. The idea surfaces repeatedly in interviews: “Thought requires time and a novel
allows you to be with the reader long enough to let time and thought enter the equation. The concept of
communicating over time and moving with the reader through time is very intriguing to me” (qtd. in O’Neill 2).
In another interview with Mary Ann Grossman, Michaels clarifies her idea of Fugitive Pieces existing as a
place of communal experience: “the book goes into some questions that are quite difficult, and I wanted to be a
companion to the reader throughout the entire book” (1).

2 Grossman notes that though Michaels is very protective of her “privacy and doesn’t talk much about her
family . . . she did tell a British publication that her father was born in small village on the border of Poland and
Russia and immigrated to Canada in 1931. Many of his family who remained in Poland died at the hands of the
Nazis” (1).

39



40

in the home or outside it, and whether they choose to be buried or brought out later in life or
remembered or forgotten or abandoned or confronted, these stories take root in us’” (2).3
From these two statements, it becomes clear that though Michaels did not live through the
Holocaust herself, she has a distinct connection with the effects of the Holocaust through
both her “intersubjective community” (family), and through her generational connection
(Lonergan 109).

Bernard Lonergan’s theory of community offers a mode of understanding both
Michaels’ relationship to the Holocaust and her need to create a communal approach to
understanding it. Lonergan posits that there are “three levels of community” (109). The first
level is the “intersubjective community. Its basis is spontaneous tendency. Its manifestation
is an elemental feeling of belonging together. Its nucleus is the family. Its expansion is the
clan, the tribe, the nation” (109). Therefore Michael’s connection to the Holocaust can be
understood as stemming initially from her immediate family and extending through her
identity as a Jewish Canadian woman into a connection with the whole of the Jewish people.
Her Jewish heritage creates the base “elemental feeling of belonging” which she pursues
beyond the perimeters of her familial connection into an understanding of her connection to
the Holocaust simply as a member of humanity (Lonergan 109). Because Michaels
understands that her connection to the Holocaust moves through so many different layers of
community (familial, cultural, generational, and universal), she places the search for
community centrally in her novel, for she realizes its utmost importance. Ultimately, as a
result of remembering and rebuilding community, and out of Michaels’ self-professed urge

to understand how one emerges” from an experience as “horrendous” as the Holocaust

with both a propensity for “faith” and an inexorable desire to “move towards a place of love

3 Anne Michaels’s novel Fugitive Pieces won the 1997 Orange Prize for fiction (Moragianis 2).
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in the world” comes Michaels’ perhaps unintentional yet vividly striking portrayal of grace
at work in a chaotic universe (“Narratives” 18; see also Bentley 2).

D.M.R. Bentley argues that “as a work of poetic knowing . . . whose principal character
... discover[s] . . . the redemptive power of memory and poetry, Fugitive Pieces not only
defies [Theodore] Adorno’s 1955 pronouncement that ‘[t]o write poetry after Auschwitz is
barbaric,” . . . but also provides an affirmative answer to his subsequent ‘cultural question
[of] whether after Auschwitz you can go on living—especially whether one who escaped by
accident, one who by rights should have been killed, may go on living’” (Bentley 3).
Bentley’s argument that Fugitive Pieces offers an affirmative answer to the question of
whether or not one may continue to live “who by rights should have been killed” needs to be
extended to explain not only why “one may go on living” but why, according to Fugitive
Pieces, one is called to go on living. Bentley argues that it is because of the power of
memory and poetry that Fugitive Pieces defies Adorno’s pronouncement; however, poetry
and memory do not provide the “why” of why one is called to continue to live. They only
provide part of the “how” by which one can continue to live. We value poetry and memory
because they help connect us to each other, to our communities, which are an essential
aspect in our humanity. However, poetry and memory are only sub-functions within
community, and for this reason it is the fullness of “community” itself, not just poetry or
memory, which has been viewed traditionally as “the human element in the means of
salvation,” which is essentially grace (Mackey 123). The “why” of why one is called to
continue to live when by rights one should be dead, comes out of an understanding of the
intricate relationship between community and grace. Being found alive when by rights one

should be dead is an act of grace, and with grace comes responsibility, for grace is never
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granted to just one person alone. One is called to continue to live because only then can one
fulfill the responsibility s/he has been given when s/he received grace. Fugitive Pieces
reveals the nature of this responsibility through the progression of grace in the lives of its
characters.

Through the numerous characters in the novel directly affected by Jakob’s positive
response to grace we see that grace is a communal gift. The fullness of Jakob’s story shows
that the issue is not a question of whether or not “one who escaped by accident, one who by
rights should have been killed, may go on living”; instead, his story illustrates that there is no
question (Bentley 13, emphasis added). One is simply called to go on living in order that the
out-pouring of grace that s/he has been granted continues in the life of another individual and
ultimately expands into an even greater portion of grace within the community. Humanity’s
need for community comes out of our need for grace, which dictates our survival. Michaels’
initial question regarding how one emerges from the horror, not just to live, but to love as
well, is answered through understanding Jakob’s responsibility and subsequent response to
grace. Jakob fulfills his responsibility to grace through living, and communicating through
memory and poetry, which connect him to his community and allow him to pass on the grace
he has been granted. As he fulfills his responsibility to grace, he is given the gift of being
able to love again.

Ostensibly, the main characters in Fugitive Pieces are Jakob and Ben. Their centrality
comes into play because they are the narrators. Jakob narrates the first two-thirds of the
novel and Ben the final section. However, though they appear to have the defining voices,
they are not simply telling their own stories, but instead are relaying the story of their

community. Jakob’s voice is the vehicle through which the central character of the novel is
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revealed, for as Jakob lives out his life, he pieces together the identity of his community,
which, though elusive, is the governing figure in the novel. Everything that happens within
the novel happens in relation to Jakob’s search for community. Fugitive Pieces seems to
reflect a secularized understanding of Mackey’s earlier noted argument that “community . . .
was the guardian of the sacred tradition and the human element in the means of salvation,”
for Jakob’s actions reveal that he is determined that his salvation lies in recovering the
community he has lost (123).* Because of this belief; all of his actions can be traced to his
effort of remembering and then rebuilding community. Jakob exhibits what Mackey
describes as “man’s natural impulse to record, communicate, and interpret experiences that
have an all-compelling and unique significance for him” (123). What Jakob chooses to
record, communicate, and interpret forms a collection of stories from which he is able to
reformulate his lost community. His new or rediscovered community gains its identity from
the stories and memories of the Jewish people who lived and died during the Holocaust, his
individual story, and ultimately, and perhaps unintentionally, the story of grace at work
within humanity.

If Fugitive Pieces were only concerned with Jakob’s story or memoirs, the novel would
end with Jakob’s conclusion; however, the narrative form of the novel seems to be distinctly
designed to reflect on the continuing progression of grace within community. Michaels
explains that without her unconventional structure “the book would have been entirely
different and the meaning entirely different if the story had ended after the first half” (qtd. in
O’Neill 1). Instead, because the first story moves into the second and is completed by it, we
reach an understanding of how an individual’s experience of grace can spread outwards

through communal interactions into an entire community. Michaels defends the carry-over

* Use of the word ‘salvation’ here refers to personal survival: emotional, mental, physical, and spiritual.
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of Jakob’s story into Ben’s this way: “Ben is, in a sense, Jakob’s heir. So Jakob has one heir
although he has no children. There’s a kind of hope to that . . . a hope that many who lost
their families could experience . . . a hope for those who have no one to remember them”
(qtd. in O’Neill 1). Her explanation reveals the trajectory line of expanded grace, for Ben
becomes the heir to Jakob’s grace and, through his very existence as such, continues the
expansion of grace into a hope for those who, like Jakob, have lost their families. Grace first
creates and then completes the relationship between Jakob and Ben, who are nearly strangers
but for their communal connection with the Holocaust. Through their community
connection—DBen is a part of the community of Holocaust survivors, a community which
Jakob, at the end of his life, is just beginning to fully comprehend—grace is infused into the
chaos of their lives. Not only their survival but also the moments of beauty in their survival
must be attributed to grace, for there is no other explanation for the fullness of their stories.

Jakob’s story, centred on a search for community, stands out as an expression of the
main story of human existence, for humanity is everywhere engaged in building community
and subsequently in expanding grace. The central story of Fugitive Pieces is thematically
similar to the story of The Double Hook, for the story in Fugitive Pieces grows out of a
disruption of community and follows the process by which rebuilding and remembering
community becomes a vehicle of grace. Yet at the same time that the novels reveal that
community is integral to grace, both novels uniquely demonstrate that grace is a free,
unmerited gift, and not something which can be orchestrated or created by man.

A shared principle between the Christian, the Jewish, and secularized society’s
understanding of grace is that we receive it despite ourselves. Israel Abrahams, in addressing

Biblical theodicy in the Encyclopedia Judaica, notes that Jeremiah 12.1 asks: “Why does the
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way of the wicked prosper?” (648). Though this question is central to understanding the
seemingly disjunctive grace in The Double Hook, it also sheds light on Fugitive Pieces.
Abrahams explains that the “biblical answer [to Jeremiah’s question] appears to point to the
limitations of man’s experience and understanding. History is long, but individual life is
short. Hence the human view is fragmentary . . . the person concerned does not always live
to see the denouement” (Judaica 648). While writing his memoirs, Jakob has no idea that
Ben will be the one to complete them. Jakob’s death, introduced at the beginning of the
novel, seems unbearably cruel and unnecessary, yet because Jakob dies with his work
unfinished, the task falls to Ben.’ Because we, as readers, are able to read the full story from
beginning to end, we are able to discern the denouement of Jakob’s story, which is Ben’s
completion of Jakob’s memoirs and subsequent entrance into grace. However, in reality the
complexity of God’s grace is often difficult to ascertain, and we are left asking hard
questions such as: Why would one survive when so many others die, and how is love
possible after so much pain? Abrahams argues that, “the brevity of man’s years is further
complicated by his lack of insight. God’s purpose is beyond his comprehension: ‘For as the
heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts
than your thoughts’ (Isa. 55.9)” (Judaica 648).% The pieces, the fragments of grace that do
not make sense are part of the mystery and beauty of grace.

Though God’s thoughts are so much higher than man, God still longs for man to enter

into communion with Him, for as Abrahams points out, God is “‘merciful and gracious, slow

5 “Poet Jakob Beer, who was also a translator of posthumous writing from the war, was struck and killed by a
car in Athens in the spring of 1993, at age sixty. His wife had been standing with him on the sidewalk; she
survived her husband by two days. . . . Shortly before his death, Beer had begun to write his memoirs”
(Fugitive Prelude).

¢ Recall Watson’s statement quoted in the conclusion to the chapter on The Double Hook: “the problem is
insoluable in human terms,” meaning that there are some things in life that are unfathomable to the human
mind, and those things are the things of God, such as grace (qtd. in Willmott 1).
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to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin’ (Ex. 34.6-7)” (Judaica 650). Both
Israel Abrahams and Peter Fransen interpret grace as the tangible manifestation of
communication between God and man. Abrahams explains that, “the bridge between God
and man—is grace” (Judaica 650), and Fransen asserts: “Grace unites God and man. More
exactly, grace is God'’s way of meeting man whom He came in search of and found lost in
the solitude of an earthly sinful nature. In this meeting, God’s love takes to itself man as he
is, the whole of him. . . Grace is the marvellous point of contact between the two worlds: the
world of the triune infinitude, and that of the utter nothingness, which is man” (2). If grace is
a “bridge” or “point of contact” signalling communication between God and man and if
communication between God and man is the essence of successful community, then grace
can be said to be foundational to community

In Fugitive Pieces, though Athos’s character is depicted as not believing in God, the way
in which Jakob, as a child, perceives Athos, can be understood in relation to Mackey’s
statement that “in the religious tradition, the fellowship of God with man and the fellowship
of man with man are offered together, and they must be accepted together” (23).” Regarding
his childhood vision of Athos, Jakob writes: “Late at night, while he worked—a solid
concentration that put me to sleep—his arm dangled like a plumb line. I was soothed by the
smells of bindings and pipe tobacco and the weight of his safe, heavy hand on my head. His
left arm reaching down to earth, his right arm reaching up, palm to heaven” (21). Here,

theology and literary imagery merge together, for both purport that community between men

" The Judaica asserts a similar principle: “it is a corollary of the love of God. . . . [that] ‘You shall love your
neighbour as yourself” (Lev. 19.18)” (Abrahams 651).
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is connected to community between God and man. 8 In Jakob’s young eyes, Athos is able to
negotiate the connection between earth and heaven, and therefore, despite himself, Athos
instils in Jakob an understanding of the necessity of communication between the two worlds.
According to Mackey, full community between men is a reflection or a promise of the
community that can be reached between God and man. Mackey explains that full community
comes through knowledge of the other: “to know something, or someone, is quite literally to
make that person or thing . . . part of ourselves, while leaving it its full autonomy and
integrity. Only knowledge achieves union of persons without destroying either of them—that
means communion—and in that way breaks down the endemic isolation of individual
existence” (51). The relationship between Jakob and Athos, which is a relationship of full
communion, becomes, without Athos intending it, the foundation from which Jakob views
God’s gracious intervention in the world. Jakob asserts that Athos’s stories “only confirmed
what I already believed: that Zakynthians were under the protection of an unseen hand” (84).
Athos’s stories of the beauty and grace in geology teach Jakob about man’s nature and
the need for balance between independence and community. They also reveal an
understanding of the longevity of grief and the growth process by which grief can sometimes
slowly change into recognition and acceptance of grace: “I listened to Athos’s story of the
origins of islands, how the mainland can stretch until it breaks at the weakest points, and
those weaknesses are called faults. Each island represented a victory and a defeat: it had

either pulled itself free or pulled too hard and found itself alone. Later as these islands grew

8Jakob’s sense of the presence of God, which he gains an awareness of through his relationship with Athos, can
be understood in terms of Mackey’s argument that “the forming of a personal relationship with God is
inseparable from the forming of personal relationships between men who are mutually dependent on each other
for the grace of God’s presence. Thus in Christianity, as in any religion, there are two great commandments of
the law. One, the love of the neighbour, is not an extrinsic bonus to, or a peripheral test of, the other, the love of
God. The two loves are twins because the same process gives birth to both, simultaneously” (128).
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older, they turned their misfortune into virtue. . . . They acquired grace—some grass, a beach
smoothed by tides” (30). Consistently, Athos’ stories seek to awaken in Jakob an awareness
of the longing within the land for healing and for connection. As Jakob grows into an
understanding of his own loss, he begins to realize “grief requires time. If a chip of stone
radiates its self, its breath, so long, how stubborn might be the soul. If sound waves carry on
to infinity, where are the screams now? Iimagine them somewhere in the galaxy, moving
forever towards the psalms” (54). Christianity teaches that this longing of the earth is
reflective of God’s longing for His creation and His creation’s longing for Him: “the
creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was
subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in
the hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into
the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been
groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time” (NIV Bible, Romans 8.19-
22). God longs to enter into community with man, and man longs intrinsically to enter into
community with God. It is to satisfy this longing, Fransen explains, that “we can and must
work out with Christ the salvation of the world. It does not follow, though, that in this
cooperation—or in any other capacity—we take up our stand next to Christ as His equals, as
associates on a par with Him” (342). Instead, Fransen points out, “we are allowed to work
with Christ for the salvation of the world as far as we let ourselves be borne along and used
by the One Saviour to bring all men unto Him” (342). Fransen’s Catholic theology parallels
the literary analogy, which reads community as the vehicle for grace.

The image of Athos as a plumb line between heaven and earth illustrates the way in

which man can act as a conduit of grace for his fellow man. Christian theology asserts that
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man is an empty vessel needing to be filled by the knowledge and grace of God in order to
fulfill God’s purposes. Similarly, novels such as The Double Hook and Fugitive Pieces
suggest that a community functions like a vehicle, which is simply an empty shell needing
some guiding force, something or someone directing it towards its purpose, and until that
occurs, the community remains ineffectual. The initial problem within the community of The
Double Hook is that its residents are at the point where their idea of community is simply a
dried-out empty shell. Mackey warns that community must not be thought of simply as a
“group of people united in a particular place for purposes of communal sustenance (at the
material level) and common defence” (22). Instead, “a community is only a community
when the majority of its members are making the transition from ‘the community for myself’
to ‘myself for the community’” (Vanier 5). Until the characters within The Double Hook
move outside of their own sphere of existence, as Felix finally does following his epiphany,
the community is on its way to complete annihilation.

According to Fransen’s Catholic theology, “everyman, on receiving grace, has this duty
[of sharing or passing on grace] imposed upon him. And this holds true for him who would
receive grace outside of the Church. . . . No grace, not even the most intimately personal one,
is granted to the individual for him alone” (342). The grace that is granted to Jakob, when his
hiding place inside the wall remains undiscovered, expands into the grace, which directs him
to Athos in the pits of Biskupin. From there, it grows, allowing them both to sneak across the
border. Though it almost seems like a punishment that Jakob survives when his entire family
perishes, his survival is still a gift of grace. Grace is unmerited and unrestrained by man’s
sense of fairness, yet it can still be rejected by man: “man may destroy [grace] entirely as a

result of his behaviour or may, on the other hand, develop it until it is perfected in the after-
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life” (Mackey 81). Jakob could have chosen to remain where he was and to reject the gift of
his life, yet instead he chooses to live. Though his flight into the woods can be described as
an immediate reflex stemming out of an instinct of self-preservation, the rest of Jakob’s life
is an intentional attempt to use his gift. The grace which saves Jakob translates into the grace
that saves Athos from the fate of his colleagues: “Soon after Athos made the decision to take
me home with him, Biskupin was overrun by soldiers. . . . [T]hey shot five of Athos’s
colleagues in the surrounding forest. The others were sent to Dachau. And that is one of the
reasons Athos believed we saved each other” (Fugitive 51). The grace implicit in the
salvation of first Jakob and then Athos has more meaning than simply preserving their lives
and this becomes evident as the novel unfolds.

Jakob and Athos’s reactions to the grace inherent in their survival fall into line with
Fransen’s argument. Through the story of their lives, we, the readers, understand that the
grace of survival is not a personal gift for the survivor to hoard for himself; instead, the gift
of life in the face of death extends beyond the individual. Grace, when accepted and shared,
creates a ripple effect. Its consequences expand beyond the initial outpouring and continue
virtually unseen. Because Athos saves Jakob, he himself is saved. He is then able to save
Jakob a second time, for he saves Jakob spiritually through teaching him about the longevity
of grief, the necessity of memory, and the depth of love. Because Jakob is saved, he is able
to save Athos and then, through his writing and recording of forgotten memories, he is able
to save parts of the lost community of the Jewish people. Ultimately, without his direct
physical involvement, Jakob is also part of Ben’s salvation, as Ben is of his. Both Jakob and

Athos, by accepting the grace that they have been given, pass it on to their community
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through their interactions with their friends and through their literary work, which seeks to
maintain, teach, and preserve the truth.

While an initial inclination might be to dismiss Fransen’s arguments (which read grace
as a communal gift both in the dispensing of it and in the reception of it) as only pertaining
to Christian theology and its understanding of the great commission, his point can be used to
explain both the ubiquity and purpose of community in contemporary Canadian literature.
Much contemporary literature focuses on community, not simply because it provides a
diverse grouping of people with interesting relationships and stories, but because it provides
a window into understanding how grace (that element in our survival which is too often
unrecognized for what it is) is dispensed. Emil Brunner argues that, “it is not possible to
define man in the concrete, in his actual existential circumstances, without including grace in
the definition” (Mackey 43). Community provides a means by which to understand grace
within reality; our literature, whether intentionally or not, recognizes this fact through its
repeated merging of grace and community. The representations of community in The Double
Hook and Fugitive Pieces create a map by which to trace the process of grace. Though
community does not create grace, it does disperse it and provides a way to conceptualize
grace, which because of its divine origins and elusive qualities remains otherwise
inexpressible. According to the Bible and to Christian theology, our lives are to be imitations
of Christ’s life, and we, as part of humanity, are to love our neighbours as ourselves.
Therefore, if, as Christianity teaches, Christ is the personification of grace in the world, then
as imitators of Christ, we, and by extension our communities, when functioning as intended,
can be understood as an extension of His grace. Fransen asserts that “God has decreed that

redemption and thus grace should come to man through the cooperation of other men,
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[for]... Christ’s great mercy has willed that no man should be saved without the cooperation
of other men” (342). Therefore according to Christian theology, community, which is based
upon the cooperation of men and women with each other, is a locus for grace. Christianity
teaches that community among men is both a reflection of the more perfect community that
awaits us in a relationship with God and a means through which God dispenses His grace.
Canadian literature, as represented here by The Double Hook and Fugitive Pieces, repeatedly
presents community as both the locus for and vehicle of grace.

The idea that community disperses grace is not exclusively Christian. Dr. Martinez-
Brawly, a prominent sociologist, argues that sociology recognizes “that citizens are engaged
in an often frantic search for meaningful community. This search fulfils psychotherapeutic as
well as social needs. In personal terms, people are looking for the intimate community to
relieve the external pressures of their complicated lives. Anomie can only be combated by a
strong sense of interdependence” (9). By acknowledging the existence of this inherent need
for community within man, Martinez-Brawley echoes the Christian principle of humanity’s
need for community. Martinez-Brawley’s argument that community fulfils
psychotherapeutic and social needs, and relieves external worldly pressures is comparable to
the statement that community functions as a place of healing grace. Therefore, both secular
and Christian understandings of community indicate that our need for community grows out
of our desperate need for grace, the communal grace which is at the root of any healing,
restoration, survival, acceptance, and connection we experience in our daily lives.

A shared theme of grace and community fundamentally connects The Double Hook and
Fugitive Pieces, both explore what happens to a disrupted community, and both reveal the

prevalence of grace in the midst of social disorder. While disruption comes from within the
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community in The Double Hook, the disruption of the community in Fugitive Pieces is the
result of a direct attack by outsiders. Through the desecration and attempted destruction of
its community, the mourning and haunting of it, the remembering and unearthing of it, and
ultimately the rebuilding and rediscovery of it, Fugitive Pieces reiterates the intricate
metaphorical relationship between community and grace.

Fugitive Pieces provides a key to understanding the identity of its protagonist, which is
the lost community, through the meaning of the words in its title. The title’s first word
Fugitive denotes “something elusive or hard to find,” something “likely to vanish suddenly,”
something “not fixed or lasting” (Webster’s). Even though initially the definition of the
second word, Pieces, seems hardly to merit attention because of its commonality, unearthing
the fullness of its definition reveals an implicit connection necessary for understanding the
community of the novel and the full meaning locked within the title. “Piece,” in the singular,
is defined as “a part of a whole,” a “fragment,” or “one of a group, set, or mass” (Webster’s).
Though piece is pluralized in Michael’s title, fragmentation and associations of separation
and isolation echo from it, for pieces are the opposite of wholeness, denoting brokenness or a
shattering. Conversely, at the same time that the word “pieces” associatively represents
brokenness and separation, it also calls forth an association with wholeness. For in order for
there to be pieces, there must first be a unity of form from which the pieces have broken off.
Therefore, paradoxically, the novel promises to speak simultaneously to both brokenness and
wholeness. In order to understand how this paradox is possible, we can turn again to the
paradox of grace.

Christian grace speaks simultaneously to brokenness and wholeness: Christ is the

personification of grace, for he is at once perfection, complete wholeness, and yet, at the
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same time, he contains brokenness. In what Christianity terms God’s most demonstrative act
of grace, which is the crucifixion, Christ, who is wholeness, absorbs brokenness into himself
as he takes on the sins of the entire world. In the novel, Jakob writes that we must “find a
way to make beauty necessary; find a way to make necessity beautiful” (Fugitive 44). This
plea illustrates the intricacies of grace, for grace makes brokenness whole and reveals
wholeness to contain brokenness. Grace absorbs brokenness, rendering it whole. Grace is
only possible in the presence of brokenness, yet grace is complete wholeness. Therefore,
determining that moment of grace between the presence of absolute brokenness, which is the
need for grace, and the granting of it, which is the transformation to wholeness, becomes
extremely difficult.

Because she recognizes the mysteriousness inherent in the workings of grace, Michaels
provides elusive fragmentary visions of it throughout the novel, revealing grace to be
beautiful, though at times difficult and painful to accept. It is only through community that
the “gradual instan_t” of grace can be accepted, absorbed, and ultimately shared, yet
community alone is not enough (Fugitive 79). Accepting grace is an act of faith. Michaels
explains through the words of Jakob: “at that moment of utmost degradation, in that twisted
reef, is the most obscene testament of grace. For can anyone tell with absolute certainty the
difference between the sounds of those who are in despair and the sounds of those who want
desperately to believe? The moment when our faith in man is forced to change, anatomically
— mercilessly — into faith” (Fugitive 168). There is only a fraction, a second separating the
two moments between being outside of grace and within it, between believing and denying.
Jakob writes that “every moment is two moments,” and this is true of grace, for it is

brokenness and wholeness merged in God (139).
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Repeatedly throughout the novel, Michaels creates within each of the characters - Jakob,
Athos, Kostas, Alex, Maurice, Michaela, Ben, and Naomi - a respect and fascination with
the many layers of language and the intricacies of individual words. Therefore analyzing the
meaning and association of the words in the title remains true to the tone of the novel. In
order to unlock the novel, we must understand that the title functions on a number of
different levels. The title works associatively with the novel’s textual design strategy, for
interspersed throughout the novel is a collection or a gathering together of fugitive—likely to
vanish—hidden stories and memories which are mere pieces of individual life stories. The
stories and memories are presented as having been gleaned from unknown individuals who
lived or died during the Holocaust. These stories are interwoven with pieces of memories
from the two narrators’ own experiences and that of their families during the Holocaust. The
narrative within the novel expresses, through the struggles of its community of characters,
the difficulty in unearthing memories that have been hidden or destroyed. Not only Jakob,
but also Athos, Ben, Ben’s parents, Naomi, and by extension, we, the readers, struggle
throughout the novel to absorb and process the haunting memories of the Holocaust which
are excavated by Jakob in his search for truth.

The very nature of memory is that it is elusive and fugitive-like: “History is amoral:
events occurred. But memory is moral; what we consciously remember is what our
conscience remembers. History is the Totenbuch, The Book of the Dead, kept by the
administrators of the camps. Memory is the Memorbucher, the names of those to be
mourned, read aloud in the synagogue. History and memory share events . . . they share time
and space. Every moment is two moments” (Fugitive 138). Distinguishing memory from

history and history from memory is a delicate task. When the “countless manuscripts—
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diaries, memoirs” of the Holocaust are unearthed and rescued from their hiding places
beneath the earthen floors of kitchens, yards, and even mass graves, the pain that shrouds
them is heavy and deeply rooted (Fugitive 1). Michaels uses poetic narrative to evoke within
her readers the emotions that are released within her characters as their memories are
excavated. In the haunting, poetic voice of Jakob, who is the finder and recorder of the
stories, the trauma of the process of recovery surfaces. We, the readers, enter into a ritual of
communion where we partake in the sacrament of memory. Through this communion with
Jakob and his dead and living community, Michaels ensures that the lost are heard,
recognized, and remembered (Bakhtin 287). Through Jakob’s painful imagery, the dead are
not only remembered but reconnected to the living:

when the prisoners were forced to dig up mass graves, the dead entered them through
their pores and were carried through their bloodstreams to their brains and hearts.
And through their blood into another generation. Their arms were into death up to the
elbows, but not only into death—into music, into memory of the way a husband or
son leaned over his dinner, a wife’s expression as she watched her child in the bath;
into beliefs, mathematical formulas, dreams. As they felt another man’s and

another’s blood-soaked hair through their fingers, the diggers begged forgiveness.
And those lost lives made molecular passage into their hands. How can one man take
on the memories of even one other man, let alone five or a thousand or ten thousand,;
how can they be sanctified each? (52)

Michaels, through Jakob’s story, slowly expresses the impossibility of one man taking on the
memories of even one other man, if he does it alone. It is only through community—through
an act of a communal remembering—that the murdered memories can be carried forward.
Athos whispers one of the essential truths of humanity into the delirious ears of Jakob, as he
spirits him across the borders from Germany to Greece: “we must carry each other. If we

don’t have this, what are we?” (14). In order for community to be lasting and strong, it has to
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be based on more than location and common goals. It has to be based on selfless love, on the
carrying of each other, on the goodness of grace. Unless recorded and then read and listened
to in a community setting, the memories will be “likely to vanish” for they are fugitive
pieces of identity (Webster’s). By reading Michael’s novel, the readers enter into a form of
communication with Michaels and with her characters, creating a place of communion and
subsequently community, allowing the story of the Holocaust to move beyond the perimeters
of memory into the territory of life.

The second manner through which the title is embodied in the meanings of the novel is
through its expression in the characters themselves. The two most obvious fugitive pieces
are Jakob and Ben. Both men, as children, are haunted by the memories of their
community’s desecration. Jakob, the only remaining fragment of his family, is a piece or a
part of a whole. When the Nazi soldiers enter his home and brutally murder his family,
leaving him behind as the last “piece” of his intersubjective community, he becomes a
broken fragment, a bleeding shard. Hidden behind the wall, as his parents are murdered, he
is able only to listen. The sounds ring in his ears: “noises never heard before, torn from my
father’s mouth. Then silence . . . the rim of the saucer in circles on the floor. . . . the spray of
buttons, little white teeth” (Fugitive 7). When Jakob emerges from the wall, he wants to “go
to [his] parents, to touch them. But [he] couldn’t, unless [he] stepped on their blood” (7).
The narrative that evolves out of Jakob’s entrance into fragmentation is a narrative of a
traumatized, fugitive child: “I learned to tolerate images rising in me like bruises. But in my
continuous expectation of the burst door, the taste of blood that filled my mouth suddenly
many times a day, I couldn’t conceive of any feeling stronger than fear. What is stronger

than fear; Athos, who is stronger than fear? . . . I spent the day writing my letter to the dead
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and was answered at night in my sleep” (19). Though Athos doesn’t answer Jakob’s
question, the implied responses are love and God, and as the novel progress, this becomes
more explicit.

The first night that he is in the forest, Jakob is mesmerized with a vision of the dead: “I
watched darkness turn to purple-orange light above the town; the colour of flesh
transforming to spirit. They flew up. The dead passed above me, weird haloes and arcs
smothering the stars” (7). In this moment, during this vision, Jakob’s life-struggle
negotiating between the dead and the living begins to take form: “The ground tilted and 1
didn’t hold on. I strained to join them, to rise with them, to peel from the ground like paper
ungluing at its edges. . . . I stayed where I was. Clammy with cold, stuck to the ground. I
begged: If I can’t rise, then let me sink, sink into the forest floor like a seal into wax” (8).
Jakob, completely alone and lost in the forest, devoid of human connection, instinctively
attempts to remain connected to his family even though they are dead. His frightened
response is to bury himself alive with them. Slowly, as the novel unfolds, we are given
glimpses of Jakob’s struggle between attempting to remember his family and attempting to
escape the memories of what has happened to them. When Athos rescues him, Jakob is
“numb against [Athos’s] solid body, a blister tight with fear” (Fugitive 13). As they travel,
Jakob, acutely aware of the violence with which his family, his community, have been taken
from him, describes the feeling of separation as though “they were yanked right through my
scalp” (13). But he is determined to remain holding on to someone, and though Athos is
taking him out of the place of trauma, Jakob allows Bella to stay with him: “But Bella clung.
We were Russian dolls. I inside Athos, Bella inside me” (14). Jakob’s determination to hold

onto his community, and his shame at having forgotten Bella once already, allows Bella’s
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ghost to possess him, trapping him in a world outside of reality. ® Because Jakob, as a child,
is unable to regulate between the negative power of memory and guilt, the destructive power
of the dead unfurls slowly, and it eats away his good memories. Since the deaths he
witnessed were so violent and without any resolution, he is unable to negotiate between the
terrifying images, which invade his dreams, the guilt he feels for having survived, and the
memories with which he should shield himself. The competing memories jostle for
dominance in his mind and his emotions, instilling in him a longing to “disappear simply by
stillness” (Fugitive 18).

Unable to reach the balance between memory and remembering, Jakob hangs
suspended between the world of the living and that of the dead:

They waited until I was asleep, then roused themselves, exhausted as swimmers . . .
Their hair in tufts, open sores where ears used to be, grubs twisting from their chests.
The grotesque remains of incomplete lives, the embodied complexity of desires
eternally denied. They floated until they grew heavier, and began to walk, heaving
into humanness; until they grew more human than phantom and through their effort
began to sweat. Their strain poured from my skin, until I awoke dripping with their
deaths. (24)

Jakob is aware that his memories are becoming a controlling force in his life, but he cannot
resist calling them forth. However, it is only when he is alone that he engages his darkest
memories. He separates his life with Athos from his life with the dead. The memories grip
him with a consuming power, which he cannot break, even though he recognizes “the
possibility that it was as painful for them to be remembered as it was for me to remember

them” (25). Jakob writes, “I was haunting my parents and Bella with my calling, startling

? Alone in the woods, as darkness falls, Jakob suddenly feels “the worst shame of my life: I was pierced with
hunger. And suddenly I realized, my throat aching without sound - Bella” (Fugitive 9).
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them awake in their black beds” (25). Athos recognizes the battle going on inside Jakob, and
he knows that the only way for Jakob to survive is to open himself and the memories up, to
let them be absorbed, accepted, and healed within the community. If he continues to carry
the memories alone, they will consume him. Athos tells Jakob: “sometimes I can’t look you
in the eye; you’re like a building that’s burned out inside, with the outer wall still standing”
(30). Athos gently warns: “If you hurt yourself, Jakob, I will have to hurt myself. You will
have proven to me my love for you is useless. . . . [ can’t save a boy from a burning building.
Instead he must save me from the attempt; he must jump to earth” (45). However, despite
Athos’ loving warnings, Jakob continues to straddle the two worlds of life and death, for he
is unable to commit fully to either one.

As Jakob repeatedly engages the presence of Bella, he changes her into something
almost akin to a demonic power. It begins innocently with Jakob inviting Bella into his
loneliness to play with him: “As I hesitated in the doorway . . . I was letting Bella enter
ahead of me, making sure she was not left behind. I paused when I ate, singing a silent
incantation: A bite for me, a bite for you, an extra bite for Bella” (31). But as Bella becomes
more and more dominant in Jakob’s life, Jakob begins to struggle with a fear of her, which
makes him even more guilt- ridden: “Awake at night, I'd hear her breathing or singing next
to me in the dark, half comforted, half terrified that my ear was pressed against the thin wall
between the living and the dead, that vibrating membrane between them was so fragile” (31).
As Jakob continues to court Bella’s ghost, she no longer remains in his dreams but invades
his daylight hours as well: “I felt her presence everywhere, in daylight, in rooms that I knew

weren’t empty. I felt her touch on my back, on my shoulders, my hair” (31).
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While Jakob and Athos live out their fugitive existence, stories of the fate of Jews across
Europe and even in the village below them drift up to their hidden retreat, and they are
overwhelmed by the details. Jakob sinks further into his world of guilt and memory, for he
understands the connection between his lost family and the loss of the community of the
Jewish people: “At night I choked against Bella’s round face, a doll’s face, immobile,
inanimate, her hair floating behind her. These nightmares, in which my parents and my sister
drowned with the Jews of Crete, continued for years, continued long after we’d moved to
Toronto” (44).

When Jakob and Athos emerge from their four years of hiding, Jakob realizes that when
“Athos put his arm around my shoulders . . . his touch felt natural to me, though all else was
like a dream. And it was his touch that kept me from falling into myself too far. It was on
that journey from Zakynthos to Athens, on those crumbling roads and in those dry hills, that
I realized what I felt: not that I owed Athos everything but that I loved him” (60). Mackey
offers an explanation of “the origins and conditions of individual relationships™ and their
connection to communal relationships:

the unique bond of love between two unique individuals answers to man’s deepest
need. It and it alone can satisfy his insatiable desire for unity. It alone can prevent the
frustration he suffers when his interest and his energy is dissipated over the whole
range of things and people that forms his environment, since it alone offers him a
focal point in life, a centre to which all his activity can be referred and which lends a
deep and unified meaning to it all. (113)

Though Mackey is referring to the love relationship between a man and woman in marriage,
his comments explain the influence of the sustained love relationships within Jakob’s life.
As a child, Jakob shared a unique bond of love with Bella. He loved her fiercely and

worshipped her. She gave his universe a centre. The stories that Jakob remembers of Bella
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and her Beethoven speak to the magic of Bella, her effect upon her family, and the adoration
with which they loved her. Yet when Jakob is stripped of his family, his sense of unity is
destroyed. The delicate balance is skewered, and suddenly nothing in his life has meaning
except his attempt to recapture Bella’s spirit. However, Jakob’s ability to love is slowly
repaired by the unconditional and un-compromised love that he receives from the
community which begins with Athos. Jakob writes that “to share a hiding place, physical or
psychological, is as intimate as love” (Fugitive 20). Athos tempers Jakob’s need to hold on
to Bella, and he pushes him to release his death grip. Together Athos and Jakob form a type
of community. Their relationship replaces the lost relationship of Jakob’s family community.
Yet at the same time, Athos recognizes that Jakob’s survival depends upon his reconnection
to the Jewish community and his ability to let himself love again.

According to Dr. Martinez-Brawley, “community is an identity-giving entity, a
personally meaningful sociological unit that relies heavily on the primary interaction of its
members” (8). Typically the term community is applied to town-sized groupings of people;
however, community is not about size, and it does not entail a minimum number of people.
Martinez-Brawley cites the views of R.M. Maclver: “life is essentially and always
communal life. Every living thing is born into community and owes its life to community.

... Community is sentiment” (85). R. Keyes states that “an ideal community would be like
a good family: the group from which one can’t be expelled” (Martinez-Brawdley 109). Jakob
and Athos are the first members of their new community, which is a community forged first
out of necessity and then out of love. The size of their community is limited at first to two
people because of the danger of its formation. Later, after the war, it grows to include Kostas

and Daphne, and then in Toronto Jakob notes, “we were strays and gathered other strays
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around us” (Fugitive 96). Jakob and Athos’s community is constantly growing and
expanding in the same manner as the initial act of grace, which they first shared.

During the war, Jakob, like other Jews in hiding, is, in the eyes of the state, a non-being
because he is Jewish: “Nazi policy was beyond racism, it was anti-matter, for Jews were not
considered human. An old trick of language, used often in the course of history. Non-Aryans
were never to be referred to as human, but as ‘figuren’” (Fugitive 165). Athos’s covenanted
entering into community with Jakob is a rejection of the corrupted communal viewpoint of
the reigning “civil community,” and is a return to the “nucleus” community of the family
(Lonergan 109). As Jakob and Athos’s relationship unfolds, it becomes clear that the two
men are part of a larger, hidden community. All over Europe, people like Jakob and Athos
are bonding together into the small cells of a larger community intent on defying the German
incentive aimed at destroying the Jewish community:

The Gestapo ordered Mayor Karrer to write down the name and profession of every
Jew. Karrer took the list to Archbishop Chrysostomos. The archbishop said: ‘Burn
the list.” That’s when they sent the warning to the Zudecha. Almost everyone
managed to escape the night we came to you. The next day, the streets were empty

. ... In the daylight, it seemed impossible that hundreds of people could have
disappeared so quickly. (Fugitive 41)

Though Jakob feels that his hiding place doesn’t compare with the horrendous conditions of
the rest of Europe’s Jews who are in hiding, he is a part of their community: “While I hid in
the luxury of a room, thousands were stuffed into baking stoves, sewers, garbage bins. In the
crawlspaces of double ceilings, in stables, pigsties, chicken coops” (45). The grace which
spares Jakob the fate of the “boy [his] age” who “hid in a crate” and who after “ten months
... was blind and mute” connects him to that boy (45). Learning to accept the grace of his

own survival transforms Jakob into the voice and the eyes of the boy, for he tells the boy’s
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story. When Jakob learns of the horrors of the Holocaust, he contrasts his experience with
the sufferings of his absent community:

I didn’t know that Jews were being hanged from their thumbs in public squares. I
didn’t know that when there were too many for the ovens, corpses were burned in
open pits, flames ladled with human fat. I didn’t know that while I listened to stories
of explorers in the clean places of the world . . . and slept in a clean place, men were
untangling limbs, the flesh of friends and neighbours, wives and daughters, coming
off in their hands. (46)

The contrast between Jakob’s experience and the experiences he catalogues throughout the
novel underscore the enormity of grace in Jakob’s life. The questions of why he survives
when so many others perish, why “while [he] hid in the radiant light of Athos’s island,
thousands suffocated in darkness,” can only be understood as an act of grace, which he is
called to respond to by extending it to others (45). There is no other explanation for his
survival. Yet his survival is almost a grace that he longs to reject when he learns of the fate
of his community. Comparing one person’s salvation to another’s can reveal an enormous
and nearly irreconcilable imbalance in the distribution of grace; however, grace is never
granted to one individual for him or herself alone (Fransen 342). Where there are
discrepancies in grace, it is because the grace has not finished being fully distributed.
Because Jakob receives such an outpouring of grace, his responsibilities are even greater.
Only through truly becoming a part of his community is he able to reconcile himself to the
imbalance of his experience versus that of others — such as Bella. Because Jakob is on
Zakynthos and not in a crawl space, Athos is able to instil within Jakob an awareness of the
world outside of himself. Athos teaches Jakob the art of excavation, preparing him for the
task of excavating the horrors of the Holocaust. The reason Jakob “was . . . learning Greek

and English, learning geology, geography, and poetry, [while] Jews were filling the corners
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and cracks of Europe, every available space” is initially unclear, yet as the novel progresses,
Jakob begins to understand the grace he has been granted and his responsibility to it (45).

When Jakob and Athos move to Toronto, Jakob becomes aware of the larger community
in which he finds himself: “it’s a city where almost everyone has come from elsewhere—a
market, a caravansary—bringing with them their different ways of dying and marrying, their
kitchens and songs. A city of forsaken worlds; language a kind of farewell” (Fugitive 89). It
is a city where, though they are not connected to the traditional Greek community, they still
feel a form of connection to the other communities building up around them (97). Jakob
notes, on their walks through the city, as they slowly turn it into their home: “I could
temporarily shrug off my strangeness because, the way Athos saw the world, every human
was a newcomer” (103). Occasionally, through a gift of simple grace, Jakob feels the
connection between himself and the city of immigrants. One night, while he is alone,
walking up

Grace Street. . . . suddenly an overheard word fastened onto a melody; a song of my
mother’s. . . . The words stumbled out of my mouth, a whisper, then louder, until I
was mumbling whatever I remembered. . . . I looked around. The houses were dark,
the street safely empty. I raised my voice. . . . I whimpered; my spirit shape finally in
familiar clothes and with abandon, flinging its arms to the stars. . . . But the street
wasn’t empty as I thought. Startled, I saw that the blackness was perforated with
dozens of faces. A forest of eyes, of Italian and Portuguese and Greek ears; whole
families sitting silently on lawnchairs and front steps. On dark verandahs, a huge
invisible audience. . . . There was nothing for it but to raise my foreign song and feel
understood. (109-10)

Though Jakob seems to escape at times from the negative control of his memories and to
begin to live within the world of reality, the respite is brief. Even though he tries “to bury

images, to cover them with the Greek and English words, with Athos’s stories, with all the
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geologic eras,” he continues his relationship with the world of the dead: “at night, my
mother, my father, Bella, Mones, simply rose, shook the earth from their clothes, and
waited” (93). Though he is rebuilding community, Jakob remains paralysed by the belief that

my life could not be stored in any language but only in silence; the moment I looked
into the room and took in only what was visible, not vanished. The moment I failed
to see Bella had disappeared. But I did not know how to seek by way of silence. So |
lived a breath apart, a touch-typist who holds his hands above the keys slightly in the
wrong place, the words coming out meaningless, garbled. Bella and I inches apart,
the wall between us. (111)

Jakob’s need for atonement and for reconnection with the community he fears he has lost is
so deep that it becomes his obsession: “I seek out the horror, which, like history itself, can’t
be stanched. I read everything I can. My eagerness for details is offensive” (139). As he
enters adolescence, his need for someone, other than Athos, to divert or guide his
unrestrained imagination and desires grows, for he is becoming imbalanced by the obsessive
quality of his memories. It is not just his own memories that he haunts but those of people he
does not even know: “In Birkenau, a woman carried the faces of her husband and daughter,
torn from a photograph, under her tongue so their images wouldn’t be taken from her. . . .
Night after night, I endlessly follow Bella’s path from the front door of my parents’ house.
In order to give her death a place. This becomes my task. I collect facts, trying to reconstruct
events in minute detail” (Fugitive 139). Jakob’s instincts are well intentioned, but because he
relies on his own efforts, he fails. He still does not understand that he can’t remain with the
old nor can he completely expel it. Instead his dead community must be remembered
through the eyes of a new community, which will help to carry its memories. By himself, he

is unable to control the darkness.
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In his marriage to Alex, the world of the dead and the world of reality collide: “Alex’s
hairbrush propped on the sink: Bella’s brush. Alex’s bobby pins: Bella’s hairclips. . . . Bella
writing on my back: Alex’s touch during the night. Alex whispering goodnight against my
shoulder: Bella reminding me that even Beethoven never stayed up past ten o’clock” (140).
Though Alex’s presence in Jakob’s life initially acts as “a finger of light” which “floods the
clearing[,]. . . . gradually through no fault of Alex’s, the finger of light poke[s] down, cold as
bone, illuminating nothing, not even the white point of contrast that burned away the ground
it touched” (Fugitive 139). Because Alex and Jakob are both wounded people, and because
they have not reached a point of trust where they can share their wounds honestly and
unconditionally together, they are unable to form any basis of community through which
they can together, unified as one, approach the darkness of Jakob’s past. Alex is not a part of
the communal friendship that Jakob has with Maurice and Irena; instead, she is a threat to it.
In the chaos of Jakob’s marriage to Alex, Bella is free to invade his dreams. His guilt at
having forgotten her in that moment of utmost importance refuses to allow him to be with
another woman. He cannot escape the nightmares for “nothing releases the dreamer; not
death in the dream, not waking” (Fugitive 141).

When Athos dies and when Alex leaves him, Jakob abandons himself to the community
of the dead that he has been steadily gathering around himself: “I heard the cries and they
grew louder, filled my head. I moved closer inside myself, didn’t turn away. I clutched the
sides of the desk and was pulled down into the blueness. I lost myself, discovered the world
could disappear” (157). In the midst of his self-imposed isolation and growing despair, Jakob

compares himself to the psalmist, David, who calls out to God as his enemies surround him
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(Fugitive 156)."° By aligning his pain with the misery expressed by David in the Psalms,
Jakob achieves two ends: he connects himself to the history of the Jewish people, and he
finds a way to express his grief. Raising his cry of desperation with that of David, Jakob
reinserts himself into the Jewish tradition. The Jews of Europe were forcibly identified
during the war by wearing a yellow Star of David. Because Jakob was in hiding, he did not
wear this community identifying marker, yet by merging his voice and pain with David,
Jakob chooses to begin building himself back into the Jewish community. The lamentation
of the Psalmist that Jakob quotes begins with a tone of hopelessness: “Grief has eaten up my
life, groans have eaten away years . . . those who know me are afraid when they hear my
name. [ have been forgotten like a dead man who is not considered, like a pot that is broken”
(ellipsis intact, Fugitive 156). Jakob’s quotation then moves into a description of the physical
threats faced by the Psalmist: “My strength has dried like the baked earth . . . there are dogs
around me, I am cut off by a crowd of wicked men. They have torn my hands and feet. . . .
They will divide my clothes between them” (ellipsis intact 156-7)."! The Psalmist’s suffering
is vast, and death seems imminent, yet Jakob finishes his quotation with hope: “On the day
of evil he will take me into his house, he will hide me in his tent, he will lift me unto high
rock” (ellipsis intact 157).12

The first two quotations seem reflective of the Jewish experience during the war. As
Hitler and the Nazis cut the Jewish community off from the rest of society, dividing the
spoils of confiscated Jewish possessions amongst themselves, Jewish names became

unspeakable and friendships between Jew and Gentile were forgotten as the Jews were

' In the acknowledgements at the end of Fugitive Pieces, Michaels notes that the “quotations from The Psalms
are from the translation by Peter Levi” (Fugitive Acknowledgements).

" The source of this Psalm seems to be first Psalm 31.10-13 and then Psalm 22.15-18 (NIV Bible).

2 The source of this Psalm seems to be Psalm 27.5-6 (NIV Bible).
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beaten, deported, and killed. Yet the final part of Jakob’s quotation clearly aligns with
Jakob’s individual experience, for “on the day of evil,” which can be defined as the day
Jakob’s parents are killed, Jakob is taken into Athos’s house (157). He is hidden inside the
tent of Athos’s garment, and he is taken up onto a high rock, the island of Zakynthos, where
he is hidden from the wicked men. These parallels support the reading that Jakob has been
saved by God’s grace, and they identify Athos as a vehicle of God’s grace. However, not
only do the quotations align with the Jews’ experiences during the war and with the grace-
directed relationship between Jakob and Athos, but they are also traditionally interpreted
within Christian theology as references to Christ. The line “they will divide my clothes
between them” echoes Psalm 22 verse 18 (“They divide my garments among them and cast
lots for my clothing” [NIV Bible]). The meaning of this verse, among Christian theologians,
is established as a prophecy referring to Christ’s crucifixion. In accordance with this reading,
the line “They have torn my hands and feet” which echoes Psalm 22 verse 16 (“They have
pierced my hands and my feet”) also evokes Christ’s crucifixion, for His hands and feet were
pierced when He was nailed to the cross (NIV Bible). Directly pairing these two images by
connecting them through the use of ellipsis acts as a reference to Christ. Whether or not
Michaels was specifically evoking a comparison between Jakob and Christ is unclear and
unimportant; what is important is that the comparison exists and, for that reason, merits
attention. The comparison can be understood by recognizing that, according to Christian
theology, just as Christ is the human embodiment of grace in the world, Jakob is a human
vehicle for grace in his community. Casting Jakob as a Christ-figure evokes the associations
of grace traditionally linked to Christ and transfers them to Jakob, underscoring and

strengthening his characterization as a vehicle of grace within his community. Yet, though
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Jakob is responsible for the resurrection of the forgotten and hidden memories of his
community, he himself is unable to extend absolution or the grace of forgiveness, for he
believes, in a seeming echo of Adorno’s infamous pronouncement, “nothing erases the
immoral act. Not forgiveness. Not confession. And even if an act could be forgiven, no one
could bear the responsibility of forgiveness on behalf of the dead. No act of violence is ever
resolved. When one who can no longer forgive, can no longer speak, there is only silence”
(Fugitive 161). However, despite Jakob’s professed belief that there is only silence from
those who are dead, unable to speak, and unable to extend forgiveness, Jakob’s voice,
though it is not extending forgiveness for the dead, is speaking for them through making
their hidden stories known and remembered. Through his writing, Jakob, though he does not
recognize it at the time, is responsible for beginning the healing process. By exposing the
atrocities, he is opening up the hidden, re-engaging the truth, making room for
communication and eventually for confession and possible forgiveness.

There are other instances throughout the novel where this reference to Jakob as a Christ
figure is repeated. Jakob compares himself to the “new Adam,” which is another name for
Christ (Fugitve 167). Jakob writes, “we look for the spirit precisely in the places of greatest
degradation. It’s from there that the new Adam must raise himself, must begin again. I want
to remain close to Bella. I read. I rip the black alphabet to shreds, but there’s no answer
there. At night, at Athos’s old desk, I stare at photos of strangers. . . . I want to remain close
to Bella. To do so, I blaspheme by imagining” (167).1* When Jakob finally allows himself to

move beyond the memories of Bella into the reality of imagining her death — “that moment

1 Just as Christ had to descend to the place of greatest degradation—hell—in order to defeat death and to be
able to offer hope to humanity, Jakob has to descend to his place of greatest degradation, to the hell of
imagining Bella’s death in order to be able to enter fully into life and to be able to offer hope and grace to those
around him.
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of utmost degradation” — he imagines Bella in the gas chamber (167). Because he moves so
deeply inside the image and because his memories have been steadily building towards the
reality of it, while imagining this image Jakob himself experiences, if in a lesser degree than
those who actually waited in the gas chamber for someone to save them, the gruesome
realization that faith in man is not enough. Up until the moment when the doors are closed, it
is possible to continue to believe that someone will come and stop the insanity of what is
happening, but then suddenly the doors close, and the truth that no one is coming sets in. In
that absence, where faith in man is no longer possible, man desperately, reaches out for
something to fill the void. In the void created by man’s failure, the only saviour left is God.
To the man who has until that moment rejected faith in anything outside of himself,
God’s steadfast presence in the darkest, most humanly isolated place is what Michaels calls
“the most obscene testament of grace” (Fugitive 167). To come to a discovery of God’s
grace only because everything else has fallen away is an obscenely painful revelation. In the
absence of everything, in the void of complete isolation, when one realizes the fragility of
man, “faith in man is forced to change, anatomically—mercilessly—into faith.” (Fugitive
168). Jakob, by forcing himself to imagine Bella’s death, is torn between the despair of
admitting to himself that she is dead and the desperation of wanting to believe that she is
alive. In that moment of desperation, Jakob’s faith in man, in himself, alone, is changed
simply into faith because the consequences of his imagining are too much for him to carry
on his own. There is no other outlet but faith; everything else has fallen away. In this
moment of transformation, Jakob is aware of the presence of the moonlight: “It occupies the
darkness, erasing everything it touches” (Fugitive 169). His description of it echoes a central

promise of Christianity: “the light shines in the darkness but the darkness has not over come
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it” (NIV Bible, John 1.5). Jakob realizes that it has taken him years to reach this epiphany of
“pure belief” that man, of himself, alone, is not enough, and that when man fails all that
remains is faith (Fugitive 169). Michaels explains “the events of the second World War are
so horrific that, as a human being, 1 felt my faith — in the broadest sense of the word ‘faith’ —
threatened. And so it seemed to me personally very important to try and earn a faith, or try
and discover that faith in humanity is possible after those historical events”(“Interview
Michaels”1-2). Michaels, through writing Jakob’s story, reveals that faith in humanity only
survives when it is coupled with faith in its purest unadulterated form. Faith in the unseen,
which is God, allows darkness to be erased by light and allows one to trust and believe that
“the small individual act can be incredibly powerful” (“Interview Michaels" 2).

Surrounded by this community of the dead, Jakob suddenly understands: “Bella, my
brokenness has kept you broken” (169). With this understanding that out of his own strength
he has been unable to heal Bella, comes the knowledge that “to remain with the dead is to
abandon them. All the years I felt Bella entreating me, filled with her loneliness, I was
mistaken. I have misunderstood her signals. Like other ghosts, she whispers; not for me to
join her, but so that, when I’m close enough, she can push me back into the world” (170). As
Athos said, “the great mystery of wood is not that it burns, but that it floats,” and the great
mystery of life is not that we die but that we survive, and then are called to live (28). The
balance between the world of the dead and the world of the living is precarious, yet Jakob
slowly achieves it when he releases himself from the community of the dead and seeks life
among the living.

The character of Michaela completes Athos’s teachings on love. Jakob describes his

encounter with Michaela as an encounter with grace: “Sometimes the world disrobes, slips
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its dress off a shoulder, stops time for a beat. If we look up at that moment, it’s not due to an
ability of ours to pierce the darkness, it’s the world’s briefest bestowal. The catastrophe of
grace” (175). Michaela transforms Jakob, providing the final transition from death into life:
“Instead of the dead inhaling my breath with their closeness, I am deafened by the buzzing
drone of Michaela’s body, the power lines of blood, blue threads under her skin” (180).
Through loving Michaela, Jakob gains a freedom to love his past instead of being controlled
by it. Released into a renewed sense of unadulterated faith, Jakob is able to rediscover his
faith in humanity through loving and being loved by Michaela. The community that has
existed parallel to Jakob’s community of the living is allowed expression and receives
absolution, for it is heard, recognized, and remembered by Michaela (Bakhtin 287). Without
Jakob even saying anything, Michaela hears Bella’s voice and weeps for her (Fugitive 182).
Bella’s ghost’s dominance is exorcised, and what remains are the good, life-affirming
memories of Bella, which Michaela heightens.

The narrative voice, at this point in the novel, signals change in Jakob. He directly
addresses his audience, claiming his purpose and his understanding of his responsibility:
“Each morning I write these words for you all. For Bella and Athos, for Alex, for Maurice
and Irena, for Michaela. Here on Idhra, in this summer of 1992, I try to set down the past in
the cramped space of a prayer” (191). By comparing his memoirs, his writing, to a prayer,
Jakob recalls Mackey’s argument that “the fellowship of God with man and the fellowship
of man with man are offered together, and they must be accepted together” (23). As well, the
comparison signals that Jakob does understand that his writings, his rememberings, are a
form of petition. He, like Christ, is the intermediary between his people and God. However,

Jakob himself cannot forgive, nor can he heal anyone out of his own powers, nor is the grace
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he is a part of created by him; he is only the vehicle, the voice rising in prayer. Jakob finally
understands and accepts that “there’s no absence, if there remains even the memory of
absence. Memory dies unless it is given a use” (Fugitive 193). With this understanding, and
with his new faith, he is no longer “afraid when harvesting darkness” but is able to begin
writing his memoirs (193)."* Jakob’s obsession with the horrific stories of the Holocaust is
transformed from an obsession into a reconstruction of community. By grace, Jakob’s
anguished searching and his near self-burial in a graveyard of memory become instead acts
of the deepest communion, for his harvesting of the memories ensures that they do not go
“unheard, unrecognized, [or] unremembered” (Bakhtin 287). Through writing down the
memories, Jakob both firmly embeds his community with permanence and avails them with
the key to their survival. As people both inside and outside of his community read his
writing, his community gains strength through the recognition and remembrance of others.
The act of writing is always communal. By its very nature writing, to become fully realized
as writing, demands a reader. Until someone reads writing, it is incomplete, but once a piece
of writing is read, it moves beyond an act of isolated composition to become a conduit of

communication.

The sudden shift of the narrative voice from Jakob to Ben in Part I1: The Drowned City,
though initially confusing, remains loyal to the structural design, purpose, and theme of the
novel. Part two opens by describing the buried kitchenware in the banks of the Humber

River and by doing so it echoes the novel’s recurring image of hidden narratives that are

' Athos’s prophesy has come true: ““Write to save yourself,” Athos said, ‘and someday you’ll write because
you’ve been saved . . . You will feel terrible shame for this. Let your humility grow larger than your shame™
(165).
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“buried in back gardens, tucked into walls and under floors” (Fugitive 1). The reference
subconsciously returns the reader to the opening page where the image originates. There, the
reader rediscovers Jakob’s death and understands that the first section of the novel is a
compilation of Jakob’s memoirs, rather than his active voice (1). As well, the description of
buried objects recalls Jakob’s emergence from the archaeological pits of Biskupin, signalling
that there is connection between Jakob and the new narrative voice of Ben. The first section
of the novel, which is Jakob’s story, becomes an unfinished piece, a section of memory that
is remembered and rediscovered by Ben. Ben performs the triple act of memory when he
unearths Jakob’s memoirs, which is in itself an unearthing of the hidden stories of those who
perished in the Holocaust. Through continuing Jakob’s story in the voice and life of Ben,
Michaels reiterates her earlier statement that it is impossible emotionally for “one man to
take on the memories of even one other man, let alone five or ten or a thousand or ten
thousand” (Fugitive 52). The act of carrying memory has passed from Athos to Jakob and
now on to Ben.'” Jakob completes “Bearing False Witness,” which is Athos’s life work, and
Ben is the one to complete Jakob’s memoirs, demonstrating that only through the arms of a
community can the memories be lifted and carried. By weaving Jakob’s story into Ben’s
story and Ben’s story into Jakob’s story, Michaels ensures that the community experience of
grace becomes even more obvious.

Ben, like Jakob, can be called a fugitive piece but for different reasons. Because of the
fear under which his parents live, Ben is emotionally fragmented from them. His parents are

too afraid to claim him, because they are afraid that if they do, he will be taken from them,

' Athos is the one who introduced Jakob to the necessity of memory and to man’s responsibility to memory.
Athos searched for Jakob’s family when Jakob was unable to do so (Fugitive 59). Athos also made sure that the
lies of Nazi archeology were exposed for he “started documenting immediately after the war, as soon as
information began to flow,” and Jakob ensured that Athos’s life work was completed (Fugitive 118).
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so they do not even give him a real name. His name does not come from Benjamin; instead,
it is “merely ‘ben” —the Hebrew word for son” (Fugitive 253). The Holocaust fragmented
Ben’s parents’ original nuclear family and so, not wanting to tempt fate a second time, his
parents never allow their family to become whole again. The horror they have lived through
and the fear of repetition cripples nearly every aspect of their lives. Ben is loved but not in
completeness, for he is never told about the missing members of his own immediate family.
He does not even know that his brother Paul or his sister Hannah ever existed: “There was
no energy of a narrative in my family, not even the fervour of an elegy. Instead, our words
drifted away, as if our home were open to the elements, and we were forever whispering into
a strong wind. My parents and I waded through a damp silence, of not hearing and not
speaking” (Fugitive 204). Though Ben is born in Canada and raised by his natural parents,
his experience is distinctly similar to Jakob’s experience. He, too, is haunted by memory and
loss: “I was born into absence. History had left a space already fetid with undergrowth,
worms chewing soil abandoned by roots. . . . I lived there with my parents. A hiding place,
rotted out by grief” (233).

Ben’s parents, like Jakob as a child, lack an understanding of how to navigate through
the pain of their memories. Because of this lack, they attempt to cut themselves off from the
memories of the Holocaust and the time before. They believe that what happened to them
and what they lost are too awful even to speak of to each other or to their son. However,
memory is nearly impossible to completely erase, for “[t]he memories we elude catch up to
us, overtake us like a shadow” (Fugitive 213). When memory is repressed and not dealt with
directly, it can surface in seemingly harmless habits, which are subconsciously fear-induced.

When that happens, those actions, which are meant to safeguard the person from the pain of
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the horrific memories, become the conduit by which the memories are relived again and
again. The suitcase that Ben’s mother keeps in her closet and changes the contents of every
year represents the threat that it could happen again and becomes a controlling fear in Ben as
a child (250). The photos of the camps that Ben’s father repeatedly thrusts at Ben confuse
him, yet their messages are “clear. You are not too young. There were hundreds of thousands
younger than you” (219). Ben gains his knowledge of the Holocaust in fugitive pieces of
memories that slip out as warnings and fears: “Instead of hearing about ogres, trolls, witches,
I heard disjointed references to kapos, haftlings, ‘Ess Ess’ dark woods; a pyre of dark words”
(217). The only “details” of his parents’ past that he is allowed to know come in secret
revelations from his mother, with the strict understanding that he must not let his father
know that he knows (222). Webs of silence and secrecy, woven out of fear, entangle Ben’s
relationship with his parents, and obscure the grace that they have all been granted.

Ben’s parents are broken because not only their external community but also the very
nucleus of their family, that which should be wholly impenetrable, has been found to be
vulnerable. Ben’s parents have been so traumatized by the evil in the world that they cannot
find their way out from under it and into complete healing.'® Because they cannot make
themselves forget, they will always be vulnerable. They have experienced the evil of man,
and have learned that they, of themselves, are powerless to deny it. They are overwhelmed
and devastated. Ben’s family does not understand that the way to reach grace, to hold onto it

and to help it continue, to protect it, is to pass it on. Ben is a gift of grace, not a replacement

' D.M.R. Bentley argues that Ben’s parents have “won through their darkness to sunlight”(5). Yet, Ben’s
mother’s distrust of her own son, her inability to tell him about his dead siblings, and Ben’s father’s suicide,
which is an act of desperation, despair, and loneliness, reveal that the darkness is still very much present in
their lives and is still a separating force between them and their son and any larger community outside of their
marriage relationship.
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for the loss of their first children, but rather a new beginning. Yet because they are so afraid,
they do not read the gift of Ben in that manner. Instead, they see Ben as an invitation for
history to repeat itself. They “prayed that the birth of their third child would go unnoticed,”
for as Ben’s mother told him: “Who dares to believe he will be saved twice?” (253, 247).
Because Ben’s parents blame their connection to the Jewish community for their
suffering, they resolve to remove themselves from it: “When my parents came to Toronto,
they saw most of their fellow immigrants settled in the same downtown district . . . My
father would not make the same mistake. ‘They wouldn’t even have the trouble of rounding
us up’” (243). Yet instead of seeking out a new community, they withdraw completely from
community: “Our neighbours soon understood my parents wanted privacy. . . . My father
was a man who had erased himself as much as possible within the legal limits of citizenship”
(243, 232). Ben’s family demonstrates the inept response to grace; rather than extending the
grace they have received to their community, they become afraid of both grace and
community. They stifle grace. They fear that if they enter into community once more, they
will be open targets. They do not see the strength to be gained in community; instead they
see only weakness. They choose to isolate themselves from any outside contact, and it
almost causes their death on the night of Hurricane Hazel when their house is washed away.
Yet, though they reject community, it still reaches out to them and they are again saved.
Ben’s parents’ story demonstrates that essentially grace is not dependent upon man’s
actions; grace can be borne along and extended by man, but man does not create it nor does
it fail because of man. Grace is unmerited, and it is a gift. God extends it to those as He sees

fit.
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Ben’s section of the narrative follows linear time; however, interjected into his
narration are moments of reflection regarding his childhood and his parents. These moments
of reflection sound almost like acts of confession. As Ben’s narrative progresses, it becomes
clearer that he is, in his writing, directly responding to Jakob’s memoirs and is, in fact,
addressing Jakob. Through living in Jakob’s house and through slowly searching through it,
Ben is reacquainted with love, and taught how to recognize it. Yet he almost loses what he
has been absorbing when he has an affair with Petra. Ben, surrounded by evidence of the
“happiness” of Jakob and Michaela’s marriage, chooses, in response to his own unhappiness,
to attach himself to a woman who is completely unconnected to him or his past and who thus
demands nothing from him emotionally (Fugitive 269). Though Ben’s obsession with Petra
is completely different than Jakob’s obsession with Bella, there are distinct echoes of the one
within the other. Petra’s black hair, Bentley notes, is a “repetition of Bella’s ‘black hair,””
and Petra, like Bella’s ghost, is an indulgence, with dangerously destructive powers (7). In
what can be seen as an attempt to affirm himself in his selfishness, Ben casts his affair with
Petra in such a way as to echo the sexual relationship between Jakob and his young
Michaela, yet there is darkness connected with Petra. Ben’s claim that “I know her body,
every smoothness, every line . . . every shape,” a statement which recalls Jakob’s
descriptions of Michaela’s body, is not a testament of love but of lust (Fugitive 276). Only
when Petra desecrates the sacredness of Jakob’s library does Ben recognize her for what she
is: a threat to everything good and pure. Yet through Petra’s “rampage,” Jakob’s memoirs
are discovered (283). Somehow in the same manner by which James discovers in The
Double Hook that “out of his corruption life had leafed” (Hook 111), Ben discovers from his

mistake the answer to his searching. In compiling Jakob’s memoirs and through responding
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to them with his own, Ben enters into a form of communion with Jakob. In this act of
communion, Ben learns to hear, recognize, and remember not only his parents’ story but his
own as well, for he breaks the codes of silence (Bakhtin 287). In writing out his pain, Ben
remembers that “when we married, Naomi said: ‘Sometimes we need both hands to climb
out of a place. Sometimes there are steep places, where one has to walk ahead of the other. If
I can’t find you, I’ll look deeper in myself. If I can’t keep up, if you’re far ahead, look back.
Look back’ (292). As Ben begins to look back and rediscover his life and that of Jakob, he
suddenly sees that “I must give what I most need” (294).

The final images in Jakob’s narrative and then in Ben’s are images of reinterpretation.
Jakob’s last address is to his unborn child. Though it sounds like he is addressing Bella, his
sister, he is addressing his son or daughter. His words are not a confession, but instead must
be read as an appropriation of hope. He writes: “My son, my daughter: May you never be
deaf to love. Bela, Bella: Once I was lost in a forest. I was so afraid. My blood pounded in
my chest and I knew my heart’s strength would soon be exhausted. I saved myself without
thinking. I grasped the two syllables closest to me, and replaced my heartbeat with your
name”(195). Jakob is choosing to tell his child that the promise of his or her existence is
what gave him the hope to live. He is rewriting his past but in a way that acknowledges hope
instead of despair. Originally, in the forest, in his moment of “utmost degradation” Jakob
replaced his heartbeat with Bella’s name; he chose faith in “man” (168). He focused on
Bella, his sister, on her absence, and he tried to hold on to her. Though Bella initially saved
Jakob, giving him the purpose of remembering her, she soon became too powerful in his life.
Instead of saving him, her presence became a destructive life-draining force. When Jakob

imagined Bella in the gas chambers, he realized that faith in man is not enough. Man will
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fail, does fail. With his new-found hope in faith, Jakob’s final statement can be understood
as a testament to his child that he has chosen to reread those moments in the forest. His
message to his son or daughter tells him or her that when he replaced his heartbeat with the
name Bella/Bela, it was a moment of extreme faith made in hope for the future. For his
words tell his child that he was anticipating his or her arrival, rather than attempting to stay
in the past.

In a similar vein, the very final image of Fugitive Pieces created out of one of Ben’s
memories is an image of love and grace where, though brokenness abounds, there is
wholeness. As Ben’s airplane circles for landing, Ben remembers how “once,” as a child, “I
saw my father sitting in . . . the kitchen . . . I came downstairs in the middle of the night . . .
My father was sitting at the table, eating. I was transfixed by his face. This was the first time
I had seen food make my father cry” (294). Yet now through the eyes of grace, as he
remembers this image, Ben sees “something else” inside of that traumatic memory (294).
Instead of seeing only his father’s brokenness, Ben suddenly sees that, “my mother stands
behind my father and his head leans against her. As he eats, she strokes his hair. Like a
miraculous circuit, each draws strength from the other” (294). Though Ben’s parents were
unable to reach out beyond their relationship to those around them, they were together in
their pain and within that covenantal marriage community they were able to be grace for
each other. Ben’s newfound ability to see beauty in a relationship in which he saw nothing
but brokenness as a child, and his ability to learn from this new insight, is an act of grace.
Through sharing in Jakob’s grace, Ben is able retroactively to extend grace into his own
home. Both Jakob and Ben, at the end of their narratives, are able to see within their own

stories something that before was unseen: their own parallel narratives of grace.
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Early on in the novel, when Jakob writes about emerging from hiding, he observes that:
“To survive was to escape fate,” and then in a pragmatic continuation to this observation, he
proleptically asks, “But if you escape your fate, whose life do you then step into?” (48). The
answer to this question is never directly stated in the novel; rather it is