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K.D. Miller, Brown Dwarf, Biblioasis, 2010
Liz Bugg, Red Rover, Insomniac Press, 2010

Both K.D. Miller’s Brown Dwarf and Liz Bugg’s Red Rover make their 
home comfortably under the mystery-genre umbrella, both books 
leading the reader through the twists and turns associated with try-
ing to solve the puzzles inherent in mysteries. While Brown Dwarf 
only hints at a lesbian subtext, Red Rover proudly proclaims its place 
in the sub-genre of queer mystery. At the same time, the two novels 
are foreign to one another, diverging greatly in their styles and phil-
osophies.
      In Brown Dwarf, we find an open-ended mystery of existential 
angst that is not so much a set of clues as the slow exposition of 
the main character’s self-loathing, and the various spider-web re-
lationships—mother, friend, friend’s parents—leading to and from 
her. Brenda Bray, now known as Rae Brand, herself the author of 
a well-known mystery series, has returned to hometown Hamilton, 
Ontario to pick up where she left off in the summer of 1962, when she 
and childhood friend Jori hunted an escaped serial killer thought 
to be loose in the area. She has come to relive the fateful day when 
Jori vanished on the escarpment, never to be seen again, presumed 
to have been murdered by the serial killer who doesn’t actually ap-
pear in the story. But things are more complicated than that. Bright 
star to Brenda’s ‘brown dwarf,’ Jori enjoys danger, playing along the 
edge, taking chances, while Brenda is timid, lumpy and does not 
understand why Jori befriends her in the first place. This contrast is 
reflected in the relationship between the two and Brenda’s inability 
to cope with the direction in which Jori wishes to take it.
      Sharply written and psychologically astute—especially the inter-
action between Brenda and her mother Annie Bray—the novel alter-
nates between two voices: a limited third-person Brenda from the 
summer of 1962, and a present-day first-person Rae, reflecting back 
with the knowledge acquired in the meantime. In effect, we get book-
ends slowly closing in on each other, hopefully to squeeze out a truth 
or two from the layers of fabrication and deceptive good manners. Or 
perhaps hers is a personality split at the moment of Jori’s vanishing 
and only now heading towards re-joining the halves.
      Miller has the ability to give us the characters on the run, as it 
were, without the need to provide back story or lengthy exposition. 
Whether we’re seeing it through the lens of Rae’s memory or in the 
middle of the action with Brenda, little time is wasted in coming up 
with reasons for what is happening. Instead, we get a frame by frame 
movement, the images piling up towards a climax that happens, in 
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fact, before the present-day story starts. This is a difficult act to sus-
tain. But Miller accomplishes it for the most part by allowing the 
characters’ emotional connection to speak for itself and resisting the 
urge to intrude.
      In the end, we are satisfied with what may have happened the 
day Jori disappeared but, as with all true mysteries, we are still left 
with some type of puzzle. Rae writes—finally able to finish the diary 
that she started in 1962—what she thinks Brenda should have said 
on that day:

     Jori, it’s all too much. Your complicated, crazy mind. Your weird talk. 
Your add-a-pearl necklace and your scrapbook from hell. Your diaries 
that might be full or might be blank. Your private school that might or 
might not have thrown you out. Your drugged-up mother with her old-
world manners and your classical scholar father who might or might 
not be molesting you in the night. It’s too much for me. I don’t know 
what to do with it all. I want to be normal. I want to be that pretty, va-
cant-eyed girl on the pink plastic cover of the diary in Woolworth’s. But 
I don’t have a chance as long as you’re with me. Looking at me the way 
you do. Right through the fat. Right down deep inside me where Other 
Brenda lives. Other Brenda, who you recognize. And who you love. 

Did Brenda cause Jori to die, sending her out by herself to confront 
the serial killer, because she feared Jori would outshine her? Wary of 
the feelings that Jori incited in her, did Brenda convince herself that 
disposing of the object of her desire would make everything all right? 
Did Brenda sacrifice a life of excitement and adventure, as embodied 
in Jori, for conventionality as represented by Annie Bray?
      All questions that we’ll have to answer for ourselves.

Missing girl. Private eye. Sleazy bars. Shady characters. Unrepentant 
snobs. Heart-of-gold sidekicks. Lots of twists and turns. Friends who 
might be enemies and incidental characters who might be killers. 
Red Rover, by first-time Toronto writer Liz Bugg, pulls together many 
of the elements of the classic whodunit. Naturally, each whodunit 
also has to have its own twist. In this case, it comes in the form of 
Bugg’s plucky gay protagonist, private detective Calli Barnow, who is 
presently in a long-term relationship (she hopes) with Jess, who isn’t 
all that keen on Calli’s choice of métier, and this often leads to fights. 
But Calli can’t help herself; private eye-ing is in her blood. So when 
a homophobic father comes to her for help in finding Thalia, his 
missing daughter, she holds her nose and doesn’t resist for long be-
fore agreeing to look into it. That search leads her on a merry chase 
through the neighbourhoods of Toronto: Kensington Market, Rose-
dale, Mt. Pleasant and the gay village along Church Street, the area 
where she ‘hangs.’ Those familiar with Toronto will get a kick out of 
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picking out the various local landmarks and making sure Bugg has 
gotten them right.
      Along the way, Calli encounters a cast of familiar characters: 
Dewey, Calli’s closest confidante, combining proud blackness and 
obvious gayness; Zoe, Thalia’s tough-as-nails ex-lover; police of-
ficer June, who does it by the book; Thalia’s mother sequestered 
in her Rosedale mansion with her Royal Doulton china; Calli’s wid-
owed mom, still smarting from the fact that her husband never came 
to terms with Calli’s lesbianism; and Lisa, an edgy hanger-on who 
seems to crave excitement above all else.
      The story moves forward briskly, in a fairly straightforward man-
ner. The surprises take place well within the limits of the private de-
tective mystery genre, and the solution emerges after the lead char-
acter has undergone her own near-death experiences at the hands 
of the twisted kidnapper (of humans and cats) and killer. Bugg does 
a good job of combining plot with the various relationships without 
bogging us down, and we get the impression we will be seeing more 
of Calli Barnow. In fact, the story-line has a mini-series feel.
      The writing itself is also brisk and simple (a notch or two above 
simplistic), with a film script quality. Bugg describes actions, move-
ments, scenes, and relationships without too much embroidery or 
metaphoric intermediation, nothing precious or fancy within a first-
person POV that never strays or loses its internal logic. We are given 
material such as this from near the start:

     Sally had no sooner disappeared around the corner of the building 
than Zoe exploded through the back exit of Dorothy’s. She propped a 
brick between the door and its jamb, allowing her easy re-entry. Neither 
of us spoke. I waited. She examined me with scepticism, while she lit a 
cigarette and inhaled with enough intensity and relish to make it clear 
that I was not her primary reason for being in the alley.
 

And this from close to the end:

I looked at his beautiful face, his deep eyes with their repertoire of emo-
tions, and his strong expressive body, but I saw only my best friend. 
Dewey. I knew how much the competition meant to him. He had worked 
for years to reach that level. He was so close to his goal, and he’d given 
it up for me. I knew that had it been his life, he would have sacrificed 
it just as willingly.

      This is an old-fashioned, light-hearted novel, set in a place where 
danger exists but is not all that scary. It exudes warmth and cama-
raderie despite the vicious, psychopathic nature of the villain (or 
perhaps as a way to contrast that nature). Private eye and lesbian, 
Calli may be a double outsider when it comes to societal norms. But 
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she is a sweet and likeable character, as are the other denizens of 
Dorothy’s—especially the drag queens with Dewey at the head. Some 
may act tough and uncaring but, deep down, they represent the best 
in humanity, flaws and all.
 It’s a novel that should be read for enjoyment, strictly for the fun 
of it. It’s perfect for that day on the beach or a train journey. We 
know, no matter what happens, that Calli is not going to die. We 
know she’ll solve the case. And we know she’ll get her cat, Sherlock, 
back.

—Michael Mirolla
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Goran Simić, Sunrise in the Eyes of the Snowman, Biblioasis, 2010
Keith Garebian, Children of Ararat, Frontenac House, 2010

The image in the title of Goran Simić’s third English language poetry 
collection—the first written entirely in his adopted English—is fam-
iliar. So too is the image of the ‘swollen carrot/and two charcoal 
eyes on the pavement/in a cold puddle’ in the prologue/title poem. 
It recalls Anne Carson’s famous description in Eros the Bittersweet 
of books whose subject is desire: ‘If Eros is something written on a 
page, you can close the book and be shut of him. Or go back and 
read the words again and again. A piece of ice melts forever there’ 
(italics mine). Sunrise in the Eyes of the Snowman is, on its most 
primary level, a catalogue of desires, be they the ever-present desire 
to come to terms with the experience of atrocities in Sarajevo during 
the Bosnian War, the desire to find meaning within a new existence 
for exiles in a foreign country, or the poet’s desire to have the book’s 
recurring muse, the young wife whose ‘rustle of new leaves made my 
bed sing/a lullaby for the swollen carpenter’s hands.’  
      There is no obvious narrative principle organizing the collection; 
you can, as Carson might generalize about such a book, ‘open it any-
where and end when you like.’ But the melting snowman’s append-
ages floating across a cool, faceless element comprise, I would argue, 
the organizing image. It undergoes various haunting and delicate 
transformations, and echoes from poem to poem. The micro floats 
atop the macro, personal effects atop a great tide of history. In ‘Old 
Man Waiting for the Lost Letter’ we find the image of postage stamps 
‘[falling] into the sea.’ In the poem ‘Candle of the North’ the speaker 
wants to walk ‘over crossword-puzzle magazines’ on the beach. In 
more explicit gestures to genocide and war, ‘diapers flutter merrily 


