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ABSTRACT 

IS THIS CULTURALLY APPROPRIATE?: THE ROLE OF THE WHITE FICTION 

WRITER IN RESPECTING TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION 

 
 

Laurie Sarkadi                                                            Advisors: 

University of Guelph, 2021                                         Lawrence Hill 

                                                                       Julie Cairnie  

 
The question of who gets to tell a story, and how it is to be told, is at the centre of my 

exploration into the non-Indigenous fiction writer’s position in respecting Truth and 

Reconciliation. At this critical juncture of climate change and social justice movements 

such as #IdleNoMore, #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter (BLM), it is crucial that 

Indigenous worldviews—often so fundamentally opposed to capitalist, colonial 

ideologies—are conveyed respectfully, as part of the conversation on how to move 

forward together in an ethical space. The male-dominant, Eurocentric narratives that 

hold foundational power are being increasingly challenged by women and BIPOC 

(Black, Indigenous, People of Colour) authors. As a settler-feminist writer who lives off-

grid on Dene lands, I present two works of short fiction to expose racial inequalities and 

the inter-generational impacts of sexual abuse at residential schools in Canada’s North. 

Guided by Indigenous writers, I add research into whether this constitutes cultural 

appropriation, and meditate on the respectful creation of Indigenous fictional characters.
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1  Two Works of Short Fiction 
 
1.1. Vanny 
 
September 2017 
 
 There were just three items on Vanny’s grocery list: canned dog food, lettuce 

and bananas, none of which, in her mind, she could manage without another day. Twice 

this week she’d driven downtown and forgotten to shop. Total eclipse of the head. 

Sometimes she shared her stream of consciousness aloud now—not in an Alzheimery 

or demented way; but rather newly aging, and more to the point, newly alone. She 

grinned at her own wit, which would have served her well if she’d pursued her passion 

for writing, or a career in advertising.  

 

  There was a large bag of dry food at home but her dog hungered for tangible 

meat, even if it was the gelatinous stuff that her husband had called lips and arseholes. 

Jean would never have forgotten to buy groceries. He had made a point of it every day, 

as if cooking were the only means of sustenance in life. Vanny thought differently. All 

that stirring and tending to temperatures required concentration, and there were real 

consequences if you lapsed into a daydream, as she so often did. Fingertips could 

sever, food and flesh could burn.  

 

When Vanny was five, her mother had forgotten to turn the stove off and a 

grease fire erupted. Vanny had watched her throw the pot outside as a gust of wind 

whipped the flames back onto her hand, blackening it like a burnt marshmallow. After 

several weeks in hospital, mottled dips of yellow skin and spidery ridges of pink scar 

tissue grew in its place. Vanny loved to run her fingers over the new growth, which was 

soft, despite its zombie-like appearance. 
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Salad was safer to prepare, one of her few staples, and better for her waistline. 

Her abdomen continued to thicken since menopause. Starved for the estrogen her 

ovaries no longer produced, her body now sought it out from fat cells. An active 

campaign began to stockpile calories as fat instead of muscle, turning her midriff into a 

hormone-infused bunker.  

 

She smoothed her hands over her empty womb one morning and addressed the 

bulge directly. When I decide to stop eating altogether, you’ll disappear, releasing my 

soul. You’ll be soul food. She’d sat down to let a fuller picture of this disappearance 

paint itself within her imagination, a lapse that had made her late for work. She had 

many such images of herself released of all earthly obligations, pastoral and calm…like 

a baby able to sleep in any position. 

 

Since Jean died, after all the children had ventured off to work in far-flung 

corners of the world, Vanny had withdrawn. Her brain felt like the metal shelves of a 

bankruptcy sale, barren save for the occasional belt with nothing left to accessorize. It’s 

here she stocked fantasies of ways to give up on a life that seemed too old to 

recalibrate but too young to warrant an expiry date. She was fed up with striving. For 

anything. 

 

“Skoosze-me Ma’am.” 

 

A man with stringy dark hair was leaning against the cinder block wall of the 

grocery store. He’d just taken a bite of his sandwich. Vegetables on dark pumpernickel 

bread, definitely store-bought Vanny noted. He moved slightly to impede her steps and 

swallowed. 

 

“Got any change?” 

 

Vanny shook her head no, grateful it was the truth. The man moved back to his 

post. His brown eyes bore the stamp of the North’s original people. Far from conveying 



 

 3 

any sense of desperation himself, it was as if he detected hers and smiled. An offer of 

encouragement. I will try to find something for him, she thought, although those 

sandwiches were her go-to contribution.  

  

After she picked up her three items, Vanny asked the cashier to make change so 

she could give the man a couple toonies. She zipped them absent-mindedly into her 

wallet. He was in discussion with another potential donor when she paused to reach into 

her empty pockets. She didn’t have the change ready. As she fished into her wallet, a 

young woman in the parking lot talking with another woman turned and locked eyes. 

Vanny had just handed the man the change when the woman swooped in. With 

frightening urgency she grabbed and yanked Vanny’s arm. Her words tumbled out. 

 

“I need some money I’m working in the city program for street people I get paid 

tomorrow but I need money today.” At exactly that moment Vanny caught a shadowy 

shape, more ashen gray than black, through the corner of her eye; or at least she 

thought she did. She’d begun seeing these ‘whooshes’ of movement more frequently—

always accompanied by a tingle, sometimes in her arm or leg or through the crown of 

her head, this time it was in her free hand—and wondered if it was her imagination, or 

possibly some medical condition for which she had no intention of seeking a diagnosis. 

Her eyes followed the shape until it dissipated into the ether of the parking lot. 

 

She kept walking but the woman did not let go. She didn’t look homeless to 

Vanny. Maybe early thirties. She wore a clean, fitted jean jacket with a crisp red blouse 

and fashionable jeans. Her jet-black short hair framed prominent cheekbones, 

bloodshot eyes and meticulously applied pink lipstick. The woman pulled Vanny towards 

her, close enough to catch the waxy scent of lipstick that mingled with the earthy aroma 

of fresh weed and alcohol.   

 

“Can I have five bucks? I wanna buy some food.” A  gin and tonic voice. 

Raspy. Her grip tightened. 
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Vanny was nearly at her car. At one time she would have politely shaken off 

anyone who grabbed her like this, but she hadn’t been touched by another human in 

weeks, maybe months. Shocking, yes, a violation of her personal space, but also a 

welcome intrusion—like a giant defibrillator…CLEAR!...had brought her back to life. Her 

fog dissipated. She stopped just short of the car. 

 

“You want food? Okay. Let’s buy you food. I’ll just throw these few things into the 

car first, if you let go of me.” 

 

It took a moment for the words to register. As the woman released her grip 

Vanny saw her cast a triumphant glance towards her friend near the entrance, an older 

woman who remained outside as they began to shop.  

 

 “What kind of food would you like?” Vanny grabbed a basket. 

 

 “Steak and potatoes. I can cook them over the fire. . .with onion.” 

 

“Oh.” Vanny stopped abruptly. A full meal deal?  “Well. . .okay then.” Her pace 

slowed. 

 

They ventured into the produce section where the woman walked straight to a 

bag of baby potatoes and placed it in the basket. “These will cook faster over the fire.” 

She dropped an onion on top and led Vanny into the next aisle. 

 

“We need foil too. Nothing expensive.” The woman pointed to a no-name roll. 

 

Next was butter. “Nothing too big,” the woman said. Vanny shared her sense of 

economy, less waste. She reached for a single stick. Garlic butter. She grabbed 

another. Lemon flavour. “Garlic or lemon, or I don’t mind getting a pound if you want,” 

she said. The woman blinked rapidly as she stared at her options. 
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“Garlic.” 

 

Next they went to the meat section. Vanny already anticipated this would not be 

a meal for one. She scoured the family packs. The woman picked up a large tray of 

sirloin tip. “I’m going to have some friends, need a lot.” Vanny eyed the price: thirty-

seven dollars. Never had she paid that much for meat in her life. 

 

 Jean always bought the meat, only good cuts, until his high blood pressure 

forced them to forego red meat altogether. She tried to remember the last time she’d 

tasted steak. No memory. 

 

“Maybe this one?” Vanny held out some blade steaks at half the price. With a 

quick shrug the woman dropped the sirloin back on the shelf. Vanny was thankful that 

so far not a single sign of gratitude had been offered. There was something so 

pragmatic, almost noble, about eschewing emotions and small talk. “How will you cook 

all this?” 

 

“I have a plastic knife, that’s all I need. And the fire.” 

 

“Well I guess we’re done.” 

 

 Vanny imagined this woman, whose name she didn’t even think to ask, was 

headed for a nearby tent city where people, not technically homeless because they 

were Indigenous to the Northwest Territories—they were “home,” just not housed—lived 

invisibly just steps behind Yellowknife’s new three-hundred-dollar-a-night hotel. 

 

“I think I need something to drink. How about these?” the woman said. She 

picked up a six-pack of Pepsi. Vanny stared at the cans. She could hear the tinkle of ice 

in a glass, the hefty dollops of rye that caused the cubes to crack with excitement. Fizzy 

fireworks from the carbonated last pour. Jean loved his rye and Cokes, back in the day 

before every substance except coffee became verboten in their household to facilitate 
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his short-lived, iron grip on sobriety. Even pop was too associative, so they’d switched 

to iced tea. Vanny had thought everything would be better if only Jean could stop 

drinking, and in many ways it was—there was certainly less drama—but when his 

asceticism began to take on religious overtones she felt deeply betrayed once again in 

their marriage.  

 

“Sure, why not?” she said. How easily she slid back into the motherly role.   

  

They brushed past a display of salt and vinegar chips. “How about these?” the 

woman said. 

 

Vanny hesitated. Pop was one thing, but chips. . .no. . .she never allowed chips 

in the house. She kept walking. 

 

“Can I get some smokes?” the woman said when they arrived at the cash. “I 

really need cigarettes.” 

 

There were times as a young woman when Vanny had foregone food in order to 

buy cigarettes. Her cheeks bore criss-cross wrinkles that forever—and unfairly, she 

thought, given how long ago she quit—branded her a smoker.  She could still remember 

the achy emptiness of withdrawal.  

 

“No, I will buy you all of this,” Vanny fanned her hand over the basket, “but no 

smokes.” She lowered her voice. She didn’t want to sound like some asshole who 

lorded superiority over a woman who knew how to live, who just needed a hand on this 

day. 

 

She glimpsed back at the long line of customers. A bald man in a suit stared at 

her. His bemused expression seemed to say, ‘I know what you’re doing, good on you.’ 

Vanny recoiled from his gaze and moved to hide the basket. 
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It was just after five o’clock. The downtown store was packed with government 

office workers and Asian tourists who bought no-cook foods to eat in their hotel rooms 

while they awaited busses that would drive them out of town to view the northern lights. 

September had become high season for aurora viewing. Word had gotten out that 

winter—when even the whisper of a wind at temperatures of minus thirty carried the 

weight of a cold brick against the face—was not necessary to experience their magic; 

only darkness, of which the shoulder seasons supplied plenty. Vanny wanted to tell 

them that you can see the aurora anywhere, just step outside, you don’t have to pay 

thousands of dollars to some tour company. 

 

Except for a couple office signs left behind like tombstones for shuttered mining 

companies, there was nothing to indicate this dusty downtown hemmed by lakes and 

stunted trees was once a hub for gold and diamonds. Concerned citizens had started to 

press city council to clean up the downtown core. It wasn’t good for tourism, all of this 

unsightliness. By that people mostly meant the dispossessed who gathered on strategic 

corners. A few more hanging plants went up in a meagre beautification effort, a couple 

benches were removed from the post office to discourage gatherings. Not much 

changed in this land of three solitudes: those who have lived here for 30,000 years, 

those who have come in the past century to find work, and those who have flown in for 

four days to gaze at the night sky. 

 

 When it was their turn to put the food on the conveyor belt, Vanny and the 

woman dug into the basket and laid the items out as if they were roommates. 

They created somewhat of a still-life tableau, the meat and silvery butter, the 

reddish pink onion, the shiny plastic bag of potatoes with the metallic blue pop 

cans and the incongruous bright yellow cardboard of the aluminium foil—all pitted 

against a black background that presented occasional wet and shiny spots from 

someone’s produce. Both women stared. It looked beautiful. 
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“Needs some nice fruit right here,” the woman said. She rounded her hands like 

a globe as if to place a centrepiece of flowers in the middle of the spread. Vanny 

thought the same thing. 

 

“Yes.” She ran to the produce department where she grabbed a plastic cup of 

blackberries and melons. Perfect. When she put it in the centre of the items, they both 

looked at it with a sense of satisfaction. 

 

“Can I get some smokes?” the woman said. 

 

“No,” Vanny whispered.  

 

Vanny’s appetite was suddenly revived. She imagined the crisp, piney air, the 

meat dripping its juice onto the fire. . .the laughter.  

 

“Can I have this?” the woman said. She reached for Vanny’s hand to place a 

twenty-five-dollar gift card inside her upturned palm. Vanny felt her face redden at this 

sudden intimacy, so much softer than the woman’s first aggressive pull. 

  

The top of the woman’s hand looked strangely familiar. While her skin was dark 

in all other places, the area around her thumb and index finger was thinner and almost 

without pigment, scarred a pinkish hue, like her mother’s. 

 

 “No,” Vanny mouthed. She looked the woman squarely in the eyes. “Just this.” 

Vanny placed her debit card into the machine. 

 

 The woman leaned in. “How about some cashback?” Vanny ignored her. 

Cigarettes were the end game.  

 

They walked outside towards the woman’s friend. A hot sun beat down on them. 
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“Mahsi, mahsi cho,” the woman said. 

 

“You’re very welcome, I hope you enjoy it. . .what’s your name?” 

 

“Popi.” 

 

“Like the flower?” 

 

 The woman raised her eyebrows. 

 

“I hope you both enjoy the dinner, Popi.” Vanny’s feet felt stuck to the 

pavement. 

 

 Awkwardly, the three women stood in silence; Vanny and Popi looked at 

one another—the older woman, close to Vanny’s age, stared at her shoes. 

Vanny didn’t want them to leave. She’d pushed every friend aside after 

widowhood, everyone who’d come to represent her failed life, so she could finally 

luxuriate in a bath of independence without having to satisfy anyone else’s needs 

or “get on” with things. 

 

Lonely and alone are not the same, she’d tried to explain, until the years 

erased that distinction and she stubbornly held onto both. A raven flew over 

them, close enough for Vanny to feel the air displaced from the tug of its powerful 

wings before it landed on a nearby garbage dumpster, waddled a half-circle to 

face her and released a loud CRAWWWWWK.  

 

“Can you wait here please,” she said suddenly. “I forgot something you will 

need.” Popi lifted her brows again, which Vanny understood meant yes. She 

raced back into the store. Several minutes later she returned with Du Maurier 

king-size cigarettes. She snapped the plastic seal and pulled one out with deeply 

imbedded muscle memory before she handed the package to Popi. 



 

 10 

 

 “Do you have a light? And, can I join you for dinner?” 

 

* 

 

Vanny introduced herself to Popi’s friend, an older Dene woman who did not 

make eye contact as she offered a limp, single-pump handshake. 

 

“Bernadine,” she said in the softest voice possible. There was something familiar 

about her which Vanny couldn’t quite place. Vanny took a couple drags off her cigarette 

while Popi and Bernadine exchanged long, silent stares, long enough that Vanny 

became uncomfortable. What was their reticence? Surely she posed no threat to them. 

Hadn’t her generosity proven that? If anything, it was she who should be apprehensive. 

She’d never dined with street people before and God only knew what went on in those 

makeshift camps at night: people high out of their minds fighting to the death with 

knives, a stab in the dark; or less likely but still possible maybe even guns, a shot in the 

dark. . .her heartbeat quickened, not out of fear, but some macabre sense of 

anticipation. . .you could go out with a bang. 

 

When Popi eventually cocked her head in approval, Vanny hastily stubbed her 

cigarette out on the sidewalk, put its long remains into her coat pocket and scurried 

behind the women. 

 

Popi led the way along a narrow footpath to the forest behind the new Frontier 

Hotel. A plume of cigarette smoke followed her every move. As they ascended a rocky 

incline—steep enough that Vanny needed to place a hand down to ensure she didn’t 

slip on shards of loose shale and granite, or worse, the disgusting broken glass under 

her feet—Bernadine began to labour. It was hot and their breath roused the mosquitoes 

and blackflies. Popi’s youthful, compact frame pulled her uphill with the ease of a 

mountain goat. Only an occasional boozy wobble. 
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Once up top, jackpine and spindly spruce thickened in numbers. The 

luminescent trunks and yellow leaves of birch trees reflected the sun’s golden 

hue, a reprieve from the boreal forest’s solid palette of green and brown. The 

women caught sinus-clearing whiffs of Labrador tea as their running shoes 

trampled the camphor-like oils from the heather’s leaves. “Smells good,” Popi 

said. She added more to this observation in a Dene language Vanny did not 

speak. Bernadine bent over to pluck a handful of tea leaves. She whisked them 

into her jacket pocket. 

 

Vanny noticed a long-sleeve blue shirt, wet and crumpled in a shallow 

pond where the path started to descend back down towards the lake. Her 

instincts were to retrieve it so it could either be salvaged or properly disposed 

of—she’d already pocketed three bread ties, two plastic bags and a sock; the 

soiled toilet paper, while irksome, she left for the rains to dissolve—but Popi and 

Bernadine seemed oblivious to all the garbage and Vanny didn’t want to slow 

their procession. Where do homeless people even put their garbage? 

 

 Years ago, when she’d arrived here as a summer student and never left, 

garbage was the most pressing environmental concern of the day. She’d started 

recycling programs in her kids’ classrooms, preaching the Three R’s with biblical 

fervor. She’d thought that the Indigenous people—whose culture claimed such 

strong attachment and respect for the land—would be on board, but they’d used 

Styrofoam cups at their craft sales and tossed pop cans into the trash with 

abandon. The disregard infuriated her. 

 

 Yet they could explain every part of a whitefish. They’d taught her that 

fish intestines could be cleaned out and cooked over the fire. The white tubes 

tasted like calamari. Vanny watched the women scrape fur off caribou hides 

during Dene cultural camps, which Dene and non-Indigenous parents alike had 

fought to have included in school curriculum. They used the animal’s brains, rich 

in tannins, to soften the skin in the tanning process. There was a lot of praying 
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with tobacco…every little thing needed thanking. Their environmental concerns were 

more holistic, more about food and clothing and relationships, less about how to 

dispose of manufactured things, at least for now.  

 

It was the same type of judgement—Vanny would never call it racism—she’d had 

to temper at work. Almost everyone in her government finance department came from 

the south. There was this one Indigenous woman, energetic and methodical, who 

Vanny had mused out loud would make a good manager, but the director said she took 

too much special leave. At first Vanny had agreed. The woman was a single mom, so 

flu season was taxing. But there were also major crises within her large extended 

family: a plane crash, a niece who went missing. Vanny felt for her. No matter where 

you go in the world, it’s always the women who have to hold families, even whole 

communities, together.  

 

Vanny came to appreciate this more when Jean’s drinking had ruptured their own 

family life. Without stress leave, she would have cracked. She was left to manage 

everything: her husband, their four small children, the house and cabin, three vehicles. 

She’d even secretly sold their motorhome—something which had sent Jean into an 

apoplectic fit at the time—after he’d run it through the barrier at an Arizona state park 

entrance, just barrelled straight through after a late dinner at a restaurant with far too 

many beers, she and the kids screaming for him to stop. Vanny hedged her bets 

correctly that the judge would be an older white male. In court the next morning, she 

wore the authentic, yet well-practiced face of an enabler. She’d paid special attention to 

her makeup to accentuate her good looks, and her clothes, not too affluent, to strike the 

right sensibility. With her arms stretched across the children’s shoulders, she looked at 

him in silent appeal. Jean pleaded guilty to DUI. He was lucky to get away with one 

night in jail and a hefty fine after claiming poor eyesight. The other men whom he’d 

shared the drunk tank with, some from the nearby Pueblo reserve, did not fare as well.  

 

“Heeeeeyyyyyy, whatcha got there? Something good I hope.” The man’s voice 

startled Vanny. Alone by a smouldering fire pit, his corpulent frame strained his shirt 
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buttons and the seat of a lime-green collapsible camp chair missing both its arm 

rests. A half-drunk plastic mickey of vodka rested in his lap. 

 

 There were two faded, small tents behind him in a clearing where piles of 

clothes and sleeping bags with spruce boughs that clung to their undersides 

spilled out of open flaps. Vanny smelled the big lake, an organic scent like black 

earth after a rain, before she saw a sliver of it glisten through the trees.  

 

“We got a real good dinner, steak and potatoes with onion,” Popi said. Her 

cigarette dangled from a pink smile as she held up the bags.  

 

“Oooo-wee, and I got us a couple more bottles. Looks like we’re in for a 

good time tonight!” the man said. “And who’s this pretty woman you got wicha?” 

Vanny introduced herself as she walked up to shake his hand. His ankles 

and shins were swollen to the size of tree trunks and his sockless feet sploshed 

out the sides of too-small loafers.  

 

“I’m Frank. Welcome to our happy home,” he laughed. He raised the 

vodka bottle to Vanny who accepted it without hesitation. She let the clear liquid 

fill her cheeks like mouthwash before she took a blistering swallow that scraped 

her throat like shards of glass. The first cut is the deepest. 

 

“Definitely not Chardonnay,” she said. Her eyes watered. Frank nudged 

her to take another swig. So generous. She downed another gulp. 

 

From the moment she’d decided to buy the cigarettes and not spend the 

evening alone at home, she’d hoped she’d get drunk and high tonight. The point 

was not to find relief from the black dogs of depression that circled her life with 

low, incessant growls. She’d long ago learned that drinking and drugging 

emboldened, not discouraged, them, like an unholy ouroboros that rebirthed itself 

back into the same hell.  
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She wanted to know what it felt like to be Jean. Resentment accumulated when 

she’d remained the responsible one—always ensured the children’s safety, stayed 

sober enough to drive them all home—while he drank himself into oblivion. What would 

it feel like to slide off an abyss without any care or awareness of where, or how, you will 

land? What would it feel like to be the fuckup?  

 

Popi placed the bags near Frank’s feet beside a blackened metal pot. She 

grabbed a Pepsi, took a long drink, then Frank handed her the vodka. She used it to 

refill the can before she emptied a good portion of it again down her throat. She let out a 

sharp belch, which made her and Frank giggle.  

 

Vanny looked for Bernadine, who seemed to have disappeared. Just the 

movement of her head from side to side caused her to lose her balance. She hadn’t 

eaten since breakfast and was dehydrated from the heat and the hike. Vodka churned 

in her stomach. Her knees were weak. She fumbled for the cigarette in her coat pocket 

then lit it with a stick which she poked in the fire. The deep inhale delivered a direct hit 

to her brain. Freebasing. She remembered the ‘How To Quit-Smoking’ pamphlet Jean 

had brought home from his AA meeting that described the process by which ammonia 

and nicotine mix together to deliver a bigger kick.  

 

“Freebasing, not just for cokeheads anymore,” Vanny said as she lowered herself 

onto the ground with a solid ‘thunk’.  

 

“Wuh?” Frank said. 

 

Vanny tried to discern whether she’d just seen another mysterious ‘whoosh’, or if 

that had been smoke from the fire, which desperately needed more fuel if they were 

going to cook that meat—although the smoke did deter the mosquitos and blackflies. 

Just then a dark brown hand placed a couple jagged pieces of dead spruce across the 

blackened log. Bernadine had gathered wood. 
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“Fantastic,” Vanny said. Bernadine looked at her for the first time and gave 

a faint smile. She tossed her black ponytail with its random strands of grey onto 

her back as she stood straight and pushed her metal-framed glasses up her 

nose. That’s it! That’s where Vanny had seen her before, at the government eye 

clinic. She and a handsome man Vanny presumed was her husband, both of 

them neatly dressed, had tried to see the optometrist. Their English was 

practically non-existent. They had likely been to the hospital, here on medical 

travel from one of the remote communities accessible only by plane.  

 

The white woman behind the reception glass with long hair dyed the 

colour of cooked corn had acted completely put out by their shy, mumbled 

questions. “No. No! You can’t just come in here whenever you want and see the 

optometrist. You need an, A-Point-Ment.” 

 

 The couple had exchanged bewildered looks. As they walked away with 

their heads down Bernadine had looked up briefly at Vanny and Vanny felt as if 

she had been drawn into a deep dark ocean.  

 

“Hel-lo my Darlin’, and what can I do for you today?” 

 

The receptionist’s voice, now saccharine-sweet, had pulled Vanny back 

into the room as she scrambled to piece together all that had happened in the 

past split second. The couple! They need to know that tomorrow, every 

Thursday, is drop-in day, no ‘A-Point-Ment’ necessary. Vanny turned, but the pair 

had disappeared. Why didn’t you tell them about drop-in day? Why so rude? It 

could be months before they get another chance to have their glasses adjusted, 

or whatever it was they needed. Don’t ‘darlin’’ me you racist cow! I should report 

you, you frickin’ shitty public servant. This is the response Vanny would repeat in 

her head later that night. At the time she simply put the bag with Jean’s 

expensive prescription glasses that she’d gathered in her manic house purge 



 

 16 

onto the counter—while the others in the waiting room sat glued to their chairs and 

phones—and said, “Here, hopefully someone can use these.”  

 

Popi spoke to Bernadine in their Dene language as she walked from the bush 

with a piece of plywood the size of a large flat-screen. It must have been a scrap from 

the hotel’s construction site. She placed it at Bernadine’s feet to use as both table and 

cutting board, and the two women got to work. Bernadine prepared the potatoes and 

onion and butter inside a foil wrap using the white plastic knife; Popi rolled a fat joint 

from papers and a bag of weed she’d pulled from her jean jacket breast pocket, which 

she lit, smoked until she got a faraway look, then passed to Vanny.  

 

“Yep, I thought I smelled this on you,” Vanny said. She took two puffs before she 

offered it to Bernadine, who shook her head no and ripped open the meat tray. 

 

“She doesn’t smoke,” Popi said. “Or drink, which leaves more for us, right Uncle 

Frank?”  

 

Frank let out a belly laugh. Beads of sweat poured down his forehead. He was 

sickly pale. Vanny passed him the joint. 

 

“Are you feeling alright?” she said. 

 

 Vanny swore she heard the forest sigh, a long exhale that wafted a patch of 

cool, moist air into their circle, which prompted Frank to close his eyes and breathe 

deeply through his nose. He tilted his head to the sky as if to pose a question to the 

clouds, then opened his eyes and nodded at Popi.  

 

“He’s dying,” Popi said in her consistently matter-of-fact tone. “Got cancer. But 

he’s not going to die for a long time, are you Uncle Frank?” 
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“Not if I can help it,” said Frank. His smile returned. “And this,” he inhaled 

deeply, the smoke rolled down his windpipe, “this helps me a lot.” He let the 

smoke escape then repeated.  

 

With the exception of Jean, everyone Vanny had ever known who died 

had swollen ankles and calves right before. Jean died eight months into his 

sobriety of acute cardiac arrest; so acute he’d just slumped onto the engine of his 

replacement addiction—the resurrection of a 1966 Mustang Coup which he’d 

bought when they sold their Ford dealership—socket wrench still in hand, and 

gasped one last breath. 

 

“You should be in the hospital, shouldn’t you Frank?” she said, her eyes 

fixed on the doughy flesh of his exposed ankles. 

 

“Nope, I tried that. They just pumped me with drugs that made me feel 

worse. . .and the food’s terrible!” He laughed. “I like it out in the bush better. My 

grandparents used to have a fish camp here when I was a kid. They looked after 

me. I spent every summer here with them, it’s got. . . there’s. . .good feelings, 

you know?” 

 

“Now we’re looking after you,” said Popi as she manoeuvred a blackened 

grill over the fire. Vanny’s stomach grumbled. The meat and potatoes would take 

a while. She wished she’d acquiesced to the chips. She opened a can of Pepsi 

and followed Popi’s lead, drank some, filled it back up with vodka, spilled a bit as 

she apologized to Frank in a lazy voice for not bringing her own liquor, to which 

he delivered another deep belly laugh. The fire was ablaze. Bernadine had it well 

in hand as she waited for proper coals. 

 

Everyone became quiet as they retreated into their own thoughts and 

inebriation. Vanny was able to hear the dry crunch of pale, yellow-green lichen 

underfoot. A man approached in shiny black shoes wearing what she at first 
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thought was an RCMP uniform: dark blue pants with red stripes down the sides, a black 

ballistic vest over top of a blue short-sleeved shirt, handcuffs, pepper spray and a baton 

clipped to his belt. No gun. Must be bylaw. From her vantage point on the ground 

looking up into the sun, his head was a misshaped silhouette, cylindrical, like a 

pinecone. It wasn’t until he got almost to the fire right beside her that she realized he 

was wearing a turban, the brightest shade of yellow she’d ever seen, like an exotic bird. 

With the exception of his untrimmed black beard that showed not a trace of grey, 

everything about him was taut, pressed and impeccable. He smelled of cologne, which 

would only attract the bugs. 

 

“Good evening,” he said, “how are we all doing tonight?”  

 

His alto voice was smooth and assured without a hint of the Punjabi accent 

Vanny had anticipated. She looked over to Frank, whose face had lost all of its mirth. 

He was hunched over and breathed heavily through his mouth; sweat dripped from him 

like a boxer during a break between rounds. Everyone looked towards the fire as if it 

had answers, so Vanny followed suit and kept her eyes low. 

 

The officer knew them. He’d given this spiel before about how they couldn’t have 

fires on city property, especially when they were drinking. This would be his last 

warning. “They’ll be clearing this area out next week to start building the convention 

centre, Mr. Buffalo.” He held out a large manilla envelope to Frank, an eviction notice 

from the City of Yellowknife. “You have twenty-four hours to vacate.”  

 

Vanny had a vague memory of a newspaper article about this officer, whose 

name tag said “Singh.” He took on the city’s municipal enforcement division when it 

insisted he had to wear its peaked uniform hat. She’d wondered why Yellowknife was so 

backward—why the North always seemed two steps behind the rest of the country 

(which was not always a bad thing)—considering the RCMP had years ago allowed 

Sikhs to wear turbans on the job. “Bacon Bits,” she said dreamily. She grinned as she 
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remembered Jean’s derisive name for bylaw officers. How many driving 

infractions had they given him? Oh how he hated them! 

 

“Excuse me?” the officer said. Vanny looked up, surprised to see his eyes 

drilled into her like she’d done something wrong. 

 

“You can throw that damn thing right into the fire, I’m not leaving,” said 

Frank. He folded his arms across his chest. “This is Treaty 8 territory. My 

grandparent’s land. . .My land. . .not yours or anyone else’s!” 

 

“Why don’t YOU go back where you came from,” Popi said. She released 

the smoke from her last toke as she stubbed the roach into the dirt. In a few 

weeks cannabis would be legal, but right now everything they were doing was 

not, which caused Vanny’s heartbeat to quicken. 

 

“I was born here, I went to Sir John Franklin High School,” the officer said, 

his voice sounded more exasperated than offended. 

 

At the mention of school, Bernadine looked at Popi and spoke for the first 

time in English. “Should go back to college.”  

 

Popi rolled her eyes and sighed. “Yes Auntie, next week.”  

 

Vanny was nauseous. She needed to eat. When the officer insisted the 

fire must be extinguished she felt a heavy surge of disappointment. Almost 

instinctively, she knew what to do.  

 

“Officer. . . Singh, correct? Hi there, I’m Vanny. Um, I was hoping you 

might let us keep this fire going just long enough to cook these steaks I bought.” 

Facial expression: deference with an appreciable amount of fear in recognition of 
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the great power being wielded before you, exude competence but not conceit, try really, 

really hard not to slur. 

 

“I can give you my word that once we’re done cooking I will personally make sure 

this fire is fully doused. I just wanted to give my friend here, Frank, a last supper sort of. 

. . he’s. . . you know, quite ill. You’re aware he’s dying right?” Vanny was unable to stop 

herself as she uttered those last words, even though she could taste the shame, like 

they’d marinated in poison.  

 

She’d just crossed a line, placed herself in the opponent’s corner with a sucker 

punch. Frank confirmed this with a searing stink eye, his breathing grew heavier.  

 

The bylaw officer’s shoulders loosened, his stance became less threatening 

while he assessed Frank with this new information. As if to stall for time, or maybe to 

conceal any emotions that might cloud his duties, he reached into his breast pocket and 

put on a fine pair of aviator sunglasses that reflected back Frank’s slouched body. 

Vanny couldn’t help but admire how striking a specimen Officer Singh was, a perfect 

physique housed in a starched uniform. She followed his sculpted, hairless forearm up 

to the bulge of bicep peeking out of his shirt sleeve, Highway to the Danger Zone, a real 

Hollywood Top Gun, if Hollywood would ever choose to depict outsized military 

masculinity with brown skin and a sun-splashed turban. 

 

“I’m afraid I can’t do that Ma’am,” he said. “I have to ask that you put this fire out 

immediately. It’s a real hazard to the hotel and its guests.” 

 

Vanny was stunned. She’d never been thwarted like this. Should she have 

smiled? Charmed? No, I’m a squat, greying, older woman now, practically invisible to 

virile young men. If a dying man’s last supper couldn’t sway Bacon Bits to look the other 

way for an hour, then she was at a loss for her next move. 
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“I’m calling Street Outreach, they can take you to the hospital with their 

van if you need medical attention, Mr. Buffalo,” he said. “And they’ll see if there’s 

room at the shelter.” 

 

Popi clenched her fists by her sides, tilted her chin up and marched right 

into the officer’s face, well, more his chest, given her size. Before he could look 

up from his phone she grabbed it and whipped it over the trees. There was no 

splash to suggest it reached the water, nor the crack and slide of it smashing 

against the smooth curve of whaleback bedrock at the shoreline, or a thud to 

indicate it landed on the forest floor. It simply vanished. 

 

“Fuck you!” she yelled at him, then turned to Vanny. 

 

“And fuck you Lady! Think you’re so special ‘cause you got money and a 

fancy car. We were looking after Uncle, giving him his wish, letting him be with 

the ancestors. Should have never let you come here.”  

 

* 

 

Her vision was murky, like Vaseline on a camera lens, just fractals of light 

that penetrated the lake’s surface while her body rocked face-up in the shallow 

waters of the shore. From her underwater vantage point Vanny watched a dark, 

inky line worm its way from one side to the other, growing more bulbous from 

where it originated, the gash in the back of her head. Her face bobbed up to feel 

the sun’s warmth before it involuntarily submerged back into the lake’s icy chill. 

 

The blackened pot with no handles that she’d taken down to the water to 

fill, intending to douse the fire and diffuse the escalating tensions with the 

officer—certainly no one at that camp would do well by having him call RCMP in 

for backup—floated empty beside her. She’d also wanted to put some distance 
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between her and Popi, who had lunged at her like a Pitbull before Frank talked her out 

of the punch.  

 

It was a rookie move, Vanny’s uncontrollable slide, backwards no less, down the 

whaleback rock’s slick layer of algae, not something to which long-time northerners 

often succumbed. It would not have happened if Vanny hadn’t stood up abruptly from 

her crouch to turn and crane her ears towards a sudden cacophony of voices and the 

urgent, cryptic crackles and bleeps of a VHF radio. The trees blocked her line of sight. 

She was also loaded.  

 

The last thing she remembered seeing was the boxy facade of the new Frontier 

Hotel to her right, the place where Jean’s car dealership had once stood before the 

hotel developer offered them an obscene amount of money for the land in order to tie 

into the City’s plans for a convention centre. She was as rich as she was alone, 

drowning in an area where hundreds of generations of families had built smokehouses 

for inconnu and whitefish before they could even conceive of such things as 

pavement....or F150s.   

 

That she slid, then fell so the back of her head landed on a sharp protrusion of 

rock, meant her skull was cracked and soon she would lose all consciousness. In the 

fleeting moments before that, with her already slim grasp of reality obscured, she saw 

her mother. 

 

Not the grandmotherly face of her mother when she’d died, but a youthful, 

twenty-something cameo that peered down with short, shiny black hair. She spoke, but 

her voice was distorted and softened by the wall of water. She seemed to beckon 

Vanny down a portal, a gateway into the proverbial light. Even in her altered state 

Vanny was aware this was an invitation to die. She was being granted her wish. She 

also realized that whichever direction she went, nothing would ever be effortless. 

 

The suspense is killing me. 
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With that thought, a bubble of laughter escaped from her clenched mouth 

and travelled before her widened eyes and she followed it up until it burst on the 

surface of the lake where she saw Popi’s face, or was that her mother’s, and an 

outstretched arm.  

 

Then black. 
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1.2 Reen 
 
April 11, 2019 

 

The mother bear opened her eyes to daylight that seeped into her den. Spring. 

One ear twitched, then the other. She unfurled her body to paw her way outside. 

Nostrils flared, she caught the familiar scent of her two cubs as they scratched the 

ground beside a birch tree, its trunk crooked, as if struck by an arrow. “If you dream of 

bear awakening, your time of introspection is over,” a woman’s voice said. “Go to them, 

they dig for the truth.” 

 

“Bernadine?” The sound of my own voice alongside the drone of a siren awoke 

me from the dream. I had not thought of Bernadine for some time, or rather, I thought of 

her so often in the turbulent years after we met that now, thirty years later, she just lived 

inside of me, quietly. It was rare, even for my inner world, to hear her voice.  She did not 

speak much English and I had never phoned her. Perhaps she had passed on. Still, the 

warm glow that encompassed my body—slowly being eroded by my conscious, orderly 

thoughts—told me it had been her. 

 

Wait! Panic. Had I slept through class? I pictured my students leaving the faculty 

of law lecture hall, a mix of disappointment and deliverance on their faces. They would 

have to wait another week for the answer to my question: Have prisons and foster care 

become the new residential schools? I grabbed my phone and flopped back onto my 

pillow with relief. Saturday.  

 

I couldn’t resist a quick scroll. Thirty-seven Indigenous land defenders arrested 

for standing on train tracks at Union Station during rush hour. Why hadn’t I heard about 

that? I was free last night. I made a mental note to check in, see what I could do. My 

husband Isaiah would protest of course, “too much pro bono work,” but their struggles 
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and my struggles had long ago entwined. The legal battlefield was the one place 

I could go to combat guilt and self-reproach. 

 

I rolled onto my side to admire Isaiah, long and lean. His breathing was 

slow and assured, sprawled on his back naked under the rumpled duvet with 

both arms splayed above his head. Our family secret did not haunt his sleep. 

 

But I felt it stalk me at night in the blue behind my eyelids. In the early 

years of our marriage, sometimes it made me bolt upright in bed, my screams 

would awake the twins. Textbook PTSD. 

 

“It’s okay girls, your mother is just having a bad dream, go back to sleep,” 

Isaiah would tell them, but their small bodies would hover as one in the doorway. 

They’d watch me with identical looks of concern, and I could not turn my face 

from the questions in their gaze. I wanted to pull them into my chest and tell them 

about their father, the one they hadn’t met. It was a creation story Isaiah had 

convinced me—for the good of the family—was better left untold. 

 

 “Reen, you have to live in the here and now,” he would say firmly, more of 

a command than consolation. 

 

At the time, I’d found comfort in his authoritarianism. When you’re 

fragmented and scattered, cast in all directions like loose sheets of paper in the 

wind, you welcome someone who can gather you up and pin you down in one 

place again, reorder your pages. Isaiah did that for me. I owed him a great debt.  

 

We’d met at law school in Toronto when the girls were toddlers. He was 

the only father they’d ever known, and he persuaded me then that their lives 

would be better lived, they’d travel a more normal and seamless trajectory, if we 

kept it that way. He’d made me promise that I would forever spare them the 
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trauma that fueled my ongoing therapy sessions. When put that way, I’d felt powerless 

to disagree.  

 

The deception seemed to grow in lockstep with the twins, however. It aged and 

matured like a ghostly third child that only I could see, but they could sense, wedged 

solidly between me and Isaiah. The last time I’d broached the possibility of coming 

clean to the girls—they were teenagers, surely our family bonds were strong enough by 

then to withstand the scrub—he’d slammed his empty mug on the table. 

 

“If you tell them a thing, it’s over.” I looked down. He had dented a crescent moon 

into the wood. 

 

“Don’t you think that’s a bit much?” I said. “They have a right to know their 

heritage, they’re Mi’kmaq for Chrissakes…in Canada that means something.” 

 

“It would destroy them. Destroy US.” He delivered his words slowly, with menace. 

His teeth clenched. 

 

Maybe I waited too long to respond. Maybe in that hesitation he sensed his hold 

on me slip. 

 

 “Come. I didn’t mean it like that…come here, I’m sorry.” With tenderness, he 

pulled me by my arm into his lap and I curled into his warmth like a little girl. It was 

remarkable, really, how quickly he could turn. Remarkable too, how much I needed him.  

 

Isaiah couldn’t have children of his own, which had cost him his first marriage in 

Trinidad. His father was the CEO of the country’s largest natural gas company. That, 

and the fact he was male and an only child, ensured Isaiah would become accustomed 

to getting what he wanted. Except children. He chose law school in Canada to distance 

himself from his divorce and came right up to me when I arrived in class one day with 

the girls asleep in a double stroller. 
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“Sorry, I had to bring them. My nanny is sick,” I said. 

 

“Sorry? Don’t be. In Trinidad, to have twins is a sign of power.” He criss-

crossed his arms. Smiled as he leaned closer to the girls. “You and your husband 

are truly blessed.”  

 

“My husband…is gone.”  

 

I was a needy, single white woman with two fatherless dark-skinned 

children. We were the missing pieces to his puzzle. Isaiah took no time to lock us 

into his life. 

 

In every family photo it is me who looks out of place, a blonde-haired, 

blue-eyed anomaly, which often brought my motherhood into question and 

bolstered the illusion of Isaiah’s genetic ties to the children. When the girls had 

asked why there were no photos of us together when they were babies, I’d said 

that we were just too busy and alone to make that happen. They’d accepted that 

lie when they were ten, but now that they were nearly thirty, it was harder to 

deceive them.  

 

 Last weekend, while they rummaged in the attic for an abandoned 

dinnerware set—one daughter had gotten her own apartment and was set to 

move out of the other’s—they’d discovered a box containing bearskin mitts; huge 

gauntlets of thick black fur that looked like the severed arms of the beast. A blue 

and yellow braided rope with tassels, an idiot string some called it, was sewn into 

the pelt at the point where the thumb and index finger met. The mitts still smelled 

of smoke from the fires Bernadine had tended to tan the moosehide she used in 

their palms. Such a skilled sewer. They were in great shape, frozen in time like 

museum pieces whose stories go forever unspoken. 
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I caught the scent of campfire just before the girls burst into my kitchen. Each 

wore one mitt, joined together by rope. I had almost fainted. 

 

“Mom, what the heck are these?” Heather, always the chatty one, said with a 

laugh. 

 

“Oh! Yes, um…” Think. Shit. Nothing’s coming…“uh…bear fur I believe.” My 

hands shook. I hid them behind my back. 

 

“Why do you have bear-fur mitts?” Heather said. Her sister stared at me wide-

eyed.  

 

In the window hung a delicate twig goose crafted from tamarack by a James Bay 

Cree elder. “The chief from Kashechewan, her grandmother made them for me. She 

wanted to thank me for my work on the St. Anne’s Residential School file…it’s criminal, 

absolutely disgusting, what the feds are doing to those survivors.” Brilliant. True story, 

wrong gift. 

 

“That’s really nice of her,” Heather said. She held out an envelope. “This was 

inside. It’s not even opened.”  

 

“Hmm…I must have missed that. Thank you.” I reached for it. My hand trembled. 

 

“Are you okay?” Heather asked. 

 

“Oh yes, fine. Too much coffee, I really should cut back.”  

 

I had never intended to keep those mitts. I’d forgotten I’d stuffed them in the attic 

decades ago. My plan had been to wait for a good day and bury them with ceremony, 

give them a proper goodbye. But there had been few good days and the bad days had a 

way of eating up the best laid plans. Plus Isaiah was always around. It would have been 
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hard to carve out a whole afternoon to drive out of the city and sit in the woods 

with my feelings. Luckily, he was at a conference the day the girls had made their 

discovery. 

 

 I tried not to disturb him as I snuck out of bed. With stealth, I opened my 

dresser and retrieved the unopened letter. I went downstairs, dropped it in my 

purse and phoned my daughters. “I have something to tell you,” I said to each of 

them. As if they’d each been waiting for the call, both were free and would love to 

meet me for lunch. This serendipity did not surprise me. We’d take the streetcar 

down Queen Street to our favourite restaurant where I knew the owner. I’d 

reserve a quiet, sunny nook where we could talk uninterrupted and watch the 

shoppers parade their new spring fashions while we sipped herbal teas, although 

the girls would likely have lattes first. Bernadine had been right. The bear had 

awoken. I would tell them the truth about my life, about how they began. 

 

___ 

 

Ever since I could remember, my father and I lived in a two-bedroom 

apartment in the heart of Toronto’s entertainment district. Its faded yellow bricks 

stretched ten storeys high, a shelter for families from every part of the world who, 

like us, would not have been able to afford to live downtown were it not for our 

rent subsidies. There was usually someone in a wheelchair who whiled away 

their day by the glassed front entrance, happy to press the button to open the 

doors for me. Digger, Alfred, sometimes Bess, who the last time I saw her looked 

stylish in her baby blue jacket with the outrageous, pointy shoulder pads that 

would soon fall out of fashion. “You keep yourself out of trouble Miss Reen,” 

Alfred used to say to me with a wink when I’d skip past him to the elevator after 

school. Even after I graduated from senior high he’d still slip me a peppermint, 

some brand you couldn’t buy in Canada, from the lint-speckled roll he’d pull from 

his pocket.  
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The whole building had been retrofitted for people with disabilities: automatic 

doors, ramps, braille on the elevator buttons. It was a caring place. I welcomed its quiet 

after a long shift at the packed coffee shop on Queen Street West where I worked. 

Hardly anyone desired, or at least would ever gain the means, to leave that apartment 

building. I certainly never thought I would. Dad needed me. 

 

My father was a professional guitar player, gigging as much as he could in the 

rock bands that dominated the strip in the seventies. It was a hard living, one my mom 

endured until I was nine. I came home one lunch hour as she rummaged through a 

chipped blue bowl she kept on her dresser while my dad snored, oblivious, beside her. 

The bowl held bobby pins and barrettes, very occasionally loose change—I once found 

a safety pin there to hold my shirt together when it lost a button. Her movements were 

hurried, frenzied, like she was going to be late for the bus. It wasn’t until she found the 

tiny key and bent down to lock her suitcase that she noticed me. She paused, ever so 

slightly, and carried on. It was the last time our eyes would meet. 

 

“Where are you going Mommy?” 

 

“Mommy’s going away Reen.” She jiggled the key in frustration then pulled it out 

and flipped it in a different direction. Click.   

 

 “But where? Where are you going?” 

 

She ignored me and locked the second rusted metal clasp with ease. I longed to 

ask her if I could turn the tiny key—drawn to the miniature as children are—to catch a 

glimpse into what things she’d deemed important enough to take with her in that 

scuffed, cream-coloured suitcase. In a hurry, she probably would not care to share such 

details with me, so I didn’t ask. 

 

She dragged her suitcase and set it down to prop open the heavy door, which 

knocked over empty liquor bottles by the entrance with a loud clank. My father 



 

 31 

appeared. Lunchtime was usually when he got up. He rubbed his eyes and scratched 

the spiky hair on top of his head.  

 

“What’s going on?” he said in the Liverpool accent that had always denied him 

full acceptance as a “real” Canadian. She looked him in the eyes and paused, as she’d 

done for me, before she turned away. 

 

She was already halfway through the door. “I’m leaving you Don. I’m in love with 

the pastor from my church. We’re moving to Saskatchewan to start a new ministry.”  

 

“You go to church?” my dad said. He was a serial adulterer. It was in his DNA.  

 

My mother hauled her possessions to the elevator. I almost offered to help her, 

but decided it would make her mad. 

 

I was already accustomed to being alone. I’d scrounge the fridge or cupboards 

for whatever I could find to quell the ache of my empty tummy, Pop Tarts, bread and 

peanut butter if I was lucky; uncooked pasta on a bad day. 

 

 This was 1975, a good time for live music. Dad was called into studio for session 

recordings a lot, but we were always broke. When he couldn’t afford to buy me boots, I 

stopped wearing socks in the winter to give my cramped feet more space. His money 

got sucked up by other temptations. Booze and coke. 

 

I took it as proof of his love for me that occasionally he took construction jobs. 

When I was thirteen and thought I’d convinced him I would be forever shunned if I did 

not own a pair of white, Levi's painters pants, he took one such job. Bleary-eyed from 

the after-party he’d attended with his band, he carelessly pushed a skill saw through the 

palmar artery of his right hand, losing his thumb completely and the mobility in the next 

two fingers.  
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 The day the music died. 

 

 The day he mostly died too. 

 

 I missed the songs he used to make up on the spot with his guitar, sometimes 

syrupy, apologetic tributes about how I looked for the best in people and didn’t judge; 

which, in hindsight, I’d realized were more about him. He’d sing praises for my good 

grades or sometimes just make shit up about mundane things… “Oh Reen, Reen, I 

can’t find my jeans, been so long, been so long without them.” Music and laughter had 

sustained us until the accident forced him onto disability payments.  

 

It was all my fault, I’d thought. If only I hadn’t been so greedy. He’d stayed home 

most of the time after that; became a quiet, lonely drinker who watched Much Music 

videos in a steady loop on TV. His regular income, along with my job at the coffee shop, 

got us on a more even keel, at least financially. When I was promoted to assistant 

manager the day I turned twenty-three, I bought him a six-pack of his favourite stout to 

celebrate. He teared up. Not out of joy, but some shame, I suspect, and deep gratitude. 

 

 That same week I met Robbie. 

 

* 

 

 “I’ll have a large black tea please. How are you doing?” The way he raised his 

eyebrows when he asked me how I was doing, so playful, yet concerned, sent quivers 

down my thighs. 

 

 He was taller than everyone, made even taller by his blue and yellow RCMP hat, 

which should have made him look older, but instead accentuated the youthfulness of his 

smooth, long neck. My eyes were drawn to him the moment he walked in. It felt like he 

was sent to me, like someone had couriered a special delivery package filled with things 



 

 33 

I hadn’t ordered—hadn’t known existed—but really wanted. Everything else in the room, 

except air and light, disappeared. 

 

“I’m doing better now, thank you,” I said, which surprised me because it seemed 

to rightly suggest that I was not well until that very moment. I never shared my true 

feelings with anyone except my dad—and especially not police. I had learned early on 

to lie to cops and social workers. A sliver of the truth could land you in foster care. 

Though I’d long ago aged out of that threat, “how are you doing” could still be a loaded 

question. 

 

On the third consecutive day of his afternoon order of a large black tea, he 

introduced himself as Robbie and asked if I wanted to have dinner with him that night. 

We met at a Vietnamese restaurant. While my rice noodles eeled off my chopsticks, 

spattering us with broth, he explained that he had flown to Toronto to take part in the 

RCMP’s national consultations about aboriginal relations and policing.  

 

“I guess they figured since I’m Mi’kmaw and speak my language, I might have a 

few ideas on my peoples’ culture and why Indians hate cops so much.” He laughed at 

himself as he fumbled for a grip on his chopsticks. “There’s a lot of bad history, RCMP 

taking kids away to residential schools, forcing people off their land, a lot of distrust.” I 

wanted to ask him more about the Mi’kmaq, I’d never heard of these people, and about 

Nova Scotia, where he was from, but he pressed me about myself. “What about you? 

What’s your story?” He laid his chopsticks down and began to twirl his noodles with a 

fork, spaghetti-style. 

 

 “Oh, not much to tell.” I looked down shyly. “I’ve been working at the coffee shop 

since high school. I live with my dad.” 

 

“Oh yah, what’s he like?” His tone turned skeptical, his smile vanished. He 

shifted in the booth, like he was suddenly uncomfortable.  
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I had not anticipated that this would be the time and place I’d unleash twenty-

three years of anguish and confusion about my childhood. Or that this man, who 

radiated light and warmth that I could feel without touch, would listen without a single 

fidget or glance in another direction, eyes trained on me and my story as if his life 

depended upon committing it to memory.  

 

When I was done, when there was a long enough pause to ensure I would not 

add another word after I’d blown my nose and wiped my eyes in a fourth napkin, he 

said, “Wow Reen, you could have grown up on my reserve. 

 

Although I’d had furtive sex with inexperienced boys in my neighbourhood—they 

would never become men I’d decided—I went with Robbie to his hotel room that night 

and discovered lovemaking. Discovered passion. It filled me up and broke me open. 

 

For two weeks he visited me at work every afternoon after he’d meet people at 

the Native Friendship Centre around the corner. We spent our evenings in his hotel 

room, trying not to think about goodbye. Just days before he was supposed to return to 

Halifax, he told me he’d been transferred instead to a remote Dene community in the 

Northwest Territories, a place only accessible by airplane, near a large lake. 

 

“Kesalul, that means I love you in my language,” he said. “Come with me, marry 

me Reen.” He knelt behind me, combing my hair with his fingers in gentle tugs as if he 

were about to braid it, while I absorbed this news on the edge of the bed. The air 

conditioner hummed. It was an unusually humid night for June and Robbie had cranked 

it on high when we arrived, although my bare skin was now flush with goosebumps and 

I shivered from the artificial cold. With the exception of a couple field trips for school—

the butterfly conservatory in Niagara Falls, a bakery in Kitchener—I’d never been 

outside Toronto. Had never taken a plane.  

 

They wanted him to leave right away. He was evasive about why there was such 

urgency to suddenly transplant him to a Subarctic detachment six-thousand kilometres 
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away, something about operational matters that he could not divulge. It didn’t matter, I 

knew I would go with him. I’d have followed him anywhere.  

 

“That’s the bloody ends of the earth!” my father said when I told him.  

 

“Dad, I will miss you so much, you know I will,” I said through tears.  

 

My dad had crossed the Atlantic when he was my age, left a factory job to tour 

the U.S. and Canada with a promising new band that sounded a lot like The Kinks. 

That’s how he’d met my mom, backstage after a concert in Toronto, the night the lead 

singer quit and my dad became homeless, unemployed and determined not to go back 

to England. He’d stayed with her long enough to learn she was pregnant, then never 

left. She’d shown early signs back then of her Evangelical Christian leanings; she did 

not want an abortion. 

 

 If anyone understood that life is not the patented course it may seem, that you 

can be rerouted in an infinite number of ways on any given day, it was my father. I was 

surprised when he hugged me—stiff and distant, a rare clutch that left me wanting. He 

told me to stay safe and call him from time to time before he took a cold beer from the 

fridge to his room, closed the door, and wept. 

 

He backed out of being a witness the day of the wedding, said he didn’t feel well, 

so Robbie and I went to city hall with just my barista co-worker Saanvi, who smiled the 

entire streetcar ride there. “It’s so romantic,” she kept saying. When we arrived, Robbie 

walked up to a man in Nathan Phillips Square—someone who he’d gotten to know the 

past few weeks from the Native Friendship Centre, an Anishinaabe man named Vince—

to ask if he would be our second witness. The lobby grew quiet. People turned their 

heads discreetly when Robbie, dressed in his red serge, walked in with his arm draped 

across the shoulders of a long-haired man in dusty jeans and a black tee-shirt with the 

words “It’s All Native Land” emblazoned over a map of North America. The map had 

legs like a turtle.  
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“This is my friend, Vince,” Robbie said. He squeezed Vince’s shoulder and shook 

him a bit, like they were brothers about to wrestle.  

 

Vince nodded at us, he seemed uncomfortable in the lobby, but once we got into 

the wedding chambers he took his place beside Saanvi and the two of them went so still 

and quiet during our vows that it looked like they were holding their breath.  

 

“That was beautiful man, miigwetch,” Vince said afterwards, tears in his eyes as 

he extended his hand to Robbie, who pulled him in for a hug and slapped his back a 

couple times.   

  

Because we’d spent practically nothing on our wedding, Robbie insisted we stay 

in the honeymoon suite of a hotel that cost as much for one night as what my dad and I 

paid for a month’s rent on our apartment. The next morning is when I figured it 

happened, when we revelled in our first-ever room service, sprawled in a king-size bed. 

That’s when the ovum and sperm that had come together seven days earlier decided, 

belatedly, to split. They say there is no way a woman could feel this microscopic 

event—and I had no idea I was already pregnant—but I felt a twinkle inside that 

morning, a tiny buzz in my abdomen, which I thought was joy.  

 

  It was the making of identical, or monozygotic twins, obstetricians would explain 

to me months later. Because the zygote had waited a full week before it spliced, the 

placenta and amniotic sac had already begun to enfold it. These twins would have to 

share one fetal room, a rare and high-risk form of twin pregnancy—only one percent 

take this route—called monoamniotic-monochorionic, or Mo-Mo for short. Literally 

translated, the words mean a single amniotic sac and a single chorion, the tough outer 

membrane of the sac which attaches to and is part of the placenta. 

 

 Mo-Mo was also what Robbie called me. 
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 Maureen was my real name. It was my father who nicknamed me Reen instead 

of the more common Mo, and Robbie who had joked he wanted “Mo’ Mo’ More” of me, 

after he heard the ‘70s disco hit play on his favourite radio station. Mo-Mo had just 

stuck. Robbie had pulled me close and sang it in my ear, “how do you like it, how do 

you like it,” as we danced in his cramped hotel room. Dancing with Robbie was like a 

warm bath, that feeling of every pore being touched and soothed at the same time. One 

thing led to another, until he tumbled off me in a sweat and we both turned towards the 

bedside table and stared at the unopened box of condoms, and laughed. 

 

  Perhaps the egg and sperm that had formed the daring zygote that night 

heeded his call for more of me in the form of a child. It had waited seven days, until 

we’d vowed “till death do us part,” before it heeded the call again, from somewhere out 

there in the cosmos, the place where the Mi’kmaq and Anishinaabe believe all people 

come from, the stars, to create a second one. 

 

* 

 

As far as I could see in all directions was water. From my birds-eye view, islands 

with towering cliffs appeared to rise from the lake like spiny-backed sea creatures. For 

nearly an hour, the float plane had flown low under the clouds in a failed attempt to 

escape turbulence. My head pitched against the window. 

 

This was going to be my new home, a wilderness of equal parts land and water 

without a trace of civilization: no steel, no concrete. A small herd of prehistoric looking 

creatures—curled horns, black shaggy fur and comically short legs—stampeded across 

a pass. Muskox, I would later be told, one of few large mammals to survive the ice age. 

 

This borderless, wild expanse—the most nature I’d ever known had been 

confined to city parks—breathed itself into my lungs, oxygenated emotions that I hadn’t 

been aware of. Is there a word for when someone feels every possible feeling at the 
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same time, I wondered, like they’re simultaneously light and ascending while being 

pulled to earth by a powerful magnet? Perhaps stretched to their limits. 

 

The jets from Toronto to Edmonton, then Edmonton to Yellowknife, had felt 

claustrophobic, unsettling, but now seemed quiet and spacious compared to this 

amphibious charter crammed with cargo: a collapsible kayak (and kayaker), luggage, an 

empty casket, some food and several bags of Kentucky Fried Chicken—whose smells 

mingled with the engine exhaust that wafted through the plane.  

 

“Twin Otters are smelly and noisy, not exactly built for passengers,” the kayaker 

had told me on the tarmac in Yellowknife. Perhaps he sensed my confusion after our 

co-pilot had passed out earplugs. “And if you feel sick, keep your eyes on the horizon.” 

The intersection of sky and water from these heights made the earth look flat, as if once 

the floatplane reached that horizontal line it would simply fall over the edge. I squeezed 

Robbie’s hand, but could not avert my gaze. My motion sickness worsened. 

 

“Almost there Mo-Mo, you can do it,” Robbie mouthed when I eventually turned 

my face toward him. The plane started its descent. Minutes later it touched down lightly, 

like the lake was a cushion of dense foam. The spray of water droplets on the window 

blurred my view. 

 

* 

 

“Corporal, Ma’am, how was your flight?” 

 

  This was surely a disingenuous question from the staff-sergeant, given that 

after the co-pilot had tied the plane with ropes to the dock, I’d taken one step down the 

stairs and fallen weak-kneed into his outstretched arms. I missed Robbie’s clipped 

response. 
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 The staff-sergeant said he’d take me to our residence. He had only a short time 

to go over Robbie’s assignment at the detachment while the plane refueled. He’d leave 

tonight. I sensed this man’s anxiety, his eyes darted like a caged animal who sees the 

door open and hesitates while it weighs the angles on what could happen once it’s free.  

 

    As we waited on the dock for our luggage to be unloaded, a handful of children 

ventured closer. Stared at me. Quiet and shy. More came, along with some adults. In 

short order I too would become enthralled with the plane, enticed down to the dock 

towards the promise of new things and new people, but right now I was uncomfortable 

with the feeling of being on stage. No one had smiled back or nodded or said hello 

when I’d greeted them with my eyes, other than the distracted RCMP official, who stood 

uncomfortably close to Robbie and me. 

 

The main attraction appeared to be the fried chicken, which someone doled out. I 

was famished. I glanced at my watch, shocked to see it was ten o’clock at night, yet still 

bright enough to be lunchtime.  

         

The staff-sergeant drove us past a dozen dogs curled up on the rooves of boxy 

doghouses while gigantic ravens scavenged for scraps of food. Outside almost every 

house were massive skins stretched like drumheads across frames made from tree 

poles lashed together with blue rope. “What are those?” I asked. “Moose and caribou 

hides,” the staff-sergeant said. “Have you got warm mitts? And boots? You’re gonna 

need ‘em.”  

 

Nothing in my past, no social studies or history classes, no TV shows, books or 

films had prepared me for this complete sea change in physical and social 

environments. Everything here had a vibrancy, a sort of high-definition clarity, which 

Robbie said was because there was no pollution; no haze to muddy the skies. I looked 

up and realized I’d never seen a sky so blue. While there was also no humidity in the 

air, it smelled of water, the lake so large it created its own weather systems. With no 

paved roads or lawns, wild flora grew knee-deep in between homes, creating swaths of 
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vibrant purple flowers, and there was a hint of woodsmoke from the smoke houses I 

would soon discover, where dozens of oily pink trout fillets lay side-by-side on racks to 

dry. I breathed deeply and felt my whole body refresh. 

 

In contrast, our new home—RCMP staff housing in a raised duplex—was imbued 

with stale cigarette smoke and a faint, yeasty smell that made it feel tired and filmy, like 

it had been the set for a long run of tragic plays. The unit beside us was empty, there’d 

been some problems filling northern vacancies, Robbie said, so he’d work solo for the 

first little while. When finally my head hit the pillow I was out. 

 

I awoke when Robbie returned. He quietly locked the front door then all went still, 

before I heard a long, slow exhalation. 

 

* 

 

 The funeral two days later was Robbie’s first official task as the new RCMP 

officer. The entire community was packed into its small wooden church. People were 

still keeping their distance from me and Robbie was being downright shunned. I slunk 

into the back once everyone was seated and craned my neck for a glimpse of Robbie in 

his showy red uniform, while the visiting priest delivered the eulogy. 

 

     “Such bullshit, he didn’t even know my brother,” said the man beside me, no 

attempt to lower his voice, which prompted a kerchiefed woman in the pew in front of us 

to turn her head slowly and mouth, ‘Frank.’ She looked directly at me next, scanned me 

from head to tummy, before she nodded. I smiled back.  

 

“They just flew this guy in from Edmonton, trying to put on a big show because 

Eugene was a lay clergy, doing their dirty work,” Frank said, this time he dropped his 

voice a level and leaned in towards me. I turned to face him. “See that coffin, nobody 

gets a coffin like that here. It’s a kind of blackmail to show people if you buy into this 
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religious bull crap like he did, they’ll give you an expensive send-off to heaven… 

Humph, what would they know about heaven.” 

 

At the cemetery, Frank and I remained on the periphery. We formed the quick 

bond of outliers, even though he was the middle child of eight and had been born here, 

well, somewhere out on the tundra in minus-forty degrees in a caribou-hide tent, 

according to his mother. As I listened to him speak about why he hated the church, it felt 

like we were in some kind of alt-confessional. 

 

He was hunted down by the RCMP at age nine, he said, while he was at his 

grandparents’ fish camp near Yellowknife, basically sent there by his parents to try to 

hide him away and spare him from that very thing. But the police found him and flew 

him to a Catholic-run boarding school where they shaved his head, half-starved him and 

beat him for speaking his Dene language, the only one he knew at the time. 

 

 “Oh Frank, I’m so, so sorry, how could anyone do that to a child?” I said softly. I 

had gone hungry as a kid, but no one had ever raised a hand against me. 

  

“Well… that’s not all they did.” He pulled a mickey of vodka out of the back 

pocket of his pants and offered it to me. I was surprised. Robbie had told me this 

community was “dry,” alcohol was forbidden. It didn’t matter to me, I wasn’t much of a 

drinker, just the odd fruity cooler at a party to be social, which always made me a little 

tired, and Robbie didn’t drink at all. I declined. 

 

Despite his cynicism around the religious pomp, I sensed Frank shift into a 

solemn place as his lips pressed into the bottle. He missed his brother. Just after a 

cloud obscured the sun to drape the interment in shadow, I followed Frank’s eyes to the 

sky where a bald eagle circled silently above us. “Okay, I quit,” he whispered. 

 

* 
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 Frank in church and Frank in nature were two different people, I soon learned. 

He had a small aluminum boat and a couple weeks later asked me to help him pull his 

fish net. Everyone else still avoided eye contact. They were either the most unfriendly 

people on earth, or this was just what it felt like to travel, to be the foreigner in need of 

acceptance.  I welcomed the chance to get out on the water, azure blue like the pictures 

I’d seen of tropical oceans. I pulled a thermos out of my backpack, which got Frank all 

excited. 

 

“You make some coffee?”  

 

“Just water.” I took a drink. 

 

He laughed long and hard, at what I had no idea. 

 

“What, you think we’re going to run out?” he said eventually, his body shook as 

he wiped tears from his eyes. With pride, he opened his arms to present the lake. 

“You’ve got aaaall this to drink.” 

 

 It had never occurred to me that a lake could also be untreated drinking water. 

Frank rummaged through a box of camping supplies he dragged from inside the hull 

and pulled out two tin mugs. He dipped his cup. 

 

“Best-tasting water in the world.”  

 

Frank stayed true to his word and remained sober after the funeral.  A member of 

his First Nations band council, he wanted to set a good example. He taught me to “pay 

the water” with small wads of tobacco, a show of respect that came with a promise. 

“You must always honour and protect the lake and her many gifts Reen,” he said. He 

held my eyes as he said this, as if to underscore the importance of this solemn pact. 

After we motored for twenty minutes, we came to the buoy, a plastic milk jug, that 
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marked Frank’s net. It was heavy with fish—a dozen lake trout with vacant, liquid-black 

eyes thrashed at their first touch of air.  

 

“Whoa, ho, ho, look at that, we’re going to eat good tonight,” Frank said. We 

hauled the fish into the boat and placed them in buckets. They smelled like the outdoor 

markets back home. 

 

“The Creator is looking after us, making sure we stay strong and healthy.” Frank 

sat in his seat to start the motor.  

 

“What is the difference between The Creator and God?” I asked. 

 

“When I’m in church I think about fishing,” he moved a control lever that lowered 

the motor with a robotic hum, “and when I’m fishing, I think about the Creator.” More 

laughter. 

 

I tried to close the lids on the buckets while some of the fish still writhed. 

 

“The Creator is forgiving, loving and accepting,” Frank went on. He swivelled in 

his chair to face me. “The Creator is a part of every living thing in the universe and 

everything in the universe is living; the water, the rock and sky, the sun and moon, all 

the animals, birds, insects…the Dene believe we are all connected and important to one 

another. We’re all in the circle,” he said. “Equal.”  

 

He sat up straight and surveyed the lake in all directions before he looked up to 

the blue sky. Despite being middle aged, he had very few grey hairs and never wore 

any type of glasses. 

 

“And God?” I said. I had to raise my voice above the sound of the fish. I pictured 

their gills fanned, suffocating, as they flailed against their manmade confines. 
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 “To me, God is…or can be…adversarial and punishing, judgmental.” Frank 

started the motor. A cloud of fumes made me dizzy. “The Bible, in Genesis, says God 

made man in his image and gave him dominion, the power to rule over fish, birds, all the 

wild animals, everything. Which is pretty much the opposite of what I was raised to 

believe.” 

 

He pushed the throttle. The engine clunked. He had to raise his voice above the 

whir of the motor as we sped off. “And God only concerns himself with the people who 

believe in him.”  

 

Frank taught me how to slice down the belly and sloped backs of lake trout to 

create thick fillets. Their meaty, chopped heads made me uncomfortable. We brought 

those to Frank’s oldest sister Bernadine, the woman who’d shushed him in church, to 

make fish-head soup. She was the only sibling who hadn’t been forced to attend 

residential school so she never learned English. “She’s strong in our traditional ways,” 

Frank said. His lips curled into a wry smile as he added that she was also the most 

respected midwife. 

  

* 

 

In September, as the days grew shorter and windier, the big lake became 

choppier and more unpredictable. Frank and I aborted plans to gather firewood with his 

boat. A sudden storm had whipped the lake into a sea of whitecaps—and the 

community into a frenzy. A hunter had not returned home. The lake was still 

manageable with the RCMP’s sturdy craft, but was potentially deadly for a small 

aluminum boat, especially if it was laden with a thousand pounds of moose meat. 

Robbie was an experienced boater, he grew up fishing near Halifax Harbour, and Frank 

was commandeered to lead the search team as he was the community’s most 

knowledgeable and respected navigator. They left in the early afternoon and were still 

gone that night when I was suddenly awoken by loud music. 
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From my living room I followed the blaring Guns’n Roses song to a house two 

streets down where I could make out a girl hanging by her fingers from an open window. 

Most of the houses were one storey but many, like that one, were built on stilts to keep 

their heat from melting the permafrost below. It was a half-storey fall. 

 

I opened my window and yelled, “No,” but the music and the wind drowned me 

out. That girl was strong. I’d watched her jump off ramps on her bike with the boys and 

had tried a few times to offer them some of my cookies but they’d always shied away. 

 

Now she swayed gently from side to side, pelted by the rain as she gathered the 

courage to let go. She landed with perfect agility, bent her legs to absorb the shock and 

somersaulted forward with the extra momentum. I was surprised to see her get up and 

walk straight to my house. Before her first knock, I opened the door. 

 

“Hi, can I stay here? I don’t like my mom’s friends,” she said as she brushed her 

wet bangs, speckled with bits of dirt and gravel, to the side.  

 

“Are you alright?” I opened the door and she marched in. Her bare feet left 

muddy footprints on the floor. 

 

“Yeah, I put my dresser in front of the door this time so they couldn’t get in, 

but…can I stay here?” 

 

As I stretched flannel sheets across the faded blue couch that still smelled like 

cigarettes, each detail of her story made me more alarmed. She chattered away in one 

of my nightshirts while she sipped hot chocolate, wrapped in a blanket. Her name was 

Popi. She was nine. She told me she wasn’t supposed to come to this house, no one 

was, but she knew my husband was away on the search. Kids here, everyone really, 

seemed to know everyone else’s business. 
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“The police are here to protect you, why wouldn’t you be able to come here?” I 

said.  

 

“Because the police hurt my mom,” said Popi. 

 

“What police?” 

 

“The policeman who was here before your husband.” 

 

“How did he hurt her?” 

 

“He had sex with her.” 

 

I paused to suck in a deep breath before I asked how she knew this. 

 

“Because I saw him, I heard my mom crying and hitting him and I watched from 

my bedroom.” 

 

Long after Popi had fallen asleep I lay awake. I wished I could call Robbie and 

wished the party house would turn the music down. Why hadn’t Robbie told me about 

the cop before him? Did he know? Of course he would know. 

 

I started to drift off, but the jangled honks of hundreds of geese flying overhead 

pulled me back from sleep. There was a knock on the door. I opened it to find 

Bernadine dressed in a plaid, pleated skirt that hung below her knees, beaded 

moccasins with rubber slip-ons that protected the soles—like the kind businessmen in 

Toronto would wear over their dress shoes—and a blue cardigan sweater. She said 

nothing at first, just peaked her head past me to look inside. 

 

“Popi?” she asked. 
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I opened the door wider to reveal the young girl fast asleep on the couch, her 

short black hair barely visible from the blanket pulled to her chin. 

 

“Yes, yes, she’s here. Do you want to come in?”  

 

Bernadine’s shoulders seemed to give way in relief, but her expression showed 

no emotion; I had never encountered anyone with such a steadfast poker face. She 

started down the stairs, turning back once to nod a couple times at me with her 

eyebrows raised, and then she was gone. 

 

What is with this place, I thought as I walked over to look at Popi. She snored 

lightly, a splotch of  drool wet her pillow. A few minutes later Bernadine knocked softly 

on the door again. This time she came into the living room with a plastic bag. 

 

“Fish,” she said as she pulled out three dried fillets, smoky, scored into bite-sized 

squares. She put them on the table. “Caribou.” She held out gnarly strips of dried 

meat—her hand a tangle of plump veins and callouses on dark, tanned skin, the hands 

of a musician or artist, my father would say, hard-working hands. Lastly, she opened an 

old coffee tin filled with dried leaves that smelled of raspberries. She took a whiff. 

 

 “Baby, good tea.” She pointed to my belly, then the tin. 

 

“Baby?” I glanced behind me. “What baby?” 

 

Bernadine walked up and placed both her hands on my womb. She padded and 

probed gently in a circle. 

 

“Good,” she said with a short-lived smile, her eyebrows raised. 
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I dropped the meat on the floor. The caribou’s twisted brown muscles and sinewy 

connective tissue had hardly any fat. My abdomen was thickening, I’d noticed that, but 

I’d put it down to the baking I’d taken up to fill my days.  

 

There was another knock at the door. I answered it while Bernadine picked up 

the meat. It was Frank. The search crew must be back.  

 

“Hello Reen. Everyone is okay, Robbie’s just doing some paperwork…Popi, my 

girl,” Frank rushed to her side without taking off his boots. Does everyone know she’s 

here? 

 

The missing hunter had managed to shelter on an island for two days during the 

storm, Frank said, along with his moose meat and reams of wild cranberry patches. He 

was brought home safely. 

 

Bernadine spoke to him at length, all I understood was “Popi,” which she said a 

lot. Frank told me he would look after Popi until his younger sister, the girl’s mother, got 

herself “straightened out. 

 

Aida was just a child herself when she had Popi, came back from residential 

school pregnant,” said Frank. “I can take her now if you want.” 

 

“Nooooo, I want to stay here,” said Popi, her eyes closed as she smiled. She and 

Frank had a brief exchange which he then translated. 

 

“She wants to see what you eat for breakfast. She thinks you may have cake.” 

 

* 

 

Popi and Frank had just finished their pancakes when Robbie walked in. His 

satisfied look faded when I turned away from his hug. I waited until Frank and Popi left. 
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“You knew, didn’t you, that a cop raped Popi’s mom.” 

 

“Mo-Mo, I couldn’t tell you. No one was supposed to know, they really don’t want 

anything like that getting into the media…”  

 

 “What happened to him?” I raised my coffee mug to my lips, suspended it there. 

 

Robbie rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know, maybe he got transferred somewhere.” 

 

 “Transferred? Shouldn’t he be charged and go to jail!” I put the mug down 

without a sip.  

 

“Yes, he should. But that’s not how things work. Not yet.” 

 

Robbie’s transfer was a strategic move by the force, he said, an attempt to 

diffuse the situation with an Indigenous officer, someone to make the community feel 

more comfortable with the police. 

 

“Look, Babe, of course I know how unfair the system can be, growing up on the 

reserve I saw it all the time. That’s why I became a cop, to try to do things differently.” 

Robbie stood with his hands on my shoulders, so tall he could place his chin on top of 

my head, but instead he stepped back to look at me. 

 

“Sometimes it’s better to be on the inside trying to fix things than to be blowing 

the whistle from the outside. It sucks that it happened, and it was wrong, absolutely, but 

not all cops are bad, Mo-Mo. You still love me?” He put a hand under my chin and tilted 

it upwards so our eyes met.  

 

This was not the whole story. The whole story would only come to me a year 

later through an ex-cop who knew Robbie. He told me the officer had been convicted of 

sexual assault in Saskatchewan before he was transferred to the Northwest Territories. 
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Now he worked amongst the Inuit in what would soon become Nunavut. Robbie, he 

said, had pushed to have the sex abuser discharged, but the commander had 

threatened Robbie with dismissal if he didn’t keep quiet. He’d chosen to keep quiet, 

even to me. 

 

“How would you feel about becoming a father?” I asked him. 

 

It was instantaneous, his electric smile. “Nothing Babe, nothing, could make me 

happier…more of you, more of us.” 

 

___ 

 

 

The lunch crowd had filtered out of the restaurant. The girls listened to my story 

quietly, much the same way they had as children at bedtime, except this tale erased 

parts of their identities, undermined their foundations. They were no longer descendants 

of West Africans—sailed by ship across the Atlantic in chains to the Caribbean, their 

bloodlines tangled with the French who enslaved them on sugar plantations. 

 

My daughters’ grandfather, a wealthy, powerful man Isaiah always spoke of with 

great reverence, was no longer their grandfather. Their kin were in Atlantic Canada. 

They belonged now to the Mi’kmaq Nation.   

 

“Would you like some hot water for your tea?” the waiter asked. 

 

Heather, so forthright, glowered at him while her sister Berna used the 

interruption to take a deep breath and arch the kinks out of her back. 

 

“No. We’re fine!” said Heather, although the tears she fought off indicated 

otherwise.  
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Berna put her elbows on the table and hung her head in her hands to 

massage her temples. Another headache. I reached over to rub her back. She 

pushed my hand away. They had not yet had time to absorb the ramifications of 

their new roots, or how to respond to a mother who deceived her children to such 

a degree. I had started to sit taller, while they began to round protectively over 

their hearts. It did not feel right to throw them off-balance like this.  

 

I never met my British grandparents and knew little of my mother’s history. 

Poverty and neglect were what shaped me, yet my whiteness had stamped me 

as part of the privileged race. I was of no interest to the people who felt entitled to 

ask my daughters about their brownness, people who reacted with a type of 

gaiety when they learned of the girls’ supposed mixed Caribbean heritage, 

perhaps associating them with the beaches and cocktails of the all-inclusive 

resorts where they’d vacation each winter. They would react differently, I knew, 

to the girls being “Indians”.  

 

In weighing whether to tell my daughters about their biological father, it 

occurred to me that neither they nor Isaiah would forgive me and that I might lose 

all of them by telling the truth. For that reason alone I may have taken this secret 

to my grave. 

 

But someone else threatened to expose the past. Robbie’s elderly father 

had called me, for the first time ever, a few days ago. Among his shocking list of 

demands—money, a claim to my house—was his insistence that he meet his 

granddaughters. He was coming to Toronto. He knew where I lived. I hadn’t told 

Isaiah.  

 

I hadn’t told Isaiah where I was going today either, he thought I was at the 

university to mark exams. If I’d said I was having lunch with the girls, he would 

have insisted he come. My phone vibrated in my purse again. I reached in to 

notice two missed calls and two texts from him. “Where are you? Pick up!” the 
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last one read. What was so urgent? Had he sensed our fraud had been exposed? I 

muted the phone. 

 

“Sorry for the disruption girls.” The wrath and the reckoning of Isaiah would have 

to wait.  

 

“Let me tell you about your namesakes.” 

 

___ 

  

Heather, the nurse practitioner, placed her stethoscope over my taut belly. She 

talked so much I wondered how she would hear a thing. “A bear got into the chief’s 

freezer last night, stole every stitch of caribou…I’ve never seen a fall with this much rain 

before, wasn’t that storm something…so your husband is the new RCMP officer…oh, 

there it is! Wow! Very strong.”  

 

If I’d been in a city with access to ultrasound, I’d have learned that my Mo-Mo 

twins performed a small, inexplicable miracle that day. Their hearts had beaten perfectly 

in sync, a singular pace and rhythm that masked the fact there were two of them, and 

gave the nurse no reason to believe that mine was a high-risk pregnancy. My weight 

gain and size were deceptive as well. Predictably, as Mo-Mo twins are so inclined, one 

twin had wrapped her umbilical cord around the other’s, which choked her nutrient 

supply and stunted her growth so their combined weight was near that of a single baby.  

 

“You’re young and healthy, you don’t smoke, just steer the course my dear,” 

Heather said, as I sat up on the examination table. “Best guess at your due date is the 

end of January.” She chuckled. “Hopefully they’ll get that runway finished before then.” 

 

The airport and runway that would allow planes to land year-round had been the 

talk of the town for months. Once the lake started to freeze—soon, Heather said—there 

would be a couple months until about the middle of December when we’d be completely 
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cut off, no planes able to land their floats on water, or their skis on unstable ice. The 

airport was supposed to be open by then, but ongoing delays had pushed back its 

operations until at least the new year. 

 

“I’m headed to Arizona next week, but I’ll be back as soon as the planes are 

landing again in December,” Heather said. Her time was divided in two month stints 

between her “hot place” and “cold place,” as she called her home bases. “We’ll see how 

you’re doing then.” She lightly pushed my back towards the door, which opened to a 

near-full room of people who all looked up expectantly at her. 

 

I walked outside into a September snowfall. It disoriented me, yellow birch and 

popular leaves inside a cascade of white—like I’d walked into the swirl of a 

kaleidoscope. Frank drove up in his truck. He rolled his window down as he came to a 

stop beside me.  

 

“Beautiful day, eh?” he said. I knew by the twinkle in his eyes that he meant it. I 

lifted a hand to shield my face from the plump wet flakes that melted the instant they 

touched down. 

 

“We’re going fishing!” Popi said from inside the cab. She sat in the passenger 

seat beside a cardboard box filled with food, a box of crackers, some cheese and 

sausage, chips, pop, a thermos. She leaned over onto Frank’s arm so she could see 

me. Neither of them wore seatbelts. 

 

“What were you seeing Nurse Heather for Reen?” she said in that childish, 

singsong way.  

 

“Seriously Frank, you’re going out in this?” I flashed Popi a knowing look. 

 

“Gotta bring the nets in for the season, this won’t last long.” He waved a hand 

dismissively at the weather. “Wanna come?” 
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“Auntie Bernadine says you’re having a baby.” Popi’s cheeky grin showed off the 

gaping square where all four of her front teeth had fallen out. 

 

“No thanks,” I said to Frank. Popi looked much happier these days, at ease. I 

knew that Bernadine had been checking in on them both a lot too. “Yah Popi, you’re 

right, I’m having a baby.” 

 

“Oooooo, I hope it’s a girl.” She smiled and clapped her hands.  

 

Frank smiled too and they drove off.  

 

* 

 

A week later I was cranberry picking in the forest along the rocky ridge behind my 

house with Bernadine, who had showed up at my door with two empty ice-cream 

buckets and more dried fish and teas for me and the baby. We mostly picked in silence, 

but sometimes she sang slow, soothing Dene songs, perhaps to alert the bears that we 

were there. It was restful, sitting on the spongey lichens while I raked my hands across 

a carpet of tart, ruby-coloured berries, listening to the chatter of whiskey jacks and 

ravens that followed our movements. 

 

The buzz of a float plane engine beckoned from a distance. I was torn. I could 

stay, maybe even pull up my hood and have a nap, or go down to the dock to 

investigate the purpose of the plane. Eventually, after the engine noise had cut, my 

curiosity got the better of me. 

 

“I’m going to go to the dock, Bernadine.” 

 

“Okay. I stay,” she said abruptly. She didn’t stop to say goodbye or compare our 

buckets and tease me about my meagre haul. If anything, her movements quickened. 
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By the time I reached the dock whoever had landed was gone, but I did notice 

Robbie’s RCMP truck driving up the hill, which meant he’d likely picked them up. I 

wandered by foot along their route until I spotted the truck parked at Frank’s house. 

Why was he there? I thought I heard cries from inside. I ran to the door and knocked 

loudly. 

 

Frank answered. Something was terribly wrong. He looked at me with the most 

forlorn face, a look of helplessness, and opened the door wide to reveal a woman with a 

hold on Popi’s arm with both hands while the young girl jerked and shouted, “No, no, no, 

no…no I won’t go.” Popi shook her head and body like a bull roped at the horns. Robbie 

was beside her. Both he and the woman turned towards me. 

 

“Reen, what are you doing here?” Did I see him move his hand from his holster? 

He looked ashamed, like he’d been caught shoplifting. His body softened out of its 

defensive stance, but his voice took on a serious police tone. “You can’t be here right 

now, you have to go.”  

 

“What the hell’s going on?” I ignored his command and stepped inside. “Frank, 

what’s happening?” 

 

My entrance had distracted the woman long enough for Popi to break free and 

lunge towards Frank. She planted herself on the floor at his feet and wrapped both her 

arms and legs around his pantleg. The woman, who I guessed was not much older than 

me, looked like she was about to cry. 

 

Popi sobbed uncontrollably now, unable to speak, but she looked up at me, a 

plea, tears and snot rained down her face. Frank was frozen, he stared ahead as if he 

did not have this little girl attached to his leg. Beside us was a large green duffle bag 

with a stuffed buffalo toy on top. In the corner along the wall my eye caught the white fur 

belly of a mouse flipped upside-down in a trap, snuffed dead in its attempt to find a 

warm shelter for the winter.  
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“You’re taking her away?” I looked at the woman, who I’d figured out was a social 

worker. “Where? Robbie, where are they taking her?” I was the only one capable of 

speaking, it seemed.  

 

“To a foster family in Yellowknife,” said Robbie. Stern, angry. Popi’s shrieks 

started up again as he made his way towards her. He bent down to take her shrill 

protests directly in his ears. His voice turned sweet. “It’s just for a while Popi, I promise.”  

 

“Nooooo, no, no, no, no…” Popi’s terrified protests resumed as Robbie tried to 

gently pry her arms off Frank’s legs. She was fast, and determined. Eventually he freed 

her hands and contained them, but she tightened every muscle of her strong legs and 

with her ankles crossed squeezed them straight. Frank did nothing to unhinge her, his 

empty gaze fixed on some distant horizon. 

 

Robbie looked at me, as if to ask for help. I glared back.  

 

“She belongs with her family,” I said to the social worker, who had rallied herself 

to untangle Popi’s legs while Robbie held the girl’s arms crossed against her chest and 

pulled her back. Popi grunted and thrashed from side to side, relentless.  

 

When all of her limbs were finally detached from Frank, Robbie kept her arms 

locked and hoisted her up while her skinny legs flailed Ninja-like in every direction. He 

turned towards me and the open door. I thought to block his way, but Popi kicked the 

ice-cream bucket from my hand; it soared towards the ceiling while hundreds of 

cranberries tumbled to the floor like tiny marbles. 

 

With his eyes squeezed shut, I saw Robbie kiss Popi’s shoulder. 

 

Once he’d jostled her into the back of his truck and locked it, the social worker 

turned to Frank. 
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“She needs counselling. Professionals. She’ll be safer.” The woman wiped her 

nose with the back of her coat sleeve as she reached into her pocket for her 

government card, which Frank didn’t take. She placed it on the windowsill. When she 

picked up Popi’s bag, the stuffed buffalo toppled off and landed at my feet. I did not offer 

my assistance. She scooped it up with her free hand and left.  

 

I could hear Popi’s cries inside the truck and watched her slap her open hands 

hard on the window as she looked back at us. Had she not been caged in the back, 

separated from Robbie and the woman by a steel mesh divider, there is no way they 

would have been able to drive away.  

 

Frank still stared in the other direction, unable to move, so I gently cupped his 

elbow and led him to the couch, our steps burst a trail of blood-red berry juices on the 

floor. I sat on the chair across from him, silent for several minutes, while he gazed at the 

rug. I would not have had the courage to be as defiant as Popi had the authorities come 

for me when I was her age, when my mother left me with an alcoholic, absent father. 

 

“Maybe we can get her back,” I said eventually. 

 

Frank broke his silence. 

 

“Ah there’s no way, they won’t give her back to me,” he said softly. He seemed 

about to drift away again, but then tilted his head up to look at me. 

 

“It was just like thirty years ago Reen, when they flew in out of nowhere to take 

us away to residential school. We didn’t know where they were taking us, no one did, 

not my grandparents, nobody. We were so scared Reen…Popi was so scared.” He 

shook his head, then slowly got up and walked to the kitchen; his shuffling gait and 

posture were suddenly those of an elderly man. He reached into a top shelf and 
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rummaged behind a few boxes of instant soups and cans to pull out a plastic bottle of 

Smirnoff. 

 

“Frank, you don’t need that,” I said, even though I knew he would not heed me. 

How many times had I said that in vain to my father? Frank walked back with the bottle. 

 

“But I do Reen, I need it. I hear the screams, I hear them…and I drink, so I can’t 

hear them.” 

 

“What screams Frank?” 

 

He unscrewed the lid and his breathing became laboured. Slow, deep, open-

mouthed huffs. He scared me. He took a long draw from the bottle, liquid courage is 

what came to my mind, then turned to me. 

 

 

* 

 

I walked home as if in a trance. Or maybe I was possessed, talking out loud with 

a person I no longer recognized as me; some angry, questioning, astonished Reen who 

kicked stones like they were exclamation points to my one-sided conversation.  

 

First Popi, then Frank’s story. I was changed. “What kind of priest, what 

supposed representative of God, follows a child into a shower and does that to them?” 

Kick. “Repeatedly.” Kick. “For three years!” Another kick. The small rocks bounced 

along the dirt road like stones skipping through water. I stopped. “What kind of 

government pays to allow that to happen?” 

 

 I pictured Frank at Popi’s age in his school dorm, his cot beside his cousin 

Charlie’s, their ears covered with their hands to block the screams. He prayed to the 
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bearded father figure they’d been taught was a kind and caring man that he wouldn’t be 

next, he said. But some nights he was. 

 

 An ATV drove by with a mother and three kids. I sputtered from the cloud of dust 

they kicked up. Each child carried a plastic grocery bag from the Northern Store, their 

straight black hair flew in all directions as if by static electricity. How could they not be 

cold, no mitts, no hat? I tightened my hood around my ears with my scarf and stuffed 

my hands into my coat pockets. 

 

 I had almost asked Frank to stop. The images he planted in my brain were gross 

and painful. I didn’t want them. As they replayed now I realized they were only pictures. 

My body didn’t bear the physical scars. My sexuality had not been tampered with. I 

wasn’t ripped from my family and forced, by law, to return to my abuser year after year.  

 

The least I could do was bear witness to him as he talked about his childhood, 

open my heart to the real suffering. It hardly felt like enough. You could be a lawyer, you 

could fight the injustices, I heard a voice say with a hint of excitement. “I could, I 

suppose.” I felt a baby kick, or maybe it was raising a defiant fist. Solidarity. 

 

By the time I returned home, I’d begun my transformation into a warrior. 

 

* 

 

My belly roiled like a pot of boiling water, little arms and legs bashed about, as I 

burst into the house furious. Robbie was at the kitchen table. He’d pulled the curtains 

closed—only the waning light of dusk filtered in from the living room—and held his head 

in his hands. He must have one of his headaches. I let go of the light switch to leave us 

in the dark. 

 

 “How? How could you do that? Why did you do that?” I said. 
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 “I was obligated to report it to social services. It’s the law.” He sounded flat, like 

all the air had gone out of him. “The minute Popi told you about those men trying to get 

into her room, that they’d gotten in before, you were obligated to report it too. Which you 

did, effectively, when you told me.” 

 

“She was doing so well though, going to school, Frank was sober.” I waved my 

arms in the air. “Aida was even starting to get help, if they’d just had a bit more time...” 

 

“You think I don’t know that Reen?” He raised his head and scowled at me. I took 

a step back. “You think I didn’t see this kind of shit go down all the time when I was a 

kid? I told them all of that, I argued hard for her to stay, but it wasn’t my decision to 

make.” 

 

 “Bernadine…she…she just made her a new pair of mukluks, for winter.” Hot 

tears started to roll down my cheeks. 

 

 Robbie turned away. Refused to look at me. 

 

“Yah, well, I guess she’ll have to wear them in Yellowknife.” 

 

I’d never seen him like this, so callous and cold. Just then the phone rang. He 

pushed his chair back abruptly to answer it. 

 

“Yep…Yep...Okay…I’m on my way.” He hung up and grabbed his police hat from 

the table. 

 

“I gotta go, Charlie and his wife are at it again. I’ll see you later.” The door 

slammed. I jumped. Normally he kissed me goodbye. 
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The silence in the room grew fat and heavy. It fed off the darkness. Weighed on 

my unkissed lips. What if something happened to Robbie on this callout and those were 

our last words? 

 

I had hoped the call might be to say the wolf was back, the one that had 

wandered into the dog compound at the edge of town yesterday and snatched a pup. 

Wolves didn’t worry me. Calls about domestic disputes, even ones that had become 

almost routine for Robbie, made me nervous.  

 

* 

 

“Oh Bernadine, they’re beautiful!” I rubbed the beaver fur against my cheeks, it 

felt soft, oily in its smoothness, before I put both mitts on and hugged her. Robbie had 

asked her to make me a pair of fur mitts for Christmas, and while they hadn’t made it in 

time to put under our tree, I was grateful when she rode up on her snowmobile with 

them two days later, along with the massive black bear gauntlets Robbie had gotten for 

himself.  He roared at me when he put them on, which made Bernadine laugh. They 

reached halfway up his forearm. With my beaver-fur mitts and the wolf-trimmed down 

parka a teacher had given me—he’d left suddenly in November to go back to 

Vancouver, unable to bear the darkness, cold and isolation, “the deprivation” as he’d 

called it—I’d be able to endure, maybe even enjoy, minus thirty or forty degrees.  

 

After supper, Robbie and I walked onto the frozen lake under a starlit night to 

watch the aurora, our hands so warm in Bernadine’s mitts that our palms grew sweaty. 

In every direction, rosy pinks and electric greens spilled out of the star-spotted 

blackness, like undulating waterfalls of paint. 

 

My struggles felt puny, my loneliness indulgent. How was I to feel anything but 

joy beside Robbie while this mysterious beauty played out above our heads? I’d never 

known stars in the city. I would never have known this northern world had Robbie not 

led me here.  



 

 62 

 

“Muin,” he said, his neck tilted back. “Let’s lie down.” 

 

“What’s Muin,” I asked him, once we were on our backs, two miniscule specks 

beneath the sprawling night sky.  

 

 “It means Black Bear. My people have a sky story, Muin and the Seven Bird 

Hunters. During winter Muin is lying on her back in her star den, waiting to be reborn in 

the spring when she returns to earth, searching for food. She’s chased by seven bird 

hunters all through the spring and summer until the fall, when she rises on her hind legs 

and is killed.” 

 

“By the birds?” 

 

“Yes. Then her wjijamijel, her life spirit, returns to the stars for winter, before it 

enters the body of a new bear.” 

 

“What happens to that bear?” 

 

“The same thing, it just goes on and on, the circle of life. When she’s lying on her 

back in winter, after the first new moon passes, that’s when we have Aqtapukewey 

Wi’kupaltimk, a big feast to give thanks to the spirits, especially the Great Spirit.” 

 

“Is the Great Spirit the same as the Creator?” 

 

“Pretty much.” 

 

Robbie’s Mi’kmaq stories seemed really simple at first, I didn’t always see the 

point. But then he’d start to fill in details, especially when I asked a lot of questions, and 

I began to see that they were a way of explaining patterns in nature and how everything 

and everybody had some role to play to keep harmony and balance. Like Frank said, 
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everything is interconnected. Even though Robbie grew up on the other side of the 

country, the ways he and Frank looked at the world were really similar. 

 

“That’s a nice story.” I could tell he missed home. He often talked about his 

grandmother, who raised him and was some kind of special storyteller. 

 

“Babe, there’s a lot more to it. A lot more,” he said excitedly, perhaps he thought I 

was dismissive. “All seven birds are different stars. There’s a robin, grey jay, owls…the 

ancestors were able to track the movement of the stars over the seasons, they were 

actual astronomers. And each bird has its own story too. The birds teach about when 

not to hunt so the animals can breed and have their young, and when it’s okay to go in 

the water so the baby fish are safe…so much!” He paused, like he was trying to take in 

all the different strands of the story he wanted to convey to me. 

 

“It’s not some legend, the sky and the stars were our ancestors’ calendar. That’s 

all in this story….well, you’d have to hear it told over and over by people who know the 

different parts to it to really understand—someone like my grandmother.” 

 

In just a few days I would take a charter plane to Yellowknife to wait out the last 

month of my pregnancy at a boarding home; all pregnant women in the Northwest 

Territories had to do this in order to ensure our babies would be delivered in hospital. 

These were precious last moments with Robbie until then. He turned on his side to face 

me, his head rested on his mitts as if he were asleep, and began to snore. 

 

I punched him in the arm. “Come on Muin, let’s go back, I’m cold. Oh, the baby is 

really kicking now!” 

 

Robbie put his head gently on my belly. “Aww you want more stories, don’t you? 

Don’t worry, I’m going to tell you all the stories so you grow up to be a strong and proud 

Mi’kmaq. We’re going to take you back to the ocean someday too. I’ll teach you to 

fish…we’ll play on the beach and eat lobster. You’re going to love it.” 
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As we walked home along the snow white plains of the lake, I pictured what it 

would be like to walk along a beach in Nova Scotia with Robbie, what it would be like to 

meet his grandmother, what more I would discover. 

 

We had just settled in to watch TV when the phone rang. I braced myself. 

“Beware of Silly Season,” the teacher had warned—Christmas celebrating could get out 

of hand, bootlegged alcohol and home brew would flow. Once again, it was Charlie’s 

next door neighbour to say Charlie, Frank’s cousin, and his wife were in another violent 

row. Robbie kneeled down to kiss my belly. “You keep your mom company, okay, I 

won’t be long.” He’d synched up his holster and was almost out the door when he 

turned around to grab his new mitts. He tossed their woolly ropes over his shoulders.  

 

“Gotta keep my hands warm tonight.” 

 

Robbie kept the police truck plugged into a block heater, but still it moaned in 

protest. Finally, the engine kicked in. It was forty below—with the wind chill, minus sixty. 

The man on CBC radio said that exposed skin would freeze in two minutes. How had 

Frank’s mother given birth to him in a hide tent on the tundra at this time of year? Frank 

told me she said it was no hardship. All of her eight children had been born on the land.  

 

The rest of that evening comes to me in memory fragments, like a strobe light 

that illuminates some moments and darkens others, a dip in and out of consciousness. 

Some of the blanks have been filled in by others, but I know for certain it began with a 

gush of wet heat.  

 

I was napping on the couch. Waiting for Robbie to return. My waters broke. Then 

the first contraction clamped down on my belly like a vice. I slunk to the floor. Crawled to 

the phone. 

 

“Bernadine? Bernadine? Can you come now? Ba-by. Baby now!” 
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“Baby?” 

 

“Yes. Baby. 

 

“Okay.” 

 

Next I called Heather the nurse at her home. 

 

 “You’re waaay too early,” she said. I heard TV noises in the background. “I’ll call 

a medevac. Can you get yourself to the nursing station?” 

 

“No, I don’t think…” I dropped the phone on the floor. Christ did that hurt. I 

clutched my belly.  

 

“Where’s Robbie? Hello? Hello?” Heather’s tinny voice at the end of the dangling 

cord. “I’m on my way…” She didn’t have a vehicle. She’d have to walk.  

 

Bernadine was first to arrive with her nephew Paul in his truck. He carried in a 

smooth spruce pole. Bernadine pushed aside a couch. She lined up two armchairs and 

placed the pole between them so it was supported horizontally at each end. A thick 

blanket went underneath, which she told me to kneel on. I watched Paul bring in a stack 

of towels, pillows, white spruce boughs that filled the room with the smell of Christmas 

tree, a cast-iron frying pan, a basket that contained, among other things, pieces of coal 

and a wide-mouth Mason jar filled with what looked to be lard. He was instructed to put 

a pot of water on to boil and place inside it the spruce boughs and stems, chopped. The 

cast iron pan went into the oven empty at high heat. When Heather arrived, her 

eyelashes heavy with pompoms of frost, Bernadine thanked Paul in a way that also 

dismissed him.  
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Heather carried a small travel bag filled with sterilized medical supplies. I flinched 

when I saw the intravenous equipment and needles. 

 

There was no way to reach Robbie. Somewhere inside of me, inside the heated 

chaos of my body squeezing and swelling and dilating a pathway for new life, I felt a 

cool fear grip my heart.   

 

My labour progressed with the force of a tsunami. In an hour I was fully dilated 

and started to push. “Doing great…don’t forget to breathe,” Heather said as I knelt, or 

sometimes sat or squatted with my upper body hung over the pole. Heather supported 

me from behind while Bernadine massaged my stomach. It felt like holes had been shot 

into my spine. The pain brought me to the edge of consciousness.  

 

“Reen…Reen!” I heard Bernadine say, as I closed my eyes and drooped over the 

bar in exhaustion. I think Heather put a cool washcloth on my forehead. 

 

I looked up to see Bernadine motion for Heather. Heather gathered pillows and 

gently laid me down. Sweat covered my body. 

 

 “Oh my goodness,” I heard Heather whisper. “How on earth?...  

 

“What? What’s happening?” I propped myself on my elbows to catch a glimpse of 

their silent stares before I collapsed. 

 

“Honey, your baby’s coming, we see its arm,” Heather said. “You’re doing really 

well. Try not to push okay?” 

 

The next thing I remember, she injected a needle into me, morphine, she said. I 

felt lifted into another world, like hundreds of butterflies fluttered through my veins to 

carry me away. Bernadine washed her hands and arms at the kitchen sink—the water 

hissed like snakes—before she pulled the Mason jar of lard from her basket. Later I 
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would learn it was grease from the same bear she used to make Robbie’s mitts, a bear 

shot by Bernadine’s husband this fall, who told her it had stood tall on its back legs and 

presented its heart to him, as if ready, or wanting, to be taken. When she unscrewed the 

lid and dug her hand into the rendered fat, I smelled meadow.  

 

“Bernadine’s going to place the baby’s arm back inside you. The baby’s 

sideways,” Heather said. “She’s going to try to turn its head down. Deep breaths.” Even 

with the morphine, there was no escape from the feeling of being ripped open. Heather 

began to push down on the top of my stomach. Time stood still inside my screams… 

 

There is a place women go while in labour that knows no walls, ceilings or floors, 

a deep interior well where waves of pain are laundered with resilience. It could be 

confused with purgatory—the sensations are akin to torture—were it not so heavily 

fortified with fierce love, a mother’s love, that it also held the promise of paradise. 

Instinctively, I burrowed deep into that darkness to find my strength and I heard 

Robbie’s voice speak words I did not know in a language I did not understand.  

 

 “On the next contraction, push hard.” Heather’s soft instructions turned militant. 

She shifted her focus between me and the clock. The plane. Hopefully soon. Bernadine 

tried to convince me to squat over the bar, but my legs were jelly. On the third push I felt 

a slight tug, then heard a loud plaintive cry, like a warning…my baby!  

 

“It’s a girl!” Heather said. She moved to look me in the eyes. 

 

I pulled myself up again but could not see the baby, only Bernadine and Heather 

in a study of concentration. Heather pointed. Something was wrong. 

 

Another contraction seized me and I gave a mighty push.  
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“There’s two!” Heather swung in to catch my second baby, who expelled with 

ease, her size much diminished from her sister’s as a result of their cord entanglement, 

I would come to learn.  

 

Neither Heather or Bernadine announced this one’s sex, too absorbed with the 

umbilical cords and the second baby’s silence. Bernadine said something to it, which I 

imagined was “breathe.” It gave out a feeble cry just as the whiny buzz of a plane could 

be heard in the distance. 

 

Heather cut and clamped the cords and was cleaning the babies while Bernadine 

looked at me suspiciously. I didn’t like that look. She watched and waited for me to 

deliver the placenta. When it didn’t come, she shoved my stomach repeatedly with both 

of her arms, the way a schoolyard bully taunts someone to fight. The pain was worse 

than contractions and I fought back. 

 

“Oww!” I said, with an angry swipe to her hands. She stood up and went to the 

oven, carefully pulled out the hot cast-iron pan with oven mitts and wrapped it in thick 

towels. She looked around and grabbed a plastic container. The pan cupped perfectly 

over my engorged womb. Bernadine undulated it back and forth and in circular motions, 

like she was distributing crepe batter, then gave it one quick downward thrust that 

caused me to roar. She tugged on the snipped umbilical cords and the afterbirth 

expelled its squid-like tissues. Only one placenta, with both cords attached. Bernadine 

studied it for a few seconds then gathered it up with her hands. As she dropped it into 

the container, her nephew Paul burst through the door unannounced. He flipped back 

his parka hood.  

 

“Nurse, the cop’s been shot! Can you come?”  

 

A frozen moment was all the time we allowed for this news, all busy hands and 

baby tasks suspended while his words filtered through the curtain of white, condensed 
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air that rushed in behind him. Bernadine stretched her arms out to take a babe from 

Heather, who squeezed my arm. She left before I could thank her.  

 

The med evac plane that would take me to Yellowknife in frigid temperatures 

would be simply that, a Twin Otter plane on skis with a pilot and co-pilot. No heated 

incubator for my premature twins, no bed, no ambulance to drive me, or Robbie—who I 

was certain was still alive—to the plane.  

 

In small sips, I drank Bernadine’s white-spruce tea, numb with pain and worry. 

She rubbed the babies’ stumpy umbilical cords with spruce coal she’d brought from her 

woodstove as they both screamed. Perhaps it was the morphine, or shock, but I felt little 

maternal desire to hold them and almost protested when Bernadine put the smaller one 

to my breast. To my surprise, she suckled with determined strength. Bernadine bundled 

them up as I hobbled to the bedroom to dress. Every part of my body ached.  

 

When I came back Frank was on the couch in his winter gear. His snowmobile 

idled outside. I rushed towards him, like a lost little girl who sees her parent in a crowd, 

but instead of throwing my arms around him I stood quietly by his feet. Unable to speak.  

“Two babies! Whoa, you’re a special woman Reen.” His laugh reassured me. He 

took my hand, his skin felt tough and cold, as he shook his head in disbelief. “Two baby 

girls! Come. I’m taking you all to the plane.” 

 

 There was no talking, just implicit movements. Bernadine did her parka up to her 

waist. Frank placed the swaddled babies in one at a time and she zipped it shut, her 

arms cradled them in place. I couldn’t straddle the back of the snowmobile behind 

Frank, too painful. They made me lie in the large toboggan attached behind us and 

wrapped me in a caribou hide. The metallic smell of my blood mixed with gasoline 

fumes in the dark.  

 

The co-pilot left the cockpit to open the passenger doors for us. Bernadine 

stepped up the slim metal ladder and disappeared inside. 
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 “You can’t leave until my husband comes, he’s been shot,” I yelled into his ear. 

 

He pulled back his hood. “Sorry ma’am, did you say someone’s been shot?” 

 

 “Yes, my husband. He’s RCMP. Promise me you’ll wait for him.” Frank, who 

stood beside me, nudged my back. 

 

“Hurry inside Reen, we need to shut the doors. I’ll fill him in.” 

 

I had no doubt everyone knew more details than I did about what had happened. 

In a place where less than half the people had telephones, it was astonishing how 

quickly word got around. Bernadine sat on one of two bench seats left in place. I sat in 

front of her. It was the same plane I’d flown in on, only now it was an unheated cargo 

space with a heavy steel floor coated in frost. Each breath curled like smoke. I shivered.  

 

To my right outside the window, two rows of horizontal light cut through the ice 

fog—snowmobile headlights, about a dozen machines, each facing one another—to 

alight a makeshift runway. With precision, Frank turned his machine into an empty 

space in line. I felt tender pride. These people had showed up to help me, and the 

RCMP officer who they’d distrusted. How quickly we’d all come to depend upon one 

another. 

 

Both doors opened wide, ushering in a wall of Arctic air. Robbie! 

 

He was wrapped head to toe inside a thick sleeping bag strapped to a yellow 

stretcher board. Like ants with a morsel of food—or pall bearers with a coffin—people 

hoisted him inside the plane. Heather by his side, attached, it seemed, by a tube that 

stretched from inside her coat to inside Robbie’s sleeping bag. An I.V.? Hope. She 

would  never attach an I.V. to a dead person. They worked by the light of Paul’s pickup 
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truck. He must have driven Robbie in its bed, Heather no doubt by his side. How cold 

they must both be! 

 

The board slid along the icy floor, Heather crouched beside it, until it stopped 

next to me. I could only stare at Robbie’s mummified body, too afraid of what I might 

find if I opened the sleeping bag. The co-pilot hopped in to anchor the board in place 

with ratchet straps. The cold stiffened his bare hands so that by the time he stretched 

the last strap to the wall he dropped it twice. “More hurry less haste,” I heard him say. 

 

 He unlatched a single seat from its storage position across from me for Heather, 

who lowered her ample body onto it with a sigh. She tilted her head back and closed her 

eyes for a moment’s rest. With a forced smile she turned to me and shook her head 

yes. He’s alive.  

 

The co-pilot delivered the safety spiel in one long sentence—I didn’t have my 

seatbelt on, my stomach couldn’t take the pressure, and he made no mention of that. “A 

survival kit…back of plane…” I couldn’t follow it all, my attention was fixed on whether 

the army-green sleeping bag showed any sign of movement. It didn’t. 

 

The sound of my babies—dueling, urgent, muffled cries—erupted into the space 

soon to be consumed by twin engine noises. I turned back to look at Bernadine who 

nodded in agreement, as if reading my mind, before I took my mitts off to unzip the bag. 

With almost magnetic attraction, the frigid metal zipper bonded with the moisture of my 

thumb and finger. It burned a thin layer of flesh off both as I peeled the bag open. My 

stomach dropped. Robbie’s face was swollen and red from frostbite, barely 

recognizable in the dim light of the cockpit controls…how long had he laid outside 

exposed? Why didn’t RCMP winter coats have hoods? His eyes were closed. 

 

“Robbie…Robbie listen…do you hear them? You have two daughters,” I leaned 

closer. “You’re a father.” 
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His eyes opened halfway. I felt nervous energy, like hot adrenaline, pulse 

through me.  

 

“Mo-mo more…” he tried to sing, his cracked lips arced into a faint smile. 

 

“Yes,” I smiled back through tears. “Even more than we thought.” There was that 

smell again. Blood. Mine, his, both of us? His eyes closed. 

 

“Kesalul. Tell them I love them…elitasualtulti’…teach them elitasualtulti…”  

 

A high-pitched whine signalled the start of the engines. It grew quickly in intensity 

until it morphed into an all-consuming growl. There would be no way to speak to him 

now. I’m not sure he had any more words to say. Heather adjusted the pouch of fluid 

she pressed against her chest to keep warm as the plane glided towards the 

snowmobile sentries. She motioned to me to zip up the bag, crossed her arms and 

acted out a shiver. Yes. We must keep him warm.  

 

“I love you too Robbie,” I said. “We’re going to keep you safe and warm now. 

Please don’t die. I need you. We need you.” I couldn’t reach his face so I kissed my 

hand and placed it on his cold, hardened cheek before I enclosed him in his cocoon. 

 

 With my head against the window, the plane’s vibrations buzzed against my 

hood. I closed my eyes and dropped into a strange darkness which I knew was not 

sleep. I was too conscious to be dreaming. Maybe it was a hallucination. I travelled 

high-speed down a narrow tunnel—ropes? umbilical cords?—deep into the earth with 

terrifying acceleration, certain that when I reached bottom I would smash into 

obliteration. Yet I was delivered out of the darkness into a white void as gently as if I 

had floated inside a soap bubble.  

 

Silent and empty at first, this hollow underworld began to creep with the motion of 

birds and animals and insects, shadowy movements caught only from the corner of my 
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eye, their scuttles and flutters echoed as if in a cave. Then from the shapeless floor a 

white-striped dolphin rose and breached in front of me. It caught my eye and motioned 

for me to follow. As the dolphin arched in and out of sight, schools of salmon appeared 

alongside it. They rose and fell in unison until all of them disappeared in a tiny, distant 

speck. The space returned to white silence. I wanted to follow, but my feet felt nailed in 

place. When a robin flew in from above I extended my arm so it could land on the top of 

my hand. It turned to face me. With a deep sense of dread, I watched as its red breast 

bled off its form to surround me in a pool of blood, rising past my ankles, my knees, my 

waist…until just a small patch of red remained on the bird’s skeletal remains and it 

launched back into the atmosphere. I opened my eyes and gasped for air. 

 

Both Heather and Bernadine were on their knees. Heather knelt beside Robbie, 

his sleeping bag open to expose his torso swimming in blood and soaked bandages. 

She pulled his bloodied bearskin mitt from his hand to take his pulse. Bernadine held 

my bare hand, as if she’d been patting the top of it the way people did in old movies to 

revive someone who’d fainted. Had I fainted? She watched my face with concern, the 

babies’ mewling cries barely audible. The engine tone shifted and signalled our descent.  

 

Bernadine slipped Robbie’s other mitt off and pulled my hand down to his. 

Robbie was warm. His eyelids flickered but did not open this time. 

 

“Muin,” I whispered. I squeezed his hand. He did not squeeze back. I held his 

hand until I could feel the heat, and the life, abandon him. 

 

___ 

      

The server was back. “Sorry to interrupt you, but my shift is finishing. Could we 

settle the bill?” 

 

“Yes, of course.” I reached into my purse. Sniffled. Glanced at the phone. Isaiah 

again. Four messages. I paid and reached over to cup Heather’s hands. She slid them 
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under the table. Berna, pre-emptively, did the same. It pained me not to touch them. I 

took a deep breath. 

 

“So, that’s who you’re named after. Berna, you were the smaller twin who had 

sacrificed your nutrients to Heather, but Heather, there was something in the way you 

halted your birth, turning sideways, that allowed your sister to catch up and follow you 

out safely…even with your cords wrapped together…well, only because there was an 

experienced midwife to help turn you around. I don’t know if  any of us would be here if 

it wasn’t for those two women.”  

 

Heather narrowed her eyes, a look of suspicion.  

 

“What happened to our rea…our biological, father?” she said flatly. 

 

I told them Robbie had bled to death after he was shot in the abdomen…who 

knows if he even had a chance. They say he was found on the ground outside the 

house, those big mitts still on his hands. He obviously wasn’t thinking about pulling his 

gun. The words came easily, which surprised me, perhaps because I had rehearsed 

them so often.  

 

“I was losing blood too, but there was an ambulance waiting when we landed and 

they managed to get me and the both of you to the hospital in Yellowknife.” Almost all 

my cards were on the table now. 

 

“The nurse Heather, she stayed in Yellowknife for a while. I had nobody else. 

Bernadine flew back. There was a large RCMP funeral in Halifax for your…for Robbie, 

officers from all across the country came. I didn’t go. I have to confess girls, I was not in 

good shape mentally or physically after you were born.” The restaurant tables had 

started to fill with supper patrons. Isaiah would be mad with worry.  
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Berna still hadn’t spoken. Even as a baby, she had a studious way of looking at 

adults that made them uncomfortable, like she could understand what they said, or even 

thought. Robbie could fasten the same look. Their nanny once told me she felt she had 

to “watch her words” around her. Berna had sat across from me, quietly peering into my 

soul all afternoon. Like her namesake, her face revealed little emotion, yet I knew she 

felt much tumult. Finally, she spoke. 

 

“Why now, Mom?”   

 

“I wanted to tell you a long time ago, but your father thought it would be too 

disruptive for the family.” Should I have said “we thought” instead? More diplomatic. 

Take some of the heat off Isaiah? No. I’d be transparent and truthful. No more 

deception. Berna blinked. 

 

“Well he’s right. It’s pretty disruptive,” she said. She crossed her arms and leaned 

back in her chair. “I mean, Mom, you literally lecture people about Indigenous rights. 

How many protests have we been to with you, all the Idle No More stuff, and the whole 

time you didn’t think it was important to tell us we’re actually half Mi’kmaq? Really? Why 

now…we’re almost thirty?” 

 

“You have to believe me, not a day’s gone by where I didn’t want to tell you. It’s 

very complicated Berna, maybe we’ll have to sit down with your father to sort it all out, 

but I picked today because this morning I had a dream.”  

 

As I told them of the two black bear cubs I saw dig in the snow beside a crooked 

birch tree, dig for the truth about their roots, according to a woman’s voice I thought was 

Bernadine, Berna leaned in closer to me, put her arms on the table. 

 

“We both dream about bears all the time.” Heather’s voice regained some of its 

familiar enthusiasm. “Sometimes we have the exact same dream! We just thought it 

was a twin thing.”  
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I reached into my purse for the unopened envelope they’d found with the mitts 

and put it on the table. 

 

“After we were released from hospital I decided to move back to Toronto. The 

RCMP gave me a lot of support, they were really good to me…and so many people 

donated money to help us that I was able to buy a house and go to law school. 

 

“Nurse Heather would check in from time to time. She’s the one who sent me the 

box with the mitts. When I saw them…it was just too much…I couldn’t even open the 

letter.” 

 

I ripped the envelope and looked at them both. It felt good, important, to share 

something from those times together. 

 

April 11, 1990 

Dearest Reen, 

I think of you often and hope you and the girls are getting stronger every day. I 

was heartened to hear you have found a good therapist, AND a nanny, I can only 

imagine the demands of two babies! Both Bernadine and I are touched beyond words 

that you’ve named the girls after us. Thank you. She was with Frank when I told her. 

She wanted you to know that she took the twin’s placenta out onto the land, as 

traditional Dene do. Whatever animal or bird comes to it will have a strong connection 

with the girls, or something like that (sorry, I’m not as well-versed in Dene culture as I 

should be). She said she placed it in the snow beside a birch tree that had a crooked 

trunk. That way if you want to find the spot someday, you’ll have a marker.  

I thought of taking Robbie’s mitts there. The pilot found them in the plane and 

gave them to me. But then I decided maybe you would like to have them instead. 

Take good care of yourself and those precious daughters.  

Love, Heather 
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I put the letter down. No one spoke. We just looked into one another’s eyes. 

Back and forth. 

   

“Mom…” it was Berna. “Elitasualtulti’, he said he wanted us to know that. What 

does it mean?”  

   

“This is something I always hoped you could learn from Mi’kmaq, I don’t have 

access to the elders or the stories…or the knowledge, frankly, to do it justice. But from 

what Robbie taught me, I believe it’s about everything being intimately connected and 

interdependent, not just people, but plants and animals and rocks…the sky. And that 

goes on forever. It’s a way to think about the importance of respecting nature, nurturing 

it, because it’s family. All my relations.” 

 

I did not cry—I felt more elation than sadness—but my daughters had tears. 

Suddenly, I saw them both look with alarm towards the door. I turned around. Isaiah 

strode towards us, his lips pursed, eyes narrowed. He must have used the GPS 

coordinates of my phone to track me down. He’d done that before for lesser reasons. 

An old man with a springy step, tall with a dark, wrinkled face that looked 

weathered by sun and ocean spray, walked behind him. It was Robbie, if Robbie had 

lived to be seventy-six. His father who’d called to demand compensation all these years 

after his son’s death. The father who had left when Robbie was nine.  

 

“Girls, meet your grandfather.” 
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2 Concluding Essay  
 

In the summer of 2020, against the ever-shifting backdrop of a global pandemic, I 

was an author panelist in an online discussion at a literary festival. Because I live on 

Dene lands, off-grid, about a 30-minute drive from Yellowknife, Northwest Territories, 

my satellite internet is unreliable, so I cloistered myself in a spare room in my son’s 

house in the city. COVID-19, unfamiliarity with Zoom technology, stage fright, fatigue 

and the death of a treasured uncle the day before, all fed into my anxieties. One of the 

panelists jumped to answer the bulk of the questions while the male moderator, humble 

and shy, seemed uninterested, or unable, to distribute the airtime fairly. I felt ‘off’, 

frustrated. 

 

 Toward the end, an audience member asked how she could make readings 

livelier and more interesting. One of the authors expounded first: you give it your all until 

you’re completely spent—hold nothing back. Uncharacteristically, I interjected before 

the moderator could. 

 

 But not everyone can be like you, I said, a skilled and imaginative writer, as well 

as a lively storyteller. Skills that afforded him dual titles of author and entertainer. His 

retort took me by surprise. But you, he said, I know you can tell a story too! Remember 

that time you…  

 

   And here, he went on to summarize something I had told to a closed, ticketed 

room several years ago during a literary event of erotic readings called Blush. While 

more bawdy than erotic—coarse language, nudity and mature subject matter were 

involved—it was nonetheless a personal story involving my husband and me, a story so 

outrageous and funny that I had to compose myself several times as I shook with 

laughter and wiped my tears. The audience did the same. It was impromptu, told from 

the heart. That night my husband expressed mild displeasure to learn I’d shared the 
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story so publicly. Months later I asked if I could write about our adventure for an 

anthology and he said he’d rather I didn’t. End of story. 

 

   In the panel discussion at the literary festival, after the author had recounted a 

dull and précised version of this story—being sure to name names—he suggested that I 

write it for an anthology. I tried to explain why that was not possible; however, Zoom 

technology allowed for only one speaker at a time. My attempts to interrupt him failed; 

the floor was his, until he stopped talking. By the time I could say anything it was too 

late. The moderator, who looked shocked and uncomfortable, ended the panel eight 

minutes early. I too must have looked shaken as I walked out of the room, because my 

son asked me what had happened.  

 

I’m not sure. I may have just been punked, I said. 

 

The story had been told poorly, without anchoring it in the context of young 

parents with twin babies and a toddler, and without any attempt at narrative arc. It had 

felt like an attack. I’d been robbed of something personal and familial, and with every 

theft comes a feeling of violation. 

 

I awoke the next day to an email with a heartfelt apology from the author for 

having “overshared”. We corresponded for the next few days, gently and honestly. I told 

him both my husband and I thought the story was ours, not his, to tell. I said I had felt 

particularly violated given that he’d broadcast it in an online space and in a format that 

did not allow me to interact or take control of the narrative. We each shared our truth 

and we each listened with the intention of reaching full reconciliation. Which we did. 

 

Paradoxically, he is Indigenous. I’d heard him tell other peoples’ tales before, 

always prefacing that he’d been granted permission to do so. He was aware of 

protocols. I was born in southern Ontario of Hungarian descent, white, although living in 

the Subarctic wilderness the past three decades has come to define me as much as my 



 

 80 

bloodlines. Regardless of our race or ethnicity, we agreed that what happened was 

wrong and he said he would not tell that story again.  

 

As I sifted through these events I wondered if the unauthorized, oral retelling of 

my story would constitute cultural appropriation—the central tenet of this creative writing 

thesis. The question of who gets to tell a story, and how it is to be told, is at the centre 

of my exploration into the role of the non-Indigenous fiction writer towards Truth and 

Reconciliation.  

 

I do not wish to equate my experience to the staggering injustice of ongoing and 

past appropriation of Indigenous stories and voices. However, this personal experience 

helped me think more deeply about appropriation and the implications of having 

something familial of your own creation taken without permission, mishandled and 

exploited. The experience also led me to ponder the ways in which women’s voices can 

be suppressed; and how the dimensionality and interactive elements of oral 

storytelling—key components of Indigenous traditions—are impacted by the forum in 

which a story is told, in this case, the voice-limiting Zoom.  

 
Outlawing Indigenous Stories 

No law has ever prevented me from passing down stories about my family or my 

ancestors to my children; however, for many years, our assimilationist federal 

government outlawed Indigenous peoples’ stories as an expression of their lineage, 

history, lands, culture and spirituality. From 1884 to 1951, Canada banned the potlatch, 

a lavish gift-giving ceremony integral to the “governing structure, culture and spiritual 

traditions” of First Nations of the Northwest Coast and the Dene of the interior Western 

Subarctic (Gadacz). Jesse Wente, an Ojibwe arts and culture critic and chairperson of 

the Canada Council for the Arts, says the issue of cultural appropriation must not be 

separated from the history of Indigenous people in Canada: 

 When we talk about cultural appropriation here on Turtle Island…I think 

one of the key things that's often left out—especially when it comes to 

Indigenous peoples here—is that this was the law of the land. [The 
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potlatch ban] outlawed basically our storytelling, the ceremonies which 

were intrinsic of how we tell stories, and it allowed the theft of [our] 

culture. This is largely left out of conversations around cultural 

appropriation—it's usually treated as an intellectual idea, or an issue of 

cultural exchange. (“Indigenous Fashion Week”)    

        

Considering that Canada has used the Indian Act to jail Indigenous people for 

telling their own stories, it is galling and hypocritical for settler writers today to invoke 

freedom of speech to justify their appropriation of Indigenous stories, or their perceived 

right to use the voice of the Other. Yet in most cultural appropriation debates, anti-

censorship is shouted so loudly by people in power that it silences discourses on racism 

by those who are disadvantaged. As M. Nourbese Philip writes, “the issue of censorship 

is central to the dominant cultures of liberal democracies like Canada” (98). She argues 

it is inherently racist to privilege the “rights of man”, specifically the individual freedom of 

white men, over BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People Of Colour) groups that “have not 

had access to any of the resources which enable writing of any sort to take place, let 

alone writing from a particular point of view” (101).  

 

Many Indigenous communities are still trying to unearth, resurrect and reintegrate 

stories that were taken from them—be it through bans, or residential schools, which 

separated 150,000 Inuit, Metis and First Nations children from their families and forbade 

them from speaking their languages. As Wente says, “cultural appropriation is 

institutionalized” in Canada. It is what the country is built on. “And not just cultural 

appropriation, but appropriation of all things Indigenous: our lives, our lands” (“An 

emotional Jesse Wente”). 

 

There are 630 First Nations communities within Canada, encompassing 50 

nations and 50 different languages (“First Nations”). Since their oral histories were 

decriminalized in 1951, some stories have seeped into English Canada’s consciousness 

through appropriation by non-Indigenous authors, scholarly work, or, increasingly, by 
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Indigenous authors who have written in English to assert their authorial rights over how 

to represent their rich oral story-telling traditions, and themselves.  

 

As a non-Indigenous writer, I have lived amongst the Dene, Metis and Inuit of the 

Subarctic on Akaitcho Dene lands for most of my life. I wrestle daily with the question of 

appropriation and representation of Indigenous peoples. The pursuit of Truth and 

Reconciliation and the exposure of sexist, racist barriers has been at the core of my 

work as a journalist, TV and film producer, memoirist, singer-songwriter, and now, for 

the first time, fiction writer. The zeitgeist at this juncture of Canadian history is one of 

social change, but change borne of frustration and unrest—not reconciliation. Among 

the events of the past year we’ve seen protests and rail blockades in support of 

Wet’suwet’en opposition to the Coastal GasLink pipeline; racist, violent attacks against 

Mi’kmaq lobster fisheries; federal inaction to address Six Nations land rights claims in 

Caledonia, Ontario, and the federal government’s specious non-compliance with a 

Human Rights Tribunal decision requiring Canada to expand services to non-status 

First Nations children living off reserve. Reconciliation appears nowhere to be found. 

 

The New Oxford American Dictionary defines reconciliation as: “1 the restoration 

of friendly relations; 2 the action of making one view or belief compatible with another” 

(“Definition of Reconciliation”). Beyond superficial acts like changing a few signs or 

sharing in cultural festivities, Indigenous activists and scholars say the federal 

government, its institutions and settler citizens are not ready to embark on reconciliation 

because they are still too invested in the myth that Canada’s colonial violence is a thing 

of the past. 

 

 “What we should be doing is working very hard on uncovering all of the truth and 

dealing with the truth and then bringing about some kind of social justice,” Pam 

Palmater, a Mi’kmaq lawyer, professor and activist, says during her Reconciliation Book 

Club on YouTube (“Reconciliation Book Club”). Historicizing colonization, when it 

continues in the form of underfunding Indigenous children; subjecting reserves to 

poverty, lack of access to health care and clean water; land expropriations, resource 
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extraction, the Indian Act and other means, allows the government and settlers to 

perpetuate the view that Canada is a benevolent peacemaker. Scholars point out that 

Indigenous people embarking on a healing journey of reconciliation today would be “a 

little like accepting being bandaged by your armed assailant while he is still ransacking 

your house” (Million 106).  

 

The “urgent political desire for Indigenous peoples to ‘just get over it,’” Palmater 

says, is an attempt by the federal government to cement its power status quo and 

“deny, deflect and defer” its culpability in the ongoing crises that so regularly make 

headlines (“Whose Land” 77, 78). Attempts to empower Indigenous people, and I would 

argue settlers as well, with critical information and analysis on decolonization are 

thwarted by spin doctors within government communication networks, Palmater says. 

Truth has been hard to come by in this era of Truth and Reconciliation.  

 

In that light, the role of the writer seems particularly crucial. I share Metis-Stó:lō 

writer, poet and scholar Lee Maracle’s belief that “words are sacred and I have an 

obligation to my community as a woman” (qtd. in Kelly 87). My community, in this 

instance, are the people where I have lived the past 31 years, especially the women, 

and the readership I’ve attained beyond those borders. 

 
The Roots of Contemporary Indigenous Women’s Literature 

Maracle was the second Indigenous female writer to break through in the male-

dominated publishing world of the 1970s, after Metis author Maria Campbell’s 1973 

autobiography Halfbreed. Maracle says publishers told her “they don’t publish Indians” 

because they’re illiterate, so she began reading and writing programs for Indigenous 

people to counter the ill effects of residential schools. When her autobiographical novel 

Bobbi Lee Indian Rebel came out in 1975, she says Indigenous people were “thrilled” to 

see an Indigenous woman telling her story. “We'd just come out of residential 

school, boarding school and we were afraid of our own cultures,” she says. “We were 

afraid of our own languages, afraid of our own stories. It was like a revolution” (“Lee 

Maracle stormed CanLit”).  
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Maracle has remained a grassroots revolutionary throughout the four decades of 

her literary career. Because she continues to write and speak directly to questions of 

appropriation and the roles and responsibilities of Canadians toward radical change in 

our society (a precondition to reconciliation), her words have guided both the fiction and 

research portions of my thesis.  She has garnered numerous awards, including the 

Order of Canada, but initially had to command her place within a racist, unwelcoming 

CanLit community. When she was denied a spot at the 1988 Vancouver Writers Festival 

to launch her book of essays I Am Woman, she took the stage anyway, grabbed the mic 

and told the audience they were in her “original village” and she was “going to read 

here” (“Lee Maracle stormed CanLit”). 

 

 While she writes fiction unapologetically with only Indigenous readers in mind, 

unconcerned whether white readers will comprehend her metaphors or grasp culture 

and language differences (Kelly 76), her criticisms and essays are more directly and 

confrontationally addressed to non-Indigenous readers. Her 2017 collection My 

Conversations with Canadians, devotes 23 pages to appropriation and has a chapter 

titled, “What can we do to help?” Maracle almost scoffs at the question—which my 

younger self would have asked her too, unaware it is laden with racism—because it 

“implies that we are responsible for achieving some monumental task we are not up to 

and so the offer of help is generous”. It infers that Indigenous people “had some hand in 

how things turned out for us”, (49) even though racism, colonialism, and the patriarchy 

are not Indigenous social formations, and Indigenous people alone are not responsible 

for dismantling them. Her answer to this question: revolt against those forms of 

oppression and injustice, achieve meaningful reform and thereby help yourself. 

Everyone, including Indigenous people, will benefit. 

 

One way to participate in dismantling the patriarchy is to read and write books 

that expose it. Maracle says women buy 70 percent of all books sold, yet “80 percent of 

those books are written by men”(56). This is one way, she says, that women continue to 

uphold the patriarchy. Literature from Indigenous women writers presents an especially 
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potent threat to the patriarchal order, which is why men have historically gone to great 

lengths to suppress their voices.  

 

In 1978, Inuit author Mini Aodla Freeman released her memoir Life Among the 

Qallunaat. The Department of Indian Affairs hid 3,000 copies of the book in a basement, 

possibly, the author surmised, because they thought it was about residential schools 

(“Culture shock: Mini Aodla Freeman”). While she does describe the sexual harassment 

of Indigenous girls at the hands of white teachers and employers (Martin 115), Freeman 

says she did not write the book as a political statement, but “to keep memories from 

dying out” (118). The books were eventually discovered and distributed in the North, 

then reprinted in 2015. 

 

Maria Campbell’s memoir Halfbreed suffered egregious censorship as well. 

Without her permission, publisher Jack McClelland excised two crucial pages detailing 

Campbell’s brutal rape by members of the RCMP in her home when she was 14. The 

far-reaching impacts of the rape on Campbell and her family strike to the heart of what I 

have tried to relay in my fiction, which also involves RCMP sexual abuse. The 

censorship of Campbell’s truth illustrates an intersection of anti-feminism and racism, 

important themes in my work.  

 

McClelland was acting on advice from lawyers that police would place an 

injunction on the book if the rape was included. The original pages, which were included 

in an updated reprint in 2019 after they were unearthed by scholars Deanna Reder and 

Alix Shield, describe Campbell’s brother trying to defend her but being hit to the floor by 

the Mountie. “All I can recall is being dragged to Grannie’s bed where the man tore my 

shirt and jeans,” Campbell writes. When she “came to,” her grandmother was crying and 

washing her. “My face was all bruised and I had teeth marks all over my chest and 

stomach. My head felt as if my hair had been pulled out by the roots” (Campbell 101). 

No one in the family was allowed to tell Campbell’s father out of fear he would kill the 

rapist and be hanged. The vow of silence impacted everyone: the brother who was later 

convicted for assaulting police and was moved to 15 different foster homes, the 
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traumatized grandmother, acting as a surrogate mother, who tried to care for her 

granddaughter and keep the secret from Campbell’s father (Reder and Alix, par 14). 

When the grandmother eventually left, the family broke up. The rape passage “makes 

all the other stuff make sense”, Campbell says (par 15). Without knowledge of that 

crime, Reder says the reader experiences a dissonance over what causes the family’s 

demise and Campbell’s spiral of “self-damaging ways”. It is a microcosm of what 

happens in society at large when patriarchal forces such as the RCMP are able to 

commit such heinous crimes with impunity. It is what allows systemic racism to breed 

and flourish. The public sees only the walking wounded, who they perceive as being 

somehow inherently flawed, ignorant of the colonial oppression and degradation that 

may lead a person into substance abuse.  

 

Another publisher, Jim Douglas, who endorsed the manuscript and gave it to 

McClelland, recognized this cycle and Campbell’s power to expose it. “Her first sexual 

experience was to be raped by the RCMP officers in her own home—and it goes down 

from there. It is the round of indignity and degradation that sociologists write about” 

(Reder and Alix par 18). McClelland nonetheless pulled the pages, even though he 

responded, “I haven’t any doubt about the incident itself. I am sure it occurred just as I 

know it occurs today, but I think the only time one can do anything about it is when it 

occurs” (par 23). 

 

This reprehensible statement, and McClelland’s cowardly decision to delete 

Campbell’s life-altering trauma from her memoir against her wishes, a trauma which  

motivated her to write the book as a form of “therapy to purge myself” (24), exemplifies 

the multiple ways in which patriarchal hegemony—the police, justice system, publishing 

industry—maintains control over the dissemination of information. With the ability to 

control the narrative comes the means to deny the truth and maintain power, which in 

turn feeds into racist ideologies and systemic discrimination. 
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McClelland was referring to the ‘70s when he said he was sure sexual abuse by 

the RCMP still occurs, but he could have just as easily been speaking about today. An 

RCMP officer convicted of sexual assault in Buffalo Narrows, Saskatchewan in 2015 

was given a conditional discharge and posted to Fort Good Hope, NWT. When the 

community learned of his past through a CBC article, the officer was “afforded leave” by 

the RCMP last May and left (Bird). NWT MP Michael McLeod pushed the federal public 

safety minister for answers, and to do better for a region of residential school survivors 

“who need to be helped and supported” (Blake). 

 

Police mistreatment of Black and Indigenous people has prompted calls to 

defund police in Canada and the U.S., a discourse heightened by the Black Lives 

Matter movement. After Indigenous women spoke out in 2015 about sexual and 

physical abuse involving eight provincial police officers in Val-d’Or, Quebec, the 

province set up a toll-free number for Indigenous women to report police assaults 

directly to a paralegal service, instead of the Montreal police. Authorities were 

astonished that in the first month, 44 Indigenous women reported assaults by 

police (MacKinnon). Of more than 30 claims against provincial police in Val-d’Or, 

no charges were laid. However, police officers are suing Radio-Canada for its 

investigative journalism that broke the scandal (Brennan).  

Other Means of Suppression, My Story 
Litigation, the shoot-the-messenger approach toward silencing those who 

threaten to expose and destabilize patriarchal institutions, has been used against me 

several times throughout my career. In 1989, while working in Yellowknife as northern 

bureau chief for the Edmonton Journal, my reporting on racist and sexist comments 

made by a territorial court judge over sexual abuse in the North prompted a judicial 

inquiry. While the inquiry was supposed to determine if the judge should be disciplined, 

his lawyer focused much of the proceedings on my reporting. I did not have standing, 

which meant I could not cross-examine witnesses or the judge. The structure of the 

inquiry muted me from presenting my version of events. 
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My editor and publisher were women who supported me throughout. The judge 

was not disciplined and I continued to cover court, writing more front-page articles that 

revealed sexist rulings and outrageous statements from older white judges. When a 

new male managing editor was hired, he advised me I was writing “too many” stories 

about sexual assault. After I began maternity leave, the newspaper permanently closed 

the bureau. 

 

A few years later I was sued, unsuccessfully, for defamation after I went on radio 

to defend a public school counsellor who had reported several allegations from 

adolescent girls that their principal had groped them. I was acutely aware of the multi-

generational effects from sexual assaults on residential school survivors in the North, 

and knew how such abuse of children (or adults) under any circumstances could cause 

life-long emotional and psychological scars. I was determined to root out child 

predators. The superintendent of schools formally sanctioned the female counsellor for 

reporting the allegations, while he publicly supported the male principal. When I 

exposed that this behaviour contravened the Child Welfare Act and protocols for 

reporting child abuse, the superintendent sued me. After years of misinformation and 

coverup, he was eventually fired. 

 

RCMP investigated but did not lay charges against the principal, whose contract 

was not renewed (he subsequently worked in a southern Alberta school district then 

founded his own Christian ministry in a small town in Saskatchewan). The litigation, 

however, continued for years. I refused the superintendent’s settlement offer, which 

would have forbidden me from speaking about the incident in exchange for him 

dropping the $55,000 claim. The lawsuit died of neglect. 

 

My memoir Voice in the Wild, first published in 2016, explores the ways in which I 

sought to heal from the trauma of these two very public events. I was worn down by the 

extraordinary toll of speaking truth to power, especially when the men in power have 

such huge arsenals to use in their defence. I turned my back on the written word—

which seemed so explosive and volatile in my hands—for a time. 
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Instead, I tackled social issues of concern from a more community level. I served 

on the Ministers Forum on Addictions and Community Wellness for several months, 

touring NWT communities to hear directly from the people about what they wanted in 

government services. I joined the Homeful Partnership, a volunteer group which 

successfully lobbied for a Housing First program in Yellowknife to address 

homelessness. For several years I served on the Northern Youth Leadership steering 

committee, a non-profit group that facilitates on-the-land programming for youth. When 

a Dene facilitator of the Kairos Blanket Exercise—an interactive program that uses 

drama to teach Indigenous history—asked me to role-play a nun who takes babies from 

their parents’ arms, I said yes. Twice. This experience underscored my suspicions 

about the degree to which settlers are ignorant of residential schools and their legacy. 

Even settler participants who grew up in Yellowknife—and attended school alongside 

Indigenous students—said they had no idea that residential schools or the Sixties 

Scoop had so recklessly torn families apart. A few participants left in tears. 

 

Given that these atrocities have been widely publicized in English newspapers 

and media in recent years, Maracle says white Canadians are “sunk in deep denial” (My 

Conversations 27). I believe it’s more than that. Children need to be provided with this 

information in schools from an early age, in order to inculcate a new and broad 

consciousness around settler-Indigenous relations.  

 

After several years absence, Canadian Geographic asked me if I would write 

again for them, a story about how the Sahtuto'ine Dene of Déline, Northwest Territories 

created the Tsá Tué Biosphere Reserve, the world's first such UNESCO site managed 

by an Indigenous community. Through that story I experienced first-hand the steadfast 

oral story-telling practices, borne of having a grounded presence of place, that have 

preserved Dene culture, history, and lands for millennia. Elders and community officials 

had been lined up for me to interview. Some elders, speaking through interpreters, 

relayed portions of stories that they were responsible for maintaining, a knowledge that 

belonged to their family, about Tudzé, the sacred water heart that beat in Great Bear 

Lake, or the prophet Ayah. Ayah’s divinations have guided the Sahtuto'ine to fight for 
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self-government against colonial forces so they could ensure Great Bear Lake remains 

a viable water source for future generations (Sarkadi “Inside the fight”). The community 

had already incorporated these stories into its watershed management plan and 

preserved versions of them in English and Dene through radio documentaries. Sharing 

them with the world through international media was part of Déline’s multi-pronged 

conservation effort. “The Water Heart management plan stresses the 

interconnectedness of all things and the necessity of caring for the world and all its 

people—Dene and non-Dene alike,” I wrote based on what I’d been told in these 

interviews (Sarkadi, “Inside the fight”). 

 

It was impossible to harness all that knowledge in 2000 words, or recreate the 

interactive, circular and non-static nature of Dene oral storytelling, which embodies 

spiritual teachings as part of maintaining social systems. The written word is just not up 

to the task. At best, it can be ekphrastic, perhaps invoke visceral as well as cerebral 

sensations, and to do that, the writing must be highly creative. I did my best to be 

faithful to the goals of the community, which was to impart the highest ecological 

conservation imperatives I’ve ever encountered, a gesture of extreme benevolence and 

generosity. 

 

After that story became a finalist for a National Magazine Award, I was sent on 

another assignment to write of a similar ecological triumph, the Denesǫłiné of Łutsël 

K’é’s success at preserving their homelands and the waters of Great Slave Lake with 

the creation of Thaidene Nëné, Canada’s newest, and first co-managed national park 

reserve (Sarkadi “Thaidene Nëné”). In both these articles I made sure Dene voices 

were front and centre. 

 

The depiction of Dene as important knowledge holders with critical information on 

how to keep people and the planet from ruin is a refreshing counter to mainstream 

media stories that focus on the dismal socio-economic indicators of Indigenous 

community life; depressing stats that can be directly attributed to racist policies and 

colonization. At this critical juncture of climate change and the rise of social movements 
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such as #IdleNoMore, #MeToo and #BLM, it is important that Indigenous worldviews 

(often so fundamentally opposed to capitalist, colonial ideologies) are conveyed 

respectfully as part of the conversation on how we move forward together in an ethical 

space. I started to contemplate fiction writing as a new means for me to amplify the 

concepts I have learned from living amongst Indigenous peoples of the North.  

 

As a writer, do I have the right to fictionalize our shared narrative? Of course I do. 

But should I? And if I do write fiction, should I create Indigenous characters? Can I 

inhabit their point of view? Is it wrong for me to do so? Does this constitute 

appropriation of voice? 

 
What is Cultural Appropriation? 

 The Writers Union of Canada defines cultural appropriation as “the taking—from 

a culture that is not one’s own—of intellectual property, cultural expressions or artifacts, 

history and ways of knowledge, and profiting at the expense of the people of that 

culture” (Ziff and Rao 1).  In Canadian literature, the cultural appropriation debate often 

centres around two questions: 1. Is it acceptable for non-Indigenous writers to write 

from the perspective of an Indigenous character or viewpoint? 2. Are non-Indigenous 

writers authorized to use traditional Indigenous stories in their fictions? (Sugars). 

Maracle provides this definition in her essay on appropriation in My Conversations with 

Canadians: 
The intention of appropriation is stealing, so in order for appropriation to 

occur, theft must travel with it and receive either resale for profit or 

personal royalties as benefit from its use. Theft must be the outcome for 

the appropriator, while the original owner must lose the use, benefit, 

authority, and ownership (as control) over the appropriated item; 

otherwise it is simply sharing. (101) 

 

Since there was no profiting in the retelling of my comical family story I described 

in the introduction, other than the author gaining the upper hand, according to these 

definitions I did not experience cultural appropriation. Had he rendered the story as his 
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own within a book or other media and made money from it, that would constitute the 

required theft to deem it appropriated.  

 

Maracle details examples of theft and profiteering from Indigenous people, be it 

theft of knowledge and stories in books or academia, theft of land and resources, or 

commercialization of medicines. She is critical of the way white authors such as W.P 

Kinsella, Al Purdy and Margaret Laurence have portrayed Indigenous characters in their 

novels, yet she is resentful of the term “appropriation of voice”, saying it is not possible. 

“If a white person writes a story, it’s a white person’s story. And I don’t think there’s such 

a thing as appropriation of voice…” (qtd. in Kelly 82).  

 

However, similar to Philip’s assertion that the playing field within Canadian 

publishing remains uneven, Maracle says white authors who write fiction with 

Indigenous characters are “taking space at the table” that Indigenous writers need to tell 

their stories. “Sharing space and time is the opposite of racism. Occupying another 

people’s space and time is racism” (My Conversations 122).  Under this definition, my 

fiction would be considered racist, if I were to one day find a publisher, or even in the 

sense that this thesis is taking up space and resources that could have gone to a 

BIPOC university student. In a 1993 interview Maracle seemed to encourage white 

authors to write stories that included Indigenous people—but to write them from within 

the racialized context of their own white supremacy. I explore this contradiction further 

on. 

 

The cultural appropriation debate reached a fever pitch in CanLit and Indigenous 

circles after award-winning author Joseph Boyden’s claims of Indigeneity were 

scrutinized by APTN, the Aboriginal Peoples Television Network, in December 2016 

(Barrera “Author Joseph Boyden”). Two months later, Boyden, whose protagonists are 

mainly Indigenous, was accused by a Metis doctoral student of plagiarizing an 

autobiographical story by a deceased Ojibwe healer (Barrera “Ojibway healer’s”). 

Boyden also faced criticisms for receiving awards and taking advantage of opportunities 

based on his presumed Indigenous heritage. In this way, Boyden could be seen to have 
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profited by appropriating at least one Indigenous story, assuming Indigenous voices in 

his fiction (not considered appropriation by some) and the space and resources 

intended for Indigenous peoples. The author continues to hold claim to his indigeneity, 

citing his DNA, traditional adoption “by a number of people in Indigenous communities” 

and his career-long public defense of Indigenous rights and issues as proof (Boyden 

“My name is Joseph”). 

 

As long as Boyden was considered Indigenous, his rights to tell these stories and 

reap their profits went unquestioned. It was when he was perceived to be of Western 

Society’s most dominant and powerful group—a white male—that his work and 

reputation came under fire. South African scholar Annemie Conradi says the cultural 

appropriation debate arises  “predominantly around cases where asymmetric power 

relations are symbolically or materially re-enacted when dominant groups appropriate 

from economic or political minorities” (abstract).  Boyden’s perceived place of power 

had shifted, he was now part of the dominant group after years of claiming to speak, 

and write, as a minority.  

 

And not just any minority. Alicia Elliott writes that over the years Boyden claimed 

to be “Metis, Nipmuc, Mi’kmaq, Anishinaabe, Moose Cree First Nation and perhaps 

most ludicrously of all, two-spirited” (“Why non-Indigenous support”).  Perhaps if Boyden 

had been truthful about the haziness of the lens through which he cast his Indigenous 

heritage, the outcry would not have been as fierce. But by claiming he has ties to so 

many specific First Nations, as well as Metis, amongst people for whom ancestral ties to 

regions and lands constitute so much of how they self-identify—and then to speak on 

their behalf—made him appear a shapeshifting charlatan. “When somebody is speaking 

on behalf of their communities, and they’re not grounded in that community, there are 

certain losses that happen in terms of their interpretation of history,” Rebeka 

Tabobundung, editor of an online arts and culture publication, told the CBC (“Joseph 

Boyden must take”).  
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Boyden’s native claims also allowed him to write for years, unchallenged, from 

the point of view of Indigenous protagonists. Perhaps the asymmetric power relations 

that give rise to the cultural appropriation debate explain why BIPOC authors may be 

less scrutinized for writing from the viewpoint of cultural others. One example is British 

author Zadie Smith. Born in North London to an English father and a Jamaican mother, 

Smith, who describes herself as a comic novelist, is celebrated for appropriating 

multiple cultures within her writing, yet says, “I’m almost never accused of cultural 

appropriation—why not?” (Chotiner). She believes it’s because she’s “brown” and 

writing of others with brown skin is “all the same to white people?” (Chotiner). Smith 

says she became a writer precisely to “get under the skin” and understand what it would 

be like to be a “Jewish Chinese guy or an old black woman or a white professor.” Can a 

white writer do the same? 

 

In May 2017, while editor of The Writers Union of Canada magazine Write, Hal 

Niedzviecki suggested an “Appropriation prize” for writers who “Relentlessly explore the 

lives of people who aren’t like you” (Kassam). Niedzviecki’s proposal came in a special 

issue devoted to Indigenous voices. He failed to see he was undercutting those 

Indigenous writers by calling for writers of the dominant class to, in effect, tell BIPOC 

stories. Under the misguided rallying cry of freedom of speech, a group of white editors 

and media executives—those very gatekeepers to writers of colour—responded on 

Twitter with financial donations to support an appropriation prize. BIPOC writers pointed 

out once again that freedom of speech was not at issue. “You have to actually find 

people who write and speak and live from different perspectives, and promote them. 

And pay them…” wrote author and BuzzFeed News culture writer Scaachi Koul (“On 

Glibness”).  

 

That is in fact what happened when Toronto lawyer Robin Parker and 

Vancouver-based writer and editor Silvia Morena-Garcia countered the appropriation 

prize in 2017 with calls to raise $10,000 for an Indigenous Voices Award. They crowd-

funded $116,565 in four months. The awards are now annual, overseen by past 

executive members of the Indigenous Literary Studies Association to “honour the 
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sovereignty of Indigenous creative voices and reject cultural appropriation” (“Indigenous 

Voices”). 

 

Who is portraying Indigenous people is one consideration, but so is how they are 

portrayed. Koul says “thoughtful portrayals of Indigenous people or people of colour, 

namely in fiction” are encouraged (“On Glibness”). Whereas non-Indigenous, white 

Canadian author W.P. Kinsella, who inhabited the skin and psyches of Indigenous 

characters, has been broadly criticized. Kinsella wrote a series of popular books loosely 

based on Hobbema First Nations in Alberta that Indigenous authors and critics found 

insulting. His characters spoke in fractured English and were portrayed as clownish. “It's 

easy and lazy to push stereotyped ideas,” wrote Charles Mandel in Windspeaker, 

“rather than trying to bring some depth and understanding into the writing” (Mandel). 

Mandel did not dispute Kinsella’s right to write about Native peoples, “the problem is 

that Kinsella is a white man writing disrespectfully about Natives.” Since Kinsella 

claimed in 1990 that minority writers “don’t have the skill or experience to tell their 

stories well”, it is hard to dispute that he wrote from a place of disrespect (Hoy 144).  

 

Maracle also objects to Kinsella’s “stories of rape and plunder” (qtd. in Kelly 83). 

She says non-Indigenous writers are unable to honourably and accurately portray 

Indigenous lives because of the power hierarchy. “The people at the bottom see more 

clearly what’s happening than the people at the top seeing down”. Maracle goes on to 

ascribe the same theory to feminism. “Men aren’t very good in the realm of anti-sexism. 

Their intentions might be there, but they haven’t done much anti-sexist work”(qtd. in 

Kelly 83). 

 

Maracle’s most vociferous criticism on the question of appropriation, however, is 

directed toward Anne Cameron and her 1981 book Daughters of the Copper Woman. 

The book is a collection of stories about matriarchal, pre-contact times told to her by 

Nuu-chah-nulth women on Vancouver Island. Cameron insists the elders later told her 

to publish the stories, “put them out to the world at large,” so she did, adding, “I had no 

idea what a shit-storm THAT would create” (BCBW). Maracle famously told Cameron in 
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1988 to “stop stealing our stories” (Conversations with Canadians 99). Maracle insists 

that as a white woman, Cameron was unaware that the elders who she says 

encouraged her to publish the stories would have also been unaware that they were in 

fact disinheriting their children. Maracle says, “We did not own property and we gave 

away all our possessions during potlatch and potlatched as often as possible in our 

lifetime. All we owned was our stories, our songs and our names—this is our private, 

clan, family wealth” (99). 

 

In a 2002 interview, Cameron said Daughters of the Copper Woman had sold 

more than 200,000 copies worldwide. Cameron funnelled the royalties back into land 

conservation and a number of programs that support Indigenous health and welfare. 

She hopes the stories encourage people to re-examine history in the country that pre-

dates European contact. Because of allegations she’d appropriated stories that weren’t 

hers, she says she “stepped aside” and stopped including “Native content” in her work 

for about a dozen years. “I listened. I let the people with their political agenda have their 

say...I waited for any of the noisemakers to start doing what they claimed I had been 

keeping them from doing. Well, I'm still waiting” (BCBW). 

 

Cameron resumed writing “Native content,” even added additional stories, with 

permission, to new editions of Daughters of the Copper Woman. What strikes me most 

is that she did not share her byline with the women whose stories she rendered. In 

many ways she was more like an anthology editor, yet she maintained full control over 

the book’s publishing and accrued the royalties as the sole author. In the 18 years since 

that interview, much has begun to change on the literary front. Assuming in 2002, 

Cameron was “still waiting” for Indigenous authors to rise to the fore to tell their own 

stories, perhaps she did not wait long enough.  

 
Indigenous Voices Take Centre Stage 
 Type #IndigenousReads into your web browser and the first two hits that come 

up are from Crown Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs Canada. The same 

department that outlawed Indigenous stories through the potlatch ban... that ripped 
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Indigenous children from their families and languages to attend residential schools... 
that hid Mini Aodla-Freeman’s book in an office basement, is now promoting Indigenous 

books and authors. “#IndigenousReads encourages reconciliation between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous peoples by sharing Indigenous literature” is how the website 

describes itself.  Click on “December 2020 Campaign” and among the recommended 

books are bestselling author Eden Robinson’s Trickster Drift; GG and Kirkus-prize-

winning author Cherie Dimaline’s YA novel Empire of the Wild; children’s books by 

Katherina Vermette, Julie Flett, Monique Gray Smith, Ningeokluk Teevee and others. A 

2017 CBC Books webpage crows, “108 Indigenous Writers to Read—as recommended 

by you.” Some Indigenous writers today—and Indigenous women writers in particular—

are sought-after bestselling authors. Dimaline’s YA sci-fi novel The Marrow Thieves is in 

its 20th printing with 200,000 books sold and interest from Warner Brothers and Netflix 

(Porter). Books like Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s This Accident of Being Lost, that 

“rebirths a decolonized reality” (Simpson) or Tracey Lindberg’s debut novel Birdie, a 

darkly comic, CBC Canada Reads finalist about a Cree-Metis woman on a vision quest 

are reaching huge audiences. The University of British Columbia lists eight Indigenous 

publishers in Canada, plus six general publishers interested in Indigenous texts and 

authors (“Indigenous Publishers”). How did all this happen? What changed? 

 

 Since the early 1990s, several watershed teaching moments have shed light on 

past and ongoing racist, colonial policies; chipping away at the foundational power of 

dominant, Euro-centric narratives. New voices have emerged, telling new versions of 

the story.  The Columbus quincentennial in 1992 provided a high-profile opportunity for 

Indigenous peoples throughout Turtle Island to use their art and cultures to subvert the 

intention of celebrating ‘the discovery’. Four years later, Canada’s Royal Commission 

on Aboriginal Peoples proposed ways to redress government policy in its five-volume 

report, saying, “Aboriginal people generally do not see themselves, their cultures, or 

their values reflected in Canada’s public institutions” (Dussault and Erasmus 7).  On 

June 11, 2008, Prime Minister Stephen Harper stood in the House of Commons to 

formally apologize for the atrocities committed on behalf of the federal government in 

church-administered residential schools. I was working in the CBC North newsroom 
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alongside Indigenous broadcasters that day and can attest by the rapt attention to every 

TV screen that it was an emotional, long-awaited moment in history. The hope was 

palpable. That same year the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) 

began gathering statements from thousands of residential school survivors towards the 

“acknowledgement of the injustices and harms experienced by Aboriginal people and 

the need for continued healing” (“Honouring the Truth”). The goodwill these initiatives 

created was short-lived, however.  

 

Two years later the Harper government tabled a 457-page omnibus bill that 

would drastically change the Indian Act, the Fisheries Act and environmental 

assessments, thereby diminishing protection of fisheries and water. From a “teach-in” 

organized by four activist women in Saskatchewan—Sylvia McAdam, Jess Gordon, 

Nina Wilson and Sheelah McLean—to educate Indigenous and other communities 

about Bill C-45, grew a continent-wide grassroots movement, still active, known as Idle 

No More. Peaceful protests and round dances popped up in shopping malls. Blockades 

were erected. With the advent of social media, Indigenous organizers had no 

gatekeepers to block their message. #IdleNoMore grew exponentially.  

 

 In Yellowknife, I protested in -35 degree temperatures alongside Dene, Metis, 

Inuit and other northerners, blocking lunchtime traffic on our main street while RCMP re-

routed vehicles. There was no question I would join this movement. Harper’s petro-

capitalism and disrespect for Indigenous peoples incensed me. Clean water is 

paramount to our survival— #Waterislife. Some non-Indigenous people I knew who 

supported these causes watched from the sidewalk, even though the circle was a 

welcoming place. I wondered if they feared their jobs with the federal or territorial 

governments might be jeopardized if they were seen to be actively expressing 

opposition to Bill C-45. Still, the protests opened eyes to the struggles: 

The creativity and passion of Idle No More necessarily revealed long-

standing abusive patterns of successive Canadian governments in their 

treatment of Indigenous peoples. It brought to light years of dishonesty, 
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racism and outright theft. Moreover, it engaged the oft-slumbering 

Canadian public as never before. (The Kino-nda-nlimi Collective 22) 

Despite the protests and 1,600 amendments proposed by the Liberals and NDP, the bill 

passed through the Senate on Dec. 14, 2012 intact (“Senate passes”). 

 

On the heels of this movement, in 2015 the TRC released its final report and 94 

“Calls to Action” to redress the residential school legacy. In all areas: health, education, 

justice, media, sports and recreation, immigration... there were calls to educate the 

public about the history and treatment of Indigenous people. Skills-based intercultural 

training for professionals was called for in hopes of dispelling systemic racism within 

courts, schools and hospitals. 

 

The following year, the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous 

Women and Girls began two years of cross-country fact-finding and evidence gathering. 

After listening to more than 2,300 people, its final report, tabled June 3, 2019, outlined 

what the commission called “intergenerational Canadian genocide”, revealing 

“persistent and deliberate human and Indigenous rights violations and abuses” as the 

cause of “staggering rates of violence” against Indigenous peoples, specifically women 

(“Reclaiming Power”). 

 

Then came Canada’s sesquicentennial. In 2017, Ottawa spent billions to mark 

this 150-year birthday “celebration,” while Indigenous people reasserted their existence 

and sovereignty pre-confederation under the new 150+ logo. “Many places are 

struggling with the nation’s genocidal origins,” wrote Palmater, who pointed out that 

Canada could spend billions on a party but refused to “share the bounty of its piracy” 

with First Nations people (“Canada 150”). Curated booklists popped up with titles by 

Indigenous authors, visible minorities and allies, designed to give Canadians the facts 

about the country’s extractive and exploitive treatment of Indigenous peoples. I was 

proud that my memoir Voice in the Wild appeared on one such curation of ten non-

fiction reads by the Toronto Foundation.  
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Indigenous artists, perhaps buoyed by a renewed sense of resistance and 

cultural pride, created powerful and innovative works while platforms that historically 

had seemed closed, or at least less receptive to them, suddenly clamoured for 

Indigenous content. The Stratford Festival. The Junos. The Polaris Prize. The Giller 

Prize. The publishing industry took note. There is now a profusion of authentic, visionary 

and provocative Indigenous literature of all ilk—fiction, non-fiction, poetry, fantasy, 

comic books, graphic novels—making bestseller book lists. 

 

 While many Indigenous women tackle the colonial legacy of violence and sexual 

abuse in their writing, they approach the subject matter in unique forms and structures. 

Inuit throat singer Tanya Tagaq’s debut novel Split Tooth, for example, melds fiction, 

poetry, memoir and illustrations, while inhabiting myth and spirit worlds. It was short-

listed for a Giller prize—traditionally the realm of fiction. In this excerpt from the poem 

“Sternum” the sexual assault of a child is rendered with heart wrenching, biological 

precision: 

Cage for Blood and Breath 

The Human Sternum is used for so many things 

Clavicles like handlebars 

Ribs like stairs 

The sternum is the shield 

Even when impaired 

Even when it smothers a little girl’s face 

As the bedsprings squeak (Tagak 17) 

 Tracey Lindberg’s novel Birdie employs the use of Cree words and also made-

up English words such as “fearanger, motherlove” and “sistercousin” to express 

Indigenous concepts that defy the English language (Alex), While her Indigenous 



 

 101 

protagonist is sexually assaulted by her uncles, Lindberg, who is A’in’i’w’chi Ni’Yaw 

Nation Rocky Mountain Cree, says her lens was always one of anti-racism over 

feminism in the book. The uncles were victims of colonial violations as well.  “I don't 

want people to say ‘bad uncles,’ I want people to say, ‘How do we ensure that families 

are safe places?’" (“Tracey Lindberg”). Lindberg’s treatment of the white character Lola, 

who is “metaphorically Canada, she’s a little bit of a bigot at times, but she’s loving and 

kind and well-intentioned and she’s good” (Alex), could be seen as a generous and 

reconciliatory gesture on the part of the author.  

 

Still, there is a sense these women are writing toward reconciliation amongst 

their own people and internalized racism foremost. Maracle says 80 percent of 

Indigenous women are likely to be sexually or physically abused in their lives. “So most 

of my stories focus on women empowering themselves, climbing that mountain—and it 

is a mountain of racism—to deal with the violence outside the home as well as inside 

the home” (qtd. in Kelly 87). Residential school has created chasms in family 

relationships. During a writers festival I heard a tearful white woman in the audience ask 

an Indigenous poet what she could do toward reconciliation. The poet answered that 

she had no time to address white peoples’ concerns about reconciliation because she 

was still trying to reconcile with her elderly mother before she died. ‘White women’s 

tears’ often meet exasperation bordering on disdain from Indigenous activists, scholars 

and artists, on social media. Tears are not enough, they say. This question, “What can 

we do to help?”, as Maracle says, requires people of privilege to acknowledge the ways 

they’ve benefited from white supremacy, see the injustice in that and work toward 

meaningful change, such as land-back initiatives or addressing the inequalities faced by 

Indigenous children and families. These have been the goals of my fiction. Maybe my 

writing can address white women’s tears by pointing out their privilege and helping them 

to percolate their own ideas on reconciliation. 
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My approach to appropriating Voice, Story, Space 
1. Voice 

I wanted to write fiction as a way of releasing myself from the tyranny of truth, or 

perhaps more accurately, verifiable facts. Being dragged through court as a journalist 

and a mother, reading out my notes, presenting letters and faxes (as exhibit proof) to 

back up my stories about racism and sexism in the courts and public school system, 

was terrifying and exhausting. No regrets, I would do it again, but I turned to art through 

song-writing, and now fiction, as a means of expressing the social and environmental 

changes I’d like to see, without the threat of litigation from angry men.  

 

For professional reasons, I also wanted to try a genre which I haven’t attempted 

since I was a little girl writing about imaginary worlds on a pad of foolscap in my 

basement. Could I still imagine? How about daydream? What would it be like to explore 

the themes nearest to my heart through people and places of my own creation? The 

muse visited me as well, painting a picture in such vivid details in my mind’s eye that I 

wrote a long journal entry describing it before I knew it would become the ending of a 

fictional story. 

 

Throughout this thesis I’ve been guided by Maracle, but in particular by this 

directive she gives to writers like myself intent on climbing the mountain of racism 

through stories: 

I hope some white people start making that climb and start writing about 

the epidemic (of violence) from the point of view of the person who 

watched us die. I hope they write about the effect that racism has had on 

them. I hope we’re through with the kinds of novels that focus on writing 

about us from a distance and not about themselves from within their 

racial context, a white supremacist context. (qtd. in Kelly 87) 

 

This seems to contradict Maracle’s more recent advice for Canadian writers not 

to write fictional stories with Indigenous characters because they are “taking space at 

the table” that Indigenous writers need (My Conversations 122). For me to write fiction 
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that does not include Indigenous people in a remote territory where 50.7 percent of the 

population is Indigenous, would be disingenuous—like Group of 7 landscape paintings 

that elide any hint of that geography’s original peoples. I opted to try to climb the 

mountain of racism and centre the stories from a racial context of white supremacy. 

 

At first I contemplated inhabiting the head and heart of an Indigenous woman to 

write from her point of view. When I turned to Indigenous writers for guidance, this is 

what I learned. Especially while Indigenous people are reclaiming what has been taken 

from them, appropriated over the years, do not try to inhabit their mindset as well. Let 

them tell their own perspective, their own stories. Who better to do this? My job is to 

write from a white woman’s perspective. Many people could argue against this, but at 

this juncture, for me, it is the correct path. Follow Indigenous authors on Twitter and you 

will read many similar claims to not appropriate Indigenous POV, like this tweet from 

Drew Hayden Taylor: 

 Was asked again if ‘White’ people can write stories with Indigenous 

characters. I said yes. Many of my stories include non-Native people. In 

Canada, we all go in and out of each other’s life. That’s real. But-pay 

attention-I do not write from their perspective. Big difference. 

(@TheDHTaylor) 

 

I tried at first to write from the perspective of a blatantly racist white protagonist, 

but I could not inhabit that frame of mind. Even when I did write racist dialogue, with 

appropriate context and character development, it didn’t sit right. I had tried dialogue 

that reflected the English-as-a-second-language way some Dene speak—I had always 

admired authors who could sustain accents and vernacular throughout a novel—and 

learned that that was inappropriate, a condescension in this case. I revised. 

 

I worried that by writing about three Indigenous characters who appear poor and 

seemingly homeless I would be feeding into stereotypes. The problem is real, however, 

and growing in Yellowknife. At last census count there were 338 homeless people, 90 

percent of them Indigenous, in a Subarctic city with a population of 19,569 that has only 
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100 shelter beds (“Community Profiles”). My intention in the first story, “Vanny”, was to 

take the reader beyond the common sidewalk exchange between a disadvantaged 

Indigenous person and a well-to-do white person to reveal layers of misconception and 

hypocrisy. The three Dene characters in “Vanny” reappear in their home community as 

their younger selves in the second story, “Reen”. The main objective of the second story 

is to give the reader context into how two of those characters came to their addictions 

as a way of anesthetizing childhood traumas—namely child sexual abuse related to 

residential schools and colonialism, and the separation of children from their families. 

Mindful that Indigenous peoples are much more than the traumas inflicted upon them 

since European contact, the story also weaves in important ecological and social 

foundations of Indigenous worldview and the astounding depths of knowledge required 

for land-based survival, in particular traditional midwife skills. 

 

Cree author David A. Robertson says he writes of other Indigenous people or 

communities that are not his own, and admits that is cultural appropriation, but always 

ensures those works “have been reviewed to ensure appropriateness, accuracy, and 

sensitivity” (@DaveARoberts). This felt like appropriate advice for me as well. While 

Eden Robinson was a visiting author at University of Guelph in October 2019, I was 

able to briefly consult with her about approaches toward this thesis. In my naiveté about 

the Masters process, I was unaware that I would not be able to include an Indigenous 

woman on my committee, since there were none within my department. Robinson 

suggested I have my work reviewed by an Indigenous woman from where I live. 

 

“The key to working in a culturally appropriate way,” Opsakwayak Cree publisher 

Gregory Younging says in Elements of Indigenous Style, “is to collaborate with the 

Indigenous Peoples at the centre of a work” (31).  I was able to approach, with the 

university’s eventual approval, Stella Desjarlais, a Denesǫłiné woman, as a cultural 

consultant to ensure my fictional depictions of Dene community life were reasonably 

accurate. Somewhat surprisingly to me, she did not take offence to me writing about 

homeless Dene characters. I could have depicted someone like her, a mother who 
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worked as a broadcaster at CBC North before a long career on Parliament Hill. But I 

didn’t. 

 

Because of the highly sensitive content in my story “Reen”, I asked Shuhtoatine 

Dene elder Paul Andrew—who has publicly shared his harrowing residential school 

experiences—if I had written of child apprehension and sexual abuse with appropriate 

care and attention. His enthusiastic response was reassuring. Had I not been able to 

share this work with any Dene, I do not see how my creative writing effort could be 

considered respectful of Truth and Reconciliation; something the university may wish to 

consider as it seeks to strengthen Indigenous representation and relationships. 

 

 I recognize parts of myself in my two female protagonists, but they are also very 

much not me. During the first draft of my second story I tried and failed at adopting the 

point of view of a 23-year-old white woman who had never left Toronto until she came 

North for the first time. She was too innocent. Too ignorant. I needed someone more 

wizened. I kept her point of view, but made her into an older, more mature woman who 

has her own problems and is also looking back on her experiences as a young white 

woman arriving in the Northwest Territories. I share this character’s outrage at the 

blasphemy of ripping Dene children from their families to attend residential school.  

 

Whenever a disparaging remark is made about Indigenous people, sometimes 

from within my own extended family, I ask that person how they would function in this 

world if their children had been stolen from them, some never to return. If empathy is a 

precursor to reconciliation, I hope this story evokes the pain of this loss to give white 

readers a sense of the enormous toll that racist, colonial policies have had on 

Indigenous people and the incredible resilience they’ve shown in the face of it all. 

 

2. Story 

I refer to a Mi’kmaq traditional story, “Muin and the Seven Hunters” in my second 

story “Reen.” In the context of cultural appropriation, I approached “Muin” from afar, 

providing only its outer edges, as a means of having the white protagonist Reen reflect 
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on what she at first thinks of as simplicity in Indigenous stories. The bare-bones citation 

of the story also reinforces an Indigenous worldview, key to environmental viability, of 

the interconnectivity of all living things. I felt permission to use the story in this way was 

implicit, since in 2010 a group of Mi’kmaq elders joined an integrative science team 

based in Cape Breton University and published broadly on the topic. This cultural 

exchange, so different than appropriation, brought Indigenous and Western scientific 

knowledge together, the principle of “Two-eyed Seeing” introduced by Elder Alberta 

Marshall, to produce a DVD, children’s book and online paper so “Muin and the Seven 

Hunters” could be shared with people of Canada and the world. There are many such 

collaborative efforts afoot globally to incorporate Indigenous knowledge, upheld through 

millennia through such stories, into tackling the climate crisis (Sarkadi “Inside the fight”). 

 

The story had been lost through colonization, residential schools and the 

relocation of Mi’kmaq communities. Ironically, it was through a written version published 

by the anthropologist Stansbury Hagar at the turn of the 19th century that the integrative 

team was able to work together to re-establish its astrological connections (Harris et al. 

16). 

 

3. Space 

The third form of cultural appropriation, that of taking up space that would 

otherwise be afforded Indigenous writers, is something I’ve considered in my role as a 

writer and editor. Until 2019, I edited a hyper-local, free, bi-monthly magazine In 

Yellowknife called EDGE YK. I actively sought and procured Indigenous content. Once I 

offered an entire issue for Indigenous people or groups to direct and fill editorially 

however they’d like, with pay, while I and my design team provided only production 

assistance. I was hungry for unfettered Indigenous insights into whatever was deemed 

pressing by Dene, Metis, and Inuit people where I live. I wanted to serve them. I wanted 

their perspectives to infiltrate our readership in the city. 

 

 No one took me up on the offer.  
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I was not insulted, or surprised, in the slightest. It was white privileged hubris to 

think these people who lead busy lives would take on such a project, when they already 

had access to multiple platforms, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, if they wanted to say 

something. It was not their job to educate the non-Indigenous people of Yellowknife 

about their issues, art, politics, cultures. This has been part of the Truth and 

Reconciliation dialogue, that it’s incumbent upon non-Indigenous Canadians to seek out 

and learn the Truth, then formulate their own role in Reconciliation. Don’t expect 

Indigenous people to take on that burden as well. I switched gears. I contacted people 

with story ideas that I knew would interest them, and shepherded and hoarded the 

content until I had enough to fill an entire issue with Indigenous voices and opinions, 

faces, pictures and art. It was the highlight of my eight years with the magazine.  

 

My book, as well, was not initially picked up by any conventional publisher, 

although it has since been reprinted and distributed by a small feminist press. Was I 

taking up publishing space that could have gone to an Indigenous author? Perhaps. 

What if I publish my fiction? Is my voice as an ally important? Coming from a sparsely 

populated, under-represented part of Canada, I think it is.  

 

I take pleasure in the growing chorus of Indigenous voices in the literary 

landscape. I think about the reverberations their writing is having not just today, but on 

future generations. Indigenous children who will recognize themselves in these stories, 

feel pride and be inspired to tell their stories too, as Maria Campbell was when she 

discovered poems by E. Pauline Johnson among boxes of assorted books her parents 

bought (Reeder par 32). Children of the future will no longer be fed a colonial diet of 

whitewashed histories lacking examination of the rape and pillage of Indigenous 

peoples and lands.  

 

We live in a transformative time. The stories of women, BIPOC, people who 

identify as queer, are challenging the versions of stories so long presented by white 

men in power. These new narratives are being integrated into a new normal by millions, 

a pervasiveness made possible because individual and collective voices persisted in 
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changing who tells the story. As a white woman writer of some privilege, I can feed into 

this pervasiveness. I seek to tell stories appropriately, with attention to cultural 

appropriation—not to rage against the oppressor, but to express and cultivate empathy 

and understanding for the oppressed. I see myself in Solnit’s description of the writer: 

Writing is work that can hold up its head with all the other kinds of useful 

work out there in the world, and it is genuinely work. Good writers write 

from love, for love, and often, somehow, directly or otherwise, for the 

liberation of all beings and the kindness in that is immeasurable. (102) 

 

The “liberation of all beings” is no small task, but certainly one worth striving for. 

In journalism school I learned it is guided by the ethos of comforting the afflicted, and 

afflicting the comforted. In practice I learned the comforted fight back when you afflict 

them, and standing your ground requires stamina and dedication. 

 

I’ve long admired the fierce and unrelenting activism of author Alicia Elliot, a 

Tuscarora writer whose ground-breaking book of essays A Mind Spread Out on the 

Ground illuminates  racism, classism and sexism with intelligence and painful 

poignancy. In a chapter devoted to cultural appropriation, Elliot says it is not enough to 

write of another experience with empathy. You must write with love. I’ve pondered this 

closing paragraph both before and after writing my fiction, my pupils wide, my heart 

open : 

If you can’t write about us with a love for who we are as a people, what 

we’ve survived, what we’ve accomplished despite all attempts to keep us 

from doing so; if you can’t look at us as we are and feel your pupils go 

wide, rendering all stereotypes a sham, a poor copy, a disgrace—then 

why are you writing about us at all? (30) 

 

I write about the people where I live from a place of love and recognition of our 

shared struggle. Shortly after I arrived in the North, while covering a Dene Assembly 

held in a small community, I happened upon the national chief photocopying documents 

during a break. “Too many chiefs, not enough Indians,” he told me with a chuckle. 
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Taped onto the photocopier was a paper with words attributed to Indigenous Australia: 

“If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time. But if you have 

come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.” I 

puzzled over that for a time, but now I feel it in my bones.	
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