
V
isualize a turbanned RCMP inspector named Janwar
Singh, still a virgin at thirty-six. Add a cerebral beauty of
a corporal, a missing woman, and you have a mystery in

the making. Salt Spring’s Brian Brett will make you believe in
them and much more. 

Centred in the Gulf Islands, this mystery includes not only
Janwar and his enchanting partner in the homicide division,
but a serial killer who is quite believable; three
characters who were somewhat defective at birth;
and a luscious therapist with a dream resort on
mythical Artemis Island; and Coyote himself, an
eco-terrorist now retired.

Gulf Islands readers will recognize many of the
characters from Peacock Jim who operates
Karma Wreckers, to Boomer, who broadcasts all
the news and rumours on the island (which could
be about you—even before you set foot on the
island).

The serious side of this so-called mystery is the
message with which we are all no doubt familiar,
destruction of the world through pollution and
over-consumption. In a series of flashbacks we
follow Coyote as he goes about his work
sabotaging a pulp mill, an animal experimental lab and a
suspect cement plant. 

‘Coyote: ‘Do you know how much wood North Americans
consume? More than 600 pounds per person per year—
180 billion pounds of wood.’ Again: ‘He told me about
slime moulds. If you grow them in a culture dish, they stick
to themselves, propagate, grow inward while building tiny,
nearly invisible cities at first. When the miniature cities
become unwieldy, when the food is gone, and there are too
many cells, they explode, sending out spore explorers in
every direction, creating new cities, until, ultimately, they

fill the culture dish, turning it into one heroic metropolis,
having consumed everything, including themselves, as they
fold up and collapse inward. That’s us, he said.’
Meanwhile our intrepid sleuths are following the case of the

missing woman and, through circumstance, most of the main
characters find themselves on Artemis, an island which is, the
author claims, an amalgam of half a dozen of the real Gulf

Islands. 
Readers familiar with the Islands will

identify Brett’s vivid description of the
landscape as well as his depiction of local
characters. There is, nevertheless, a surreal
aspect to the story—nothing is quite what it
seems. We never know quite who the narrator
is as he addresses a listener, who himself turns
out to be a somewhat surrealistic character. 

At times, the story seems to get out of hand.
I asked myself, ‘Why did he put this in?’ Brett
hints at the writing process: ‘A request for a
story, simple enough in the beginning, unfolds
like a Chinese puzzle, pieces inside pieces.
Worse, the narrator ... is not me either. As the
fiction runs, so have I run, and the narrator

speaks what I would not speak although it is me choosing the
words.’ 

Events take strange turns which, of course, they should in a
good work of fiction. It’s up to the reader to determine if they
are credible. In between we see into the minds of characters
who are struggling with their values, and others who question
existence, itself. My opinion is that Brian Brett has pulled off a
pretty good tall tale, but most importantly makes the reader
think into the bargain. 

‘Coyote,’ Thistledown Press, $21.95; 426 pages, paperback.0
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