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Flight attendant Dessie, the central character in Daughters of Silence, makes an unplanned stop in her birthplace, Ethiopia.

Reconciling culture with grief

Novel weaves themes of family
estrangement, Ethiopian history,
after-effects of abuse, culture

PIALI ROY
SPECIAL TO THE STAR

Coming to terms with the death of a
parent is difficult, more so when the
relationship has become estranged.
Even more so when one is not even
completely familiar with the rites and
customs of the parent’s original culture,
asin the case of many adiasporic person.
Rebecca Fisseha tackles this subject in
her first novel, Daughters of Silence.

Dessieis aflightattendant from Toron-
to who is grieving over the very recent
death from cancer of her mother when
the ash of an Icelandic volcano grounds
planes flying through Europe in 2010.
Her flight, travelling from Toronto to
Johannesburg is forced to make an
emergency stop in, of all places, her
birthplace, Addis Ababa.

Out of obligation, she ends up at the
home of her imposing grandfather,
known as the Shaleqa for his anti-co-
lonial activities against the Italians dur-
ing their Ethiopian occupation in the
1930s. Now, though, he is in the midst of
preparing for the Forty — the Ethiopian

DAUGHTERS OF

Daughters of Silence, Rebecca Fisseha,
Goose Lane, 304 pages, $22.95.

practice of marking the fortieth day of
mourning — when he confronts Dessie
for deciding, with her father and adopt-
ed brother Leul, to bury his only re-
maining child in Canada.

Fisseha uses extensive flashbacks to
create her narrative, hinting again and
again at the dark secrets dogging the
family. Her habit of holding back obvi-
ous plot pointsis sometimes frustrating,
particularly in the first half of the book,
when Dessie does her best to avoid Leul.
It ends up as no surprise when it is
revealed that he had previously sexually
abused her midway through the novel.

As Dessie tries to mollify her grandfa-
ther and his household before the Forty,
including Gela, the Shalega’s proud
housekeeper who is more entangled

with their shared past than expected,
she recalls her own complicated rela-
tionship to her family. Her mother left
Ethiopia as a diplomat, eventually sacri-
ficing her chance to become an ambas-
sador to the US. so she could keep her
loved ones together in Toronto. But it is
her mother’s attempts to persuade Des-
sie to forgive Le'ul’s unforgivable trans-
gressions that leads to their virtual es-
trangement.

Ifthesecrets and lies that hold a family
together and threaten to tear it apart are
at the core of this story, an examination
of the nature of familial love is its corol-
lary. Dessie ultimately recognizes that,
despite their troubles, there “was a sim-
ple, timeless kernel of love that obliter-
ated the petty clutter” of the relation-
ship between mother and daughter. The
novel is particularly touching when the
Shaleqa and Dessie are able to reconcile
despite their initial differences.

Daughters of Silence weaves together
the themes of Ethiopian history, the af-
ter-effects of abuse, and the sometime
stumblings of the diaspora in the culture
of their birth.

Fisseha presents the life of an indepen-
dent woman as she finds a new road for
herself beyond grief.

Piali Roy s a Toronto writer.
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Grass

By Keum Suk Gendry-Kim

Drawn & Quarterly, 480 pages,
$34.95

Sometimes graphic novels can be per-
ceived as a little frivolous. There are
many exceptions, such as Persepolis or
Maus; the story of a Korean girl pre-
sented in Gruss joins those prestigious
titles as one of the most powerful and
moving in sequential art.

It’s the biography of Okseon Lee, one
of the thousands forced to become
“comfort women” by the Japanese mil-
itary during the
Second World
‘War. Her experi-
ences, before and
after her sexual
slavery, are pre-
sented in matter-
of-fact terms by
Gendry-Kim
with an honesty
that’s unique to
this serious side
of cartooning,
with its simplified, direct depiction of
people, their emotions and their envi-
ronments.

And Gendry-Kim takes it further by
examining her own experiences as she
interviews Lee, showing herself and her
self-doubt as part of the story.

This is an important book, which
should be read widely.

Mars Attacks
By Kyle Starks and Chris Schweizer
Dynamite Entertainment, 132 pag-
es, $26.50

Everybody’s heard of Mars Attacks,
right? The movie based on trading
cards that’s a big ol joke about destruc-
tion caused by aliens that shout “Ack!
Ack! Ack!” Right? Well, yes, but it’s also

emotional stories in the guise of comedy.
It’s about a father-and-son relation-
ship that isn’t going so well. Spencer’s a
feckless loser who wants to borrow
money from his dad ... when aliens start
blowing the hell out of everywhere. So,
with gigantic explosions and torched
humans all
around, the pair
head for the hills,
bickering all the
way, and get
ready to show the
invaders what
they’re made of.
Kyle Starks’ past
work, especially
Sexcastle, is pos-
sibly the most un-
derrated material
in comics and it's only a matter of time
before everybody’s talking about him.
Pair Starks with the superbly talent
izer and the result is explosi

King of King Court
By Travis Dandro
Drawn & Quarterly, 460 pages,
$34.95

Memoirs drawn in pen and ink are
becoming almost as common as pod-
casts these days. So, when it starts to
feellike everybody’s got one, this type of
memoir needs to
stand out — and
that’s what King
of King Court
manages to do.

It’s based on the
author’s experi-
ences with his bi-
ological father, a
charismatic fig-
ure struggling
with drugs and,

eventually, prison

https://www.pressreader.com/@kiaseven/collection/kia

sent events starkly, and it’s often shock-
ing to see a little boy (Dandro draws
himselfasacute kid with messy hairand
round, eyeless glasses) having these ex-
periences. It adds extra sensitivity. The
pace of the book is always crucial in
comics, and this one, focused through-
out on images more than words, is a
page-turner, even if the subject matter
isn’tan easy read.

Hotel Dare
By Terry Blas and Claudia Aguirre
BOOM! Studios, 144 pages, $1.99

There’s a ton of fun in Hotel Dare,
which is one of a series of tremendous
books for middle grade and younger
readers produced by the KaBOOM! im-
print, as other comics publishers strug-
gle to create appropriate stories for this
demographic.

It has a lot of layers. There’s a tale of
family conflicts centred on adopted sib-
lings Olive, Dar-
win and Char-
lotte, extended to
the difficult na-
ture of their
grandmother
Mama Lupe and
her own past.
Then there’s the
fantasy/science-
fiction layer, as a
boring summer
of chores at the
family’s creepy hotel turns intoadimen-
sion-hopping adventure. And there’s a
cultural element, too, with magic and
mythology from a Mexican tradition
that’s sorely under-represented in com-
ic books. Most importantly, it’s really
fun. Expect wizards, space pirates, crea-
tures made from cotton candy, and
swashbuckling battles to keep you en-
tertained.
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These new books take us into several
neighbourhoods in the global village.

Night of Power, Anar Ali

Anar Ali’s poignant first novel concerns
the Visrams,an Ismaili family in Calgary
who fled Uganda 25 years before, in
1972. We meet blustery patriarch Man-
soor, his deferential wife, Layla, and un-
happy son, Ashif,

who works at a

Toronto multina-

tional and rarely

visits. These 1G

three are genera-

tionally and cul-

turally at odds,

bound together

through habit

and tradition.

Their lives are

about to be up-

ended on the Night of Power, Lailatul
Qadr, the holiest night of Ramadan,
when the devout Layla explains to the
godless Mansoor, “Allah seals our fates
for the coming year.” Prophetic words.

Mostarghia, Maya Ombasic, trans.
Donald Winkler

Maya Ombasic addresses this memoir,
at once tender and unsparing, to her
father — irascible, contrary, brilliant. For
her, he is an embodiment of culture,
history, the past and the future, at once a
burden and en-
compassing shel-
ter. Writing this
fragmentary re- 3
membrance in \?
the second per-
son effectively ERYtLEUN el Ione
creates an inti-
mate universe of «
two, though oth-
ers come and go,
first in Mostar,
the capital of Her-
zegovina, then safe-haven Switzerland
during the Bosnian war and finally re-
settlement in Montreal. The title is a
melding of Mostar and nostalgia, central
themes of this deeply felt memoir.

A Door in the Earth, Amy Waldman

Parveen Shamsa leaves college and her
Afghan-American community in Cali-
fornia and embarks on a pilgrimage to
her homeland,
her destination a
remote village =
made famous

through  the A POO R
memoir of a US. ‘ T ,r
humanitarian E A R T H
who provided

help to the local =
people. The la-
mentable condi-
tions she discov-
ers raise moral
contradictions and unresolvable ques-
tions. Waldman reported on Afghani-
stan for The New York Times. Her first
book, The Submission, about Muslims in
the US. after 9/11, won critical praise.

WALDMAN

Refugees & Forced Migration: A Ca-
nadian Perspective; an A-Z Guide,
Catherine Baillie Abidi, Shiva Nour-

panah

The editors assembled19 experts to pro-
vide essays for this alphabetical guide to
talking about the refugee experience —
academics, human rights lawyers, refu-
gee activists and
front-line work-
ers, all based in
Atlantic Canada.
This useful prim-
ertakesus from A
(activism and ad-
vocacy) to Y
(youth and sec-
ond generation),
explaining terms,
raising our con-
sciousness and
providing historical context. The goal,
the editors write, was to capture “the
complex and multi-dimensional nature
of the refugee experience.”

Take It Back, Kia Abdullah

Here’s a thoroughly modern courtroom
drama involving East London’s large
South Asian community, by an author-
Jjournalist who specializes in issues in-
volving Britain’s
Muslim popula-
tion. On one side
of this novel, a he-
said-she-said sto-
1y, is 16-year-old
Jodie, a white girl
with a serious fa-
cial deformity. On
the other are four
Muslim teens. Jo-
die claims the
boys sexually as-

KIA ABDULLAH

saulted her after a party; they insist| -

nothing happened. Both sides appear to|
be telling the truth. In Jodie’s corner we|
meet Zara Kaleel, a Muslim lawyer who|
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