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As with any fabulist worth their salt, Quebec-based writer Christine Eddie has woven a
few great truths throughout the fabric of her novel, The Douglas Notebooks: A Fable.
Although Aesop’s fans might want to proceed with caution — there are no crafty foxes
here, nor are there quick-witted, anthropomorphized cats, gullible goats, or patient crows
learning important lessons and moral instruction. Instead, Eddie has given us the human
inhabitants of Rivière-aux-Oies, a sleepy wartime French village.

It’s a dreamy place, bordering on a fairy tale setting, when the multi-generational fable
begins with a wealthy family of black-market war profiteers. Patriarch Antoine Brady and
his family are nouveau riche, gaudy and uncommonly hostile towards the youngest child,
the creative and musically gifted Romaine. And, like many players in the world of the
Brothers Grimm, where cruel parents scapegoat a lowly child whose future awaits, this is
Romaine’s origin story. Not so far away, a young woman named Elena lives under the
tyranny of her father, an abusive drunk. Similarly, her setup borrows heavily on a classic
fairy-tale trope. One day she gathers the courage, fights back and flees.

Their paths merge after Romaine exiles himself on his 18th birthday, announcing his intentions to live in the nearby forest. He does,
and catches the attention of Elena, now an apothecary’s apprentice, when she hears him playing the clarinet while she’s out gathering
herbs. After a gentle courtship, Elena finally joins Romaine in his forest home, and renames him Douglas Starling after the tree. For a
time, they exist in their own self-constructed version of Eden, in love with nature and each other. The forest provides for them, feeds
them, and hides them away from the world beyond.

If there’s one lesson in this fable Eddie seems determined to convey, it’s that nothing perfect lasts forever. Death comes during
childbirth for Elena, and Romaine is left a father to baby Rose and a widower. This is also where the story spreads its branches,
introducing the village doctor, bachelor Leandre Patenaude, and his new acquaintance, Holocaust survivor Gabrielle Schmulewitz.
An unconventional family dynamic develops between them all, as their village rumbles towards modernity and industry at a
troubling pace.

As ethereal as The Douglas Notebooks can be, there is also a cinematic quality to Eddie’s work. The book isn’t split into chapters so
much as it is into episodic camera angle directions — “Close-Up (and fade to white),” “Wide Shot,” “Dissolves,” and “Credits (in order
of appearances)” mark the passing of time. A novel idea, certainly, but one struggles to understand how viewing the fable as a movie
enhances its message. It seems a bit of a disconnect.

That said, Eddie is an immensely gifted writer (the book was originally written in French in 2007, and has been translated by Sheila
Fischman) who balances her succinct style with a poetic sensibility. Eddie understands subtlety in characterization, and her players
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are exceedingly real. Their actions, thoughts, desires and fears resonate with us because they’re genuine, not overdone or
melodramatic. Eddie conveys these things beautifully.

The concept of change haunts Eddie’s work as well. For better or worse, the notion of permanency is abandoned — people change, as
does the world, war comes and goes, and we’re forced to adapt. For Rivière-aux-Oies, shopping centres, parking lots and souvenir
shops grow like fungus around Douglas’ forest. It is no longer the wild place he escaped to so long ago, yet he takes a part of it in the
form of a tree he planted over Elena’s grave, for his daughter. Even with death, there is continuity here. Likewise, Eddie seems quite
interested in the idea of family. Her characters, all seemingly alone in the world at one time, come together whether they mean to or
not.

No person is an island, no matter how desperately they try to exile themselves.

Christine Eddie has done well with this novel — it’s earned several prizes, including the 2008 Prix France-Québec, the 2009 Prix
Senghor du Premier Roman francophone and the 2010 Prix du Club des Irrésistibles. And rightfully so. The Douglas Notebooks is a
subtle and deeply poignant story of a man who abandons the modern world and all its material trappings in search of the truth in
nature. Perhaps that’s a wish that no one will ever be able to fully realize, but what’s a fable without a little bit of fantasy?

Evan Davies is a Toronto-based writer. His collection of short fiction, Death, Escape, Damnation & Other Tricks,
is available as an ebook.
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