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Both Glass Boys by Nicole Lundrigan and A Good Man by Guy Van-
derhaeghe are intimate character portraits that probe our roles with-
in, and desires for, family. They ask readers to examine and consider 
the impact of secrets in our lives—the secrets we carry individually 
and hide from even those we perceive ourselves to be closest to, and 
those we carry through generations of family that remain unspoken 
and unexamined until they change the very paths of our lives. In 
both of these novels, characters are simultaneously defined and de-
stroyed by their secrets and fears. There is a tightrope, in a review 
of two books about secrets: one must reveal enough to interest and 
excite, but not enough to spoil. I endeavour to walk that tightrope 
half as effectively as Lundrigan and Vanderhaeghe weave their sus-
penseful narratives around the audible unsaid.
      Nicole Lundrigan’s Newfoundland Gothic novel tells the story of 
two families held by intergenerational hostility: the Trenches and the 
Fagans. Lewis Trench once lost his brother at the hands of Eli Fagan; 
whether Fagan’s act was willful or not underlies one of the many 
unsolved mysteries of the text. As the novel progresses, the next gen-
eration of boys—Trench’s sons and Fagan’s stepson, the eponymous 
Garrett Glass—find themselves just as inextricably intertwined by 
the cycles of life and death as their fathers were. And when Eli Fagan 
discovers a repulsive and shattering truth about Garret, he makes a 
decision that alters the future for everyone.
      One thing that makes Glass Boys compelling is that within the 
battles for family and revenge and the pain of secrecy is also a novel 
about motherhood. Through her conspicuous disconnection and 
then absence from her family, Trench’s wife teaches her two sons a 
painful lesson about the importance of mothering and the despera-
tion its absence can foster; on the other hand, Fagan’s wife mothers 
her son with a fierce intensity that protects him from the cruelty of 
his step-father but also provides him with a safe space to keep a 
destructive secret. Maternal love in this novel is a powerful force, 
capable of good and bad, and its intensity often renders the fathers 
in the novel powerless to temper or control its effects.
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      This is a novel about rural Newfoundland that falls somewhere 
between the outport narratives of Newfoundland writers like Michael 
Crummey and Wayne Johnston and the urban tales of the Burning 
Rock writers like Michael Winter and Lisa Moore. Like Crummey and 
Johnston, Lundrigan weaves a tale of the Newfoundland underclass-
es, concerning herself primarily with working-class characters and 
their alienation from the experiences of the large centres, but this 
is not a historical or mythical novel about Newfoundland. Like the 
Burning Rock writers, Lundrigan concerns herself not with nation-
building but with individuals and the sense that their lives are both 
exactly as small and infinitely larger than they imagine them to be. 
Lundrigan’s closest analog in contemporary Atlantic Canadian lit-
erature is Kathleen Winter, whose recent Annabel weaves a similarly 
intimate, personal rural narrative.
      But Lundrigan is also a unique writer in her own right. The dark-
ness in this novel is all but suffocating at times; Lundrigan’s skill in 
crafting a suspenseful narrative at times leaves the reader breath-
less. Like the family members, I often felt stunned into silence, as 
though I too had become a keeper of the family confidences. And yet 
the moments of light and joy that do emerge throughout the narra-
tive are all the more refreshing and welcoming, their power increased 
by the release they offer the reader. Lundrigan’s greatest skill is that 
she is equally adept at constructing quiet moments of happiness and 
sweeping, tragic climaxes. As yet, her readership is outpaced by her 
critical celebrity; perhaps this will be the novel that offers her a break 
with popular audiences. It certainly should be.

The spectre of secrets and family underpins Guy Vanderhaeghe’s 
fifth novel, A Good Man, as well, though it is set against a much lar-
ger and more epic scope. The novel is set in Montana just after Can-
adian confederation. Set against the ongoing battle with Sitting Bull, 
the threat of the Fenians, and Sir John A. MacDonald’s attempts 
to simultaneously build a nation and appease the Americans, this 
Western about Canada’s beginning days is also the personal story of 
one man’s journey through guilt to redemption. Wesley Case, osten-
sibly the ‘good man’ of the title, is a member of the Northwest Mount-
ed Police who walks away from his career and his history as a police-
man and militia soldier—but not the baggage, guilt and pain each 
created—to become a rancher in Montana. Not able to disentangle 
himself fully, he becomes something of a spy for the Canadian side, 
feeding intelligence about the Fenians and the Sioux back to Major 
Walsh of the Northwest Mounted Police. But along the way, he also 
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finds friendship, falls in love and discovers the route to redemption 
lies in unburdening oneself of the secrets one most fears to divulge.
 As a work of historical fiction, A Good Man seamlessly interweaves 
the fictional story of Case with the historical record and the real-life 
figures of Walsh, Sitting Bull and others. The result makes both the 
history and the fiction more compelling; the stakes are higher for the 
reader and the source material-rich for the writer. In the interactions 
between Canada and America, the Sioux and the Europeans, the 
militia and NWMP and the people they are sworn to protect, we see 
the roots of conflicts and battles that echo into our own times. Van-
derhaeghe’s greatest victory in this novel may well be the immediacy 
and relevancy he imbues in these seemingly remote historical mo-
ments.
 While this is a novel about big, historical, nation-shifting mo-
ments, it is also a novel about a man’s inability to escape his father’s 
expectations and dismay. Case’s wealthy father attempts to control 
and shape Case’s life, and when he is unable to, he effectively van-
ishes from the narrative; the overarching loneliness this imbues in 
Case is stark, but not so stark as the impact of his mother’s death. 
He grieves her deeply, but she is an essential figure even after her 
death. Her habit of journal writing becomes central to the novel, both 
in a structural sense (Case’s journal entries occur at centrally im-
portant moments in the text) and within Case’s life, as her death and 
journals spur in him a desire to have something worth journalling 
about. Through this desire, Case finds himself desperate to become 
his own man and escape the influence of his father’s wealth, thus 
kickstarting the larger action of the novel.
 Vanderhaeghe’s skill as a writer needs neither my endorsement 
nor my elucidation; he is one of Canada’s most read and best loved 
novelists for good reason. This novel is particularly brave and in-
teresting in its structure: we are given a multiplicity of ever-shifting 
viewpoints throughout the narrative. While this underscores the 
novel’s larger thematic interest in the malleability of truth and the 
impossibility of telling a single, unified history, it doesn’t always 
work—occasionally, the slippage between points-of-view feels con-
fusing for the reader—but ultimately Vanderhaeghe’s gifted charac-
terizations and slow-boiling plot smooth over any rough edges in the 
structure. The climax comes slowly and the suspense builds per-
fectly unevenly, keeping readers committed and connected through 
this long and winding tale of nation- and identity-building.
 The historical novel has long been the staple genre of Canadian 
literature, and Vanderhaeghe’s felicity with it truly marks him as 
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one of our greatest writers. Read this novel and allow its slow build 
to capture you moment by moment until the shocking climax over-
whelms your expectations.

                         — Brenna Clarke Gray


