
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			PRAISE FOR BECOMING A MATRIARCH

			“Becoming a Matriarch is about the work of carving out a ‘beautiful space’ in a life where freedom and love can flourish. Helen Knott tells the story of the women in her family pushing up against the boundaries of gender, race, and class and, in so doing, Knott shows us that another way of living is possible. Her sentences are poetic and dazzling; they are little anchors the grieving can fasten themselves to—readers will surely return to them again and again.” —Billy-Ray Belcourt, author of A Minor Chorus

			“Knott lays out that which all Indigenous women know and feel on a cellular level—we are only here because of the women, the matriarchs, the warriors, the survivors, the courageous ones, the fierce ones, the loving ones who came before us. Beautifully, tenderly Knott maps out for the reader the intrinsic way Indigenous women lift up, celebrate and support one another. Even when no one else does. We always have each other. We see each other. We are each other’s medicine. And there is no greater gift. These are the stories Indigenous women must tell—the journeys, reclamation and place of matriarchs. Present in Knott’s words are paths to reconciliation for everyone.” —Nahanni Fontaine, Member of the Legislative Assembly of Manitoba

			“Becoming a Matriarch is a vivid, lyrical exploration of womanhood, loss, grief, and eventually, self-love, braided together with radiance and wisdom. Knott brilliantly uses memory as a tool for self-exploration and growth. The land, dreams and body are in constant communication: ‘My body knows the mountains and rivers and berry bushes that it comes from.’ Throughout the book you can’t help but ask yourself, what does it mean to come from strong women and still allow yourself space to be loved? Becoming a Matriarch teaches us that joy can exist inside the cracks of the most tumultuous times in our lives and love can still bloom if we let it.” —Chelene Knight, author of Dear Current Occupant and Junie

			“In enchantingly vivid language and with a compelling narrative arc, Helen Knott’s new masterpiece is a memoir of grief and joy, loss and rediscovery, flight and return and, above all, a paean to the beautiful, eternal, soothing and all-encompassing power of matriarchy.” —Gabor Maté, MD, author of The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness and Healing in a Toxic Culture

			“Becoming a Matriarch is a feast of remarkable, colourful, deep and profoundly raw storytelling. Helen Knott is one of the greatest Indigenous literary artists of our time.” —Brandi Morin, author of Our Voice of Fire: A Memoir of a Warrior Rising
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				For Junie & Shirley—and all the other women who cleared space so that their children may dream

			

		

	
		
			BIRTH: AN INTRODUCTION

			
				Your birth is my birth; your death is my death.

				—I May Destroy You

			

			A Record of Births

			NINA CHIPESIA BIRTHED June, Mary, John and a baby who died upon entry into this world. June Bigfoot birthed Diane, Connie, Shirley, Charlene and raised Sharon and Tyler as blood, and so they were. Shirley Knott birthed Helen, Richie, Shane and Treylen. Helen birthed Mathias.

			

			*

			THE WOMEN BEFORE me birthed babies in fours. Four children equalled four mouths, and then some, to feed. Four lives created meant thirty-six months of being pregnant and an unknown number of years spent lactating. Milk, blood, sweat and sacrifice filled rooms. Four births for one body, one birth being so excruciating that it claimed Grandma Nina’s last breaths. The baby did not survive the birth either. The fours ended with me—the fourth generation. Even though I have what one would classify as “baby birthing hips,” I have one child, a modest number.

			Thick, wide and gently sloped, these hips mimic the southeastern edge of the territory to which they belong. That edge is where the mountains have started to humble themselves into hills, and if you go beyond the reach of my people’s lands, the hills start to surrender to endless prairie. The span of my hips is a landscape unto itself, and it has seen its own wars and made its own offerings for peace.

			

			*

			YEARS AGO, I had taken a man from the Dakelh tribe as a lover. As we lay naked in the sunlight of a late afternoon, limbs interlaced, he mapped out his territory on my body. My navel became a lake he fished at, a beauty mark became a berry bush he picked at as a boy with his grandmother, and my hips transformed into the mountains he traversed as a teenager. His fingertips made maps along my flesh, and he tried to claim me for his own.

			Had he forgotten that we come from people who lost sovereignty over land and body in the same breath? I told him that my body was not his home and that it has its own records of belonging. My body knows the mountains and rivers and berry bushes that it comes from. Maps and memories that are not of my people’s making—they mean nothing.

			Everything that I am is a story, and just as my hips have their stories, the hips of the women in my family told their own tales. They learned how to bear weight, absorb unwanted shocks, and how to hoist babies and berry baskets in place. If our hips could talk, there would be laughter, sorrow and love oozing out of the room like someone put an Etta James record on at full blast and let it play on repeat. The good lovin’ would be undeniable, but the grief would stick to your ribs and make you feel a little heavier, just like that Sunday night spread that used to grace Mama’s kitchen table. Catch-22 women who originated before and beyond the 222-mile marker of the Alaska Highway. I come from a line of proud Dane Zaa women that existed in the territory before mile markers and the making of highways. Northern women with thick skin, hard stares, wild grace and bold laughter. I don’t know the names of the women beyond Nina. Even the stories about her were limited to her name and a few facts because Grandma Junie was so young when Nina died that Junie’s age didn’t let her hold on to the memories. But I have imagined the ones who came before.

			

			*

			BIRTHS IN THE family were clustered together, and sometimes they were far apart. After she turned forty, Mama had my youngest brother, and his birth became a point of pride in our family as if it spoke to the kind of women we are.

			There were no complications in the birthing or pregnancy process. My cousin and I were pregnant at the same time as Mama, and witnessing my youngest brother’s quick and uncomplicated birth made me less scared of giving birth to my son a few months later. Three pushes were all it took for Mama to bring my brother into the world. Dad told the story as if my mom was a legendary athlete, and this was the defining moment of her career.

			“Three pushes! And he came out perfect,” he’d say loudly and proudly.

			I have forgotten my own birth story. I had taken the knowledge of it for granted. On my birthday, when Mama would call to tell me the story, I would nod impatiently on the other end of the phone. As if to say, Yes, yes, you have told me this before. Let’s skip this part. I did not pay enough attention to hold her telling in my memory. Instead, I am stuck with Dad’s version of my birth story. In Dad’s version, he was trying to nap while Mom was in labour and uttering threats of violence. There are no embellishments of immense love in the male version; it is not a testament to sweat breaking forth and a body bursting with the urgency of new life, and it really isn’t even about my mom or me. It is about Dad and his experience of the birth of his first child, who was named after the mom who raised him, Helen. The male version is about legacy. I feel like a bystander in Dad’s retelling of my birth, but Mama’s felt like the beginning of the story of us.

			Your birth is my birth.

			I don’t know the story of Mama’s birth, and I cannot remember hearing Grandma recount hers nor any of the births of my aunties. Perhaps these are stories that slip by without attention, or they are told to children only on their birthday mornings. Stories that we may share with our mothers but forget to tell our own children.

			Child, this is how I came crashing through a cloud of cacophony with sweat and by the blood of my mother. Because she was, I am. Because I am, you are—this is how we came to be.

			My son was not ushered into the world with screaming and sound. He came in with a whisper, quite literally. The entire time I was in the hospital and delivery room, I spoke in barely audible sentences. I cannot recall a single scream, but my memory is shrouded by searing pain and the absence of pain medication. I was borderline delirious. In addition to my silence, I demanded that everyone lower their voices and and speak to me only in soft and loving whispers. It took my loud and boisterous dad all of one joke and two minutes to be kicked out of the hospital room. The abundance of quiet let me focus on surviving the sensation of my back splitting open while my body contorted to make way for a baby to be moved through it.

			“How about we leave this all behind and we run away to Mexico?” my cousin whispered into my ear as she held my hand.

			I nodded my sweaty head. “Take me to Mexico, take me…,” I whispered as I winced, half believing I could choose to leave and live my life out mastering the bachata and falling in love with men named Carlos and Rubén.

			I didn’t go to Mexico, and to the dismay of Grandma and Mama, I didn’t have any more children. Babies hold high-level status in my maternal family, and having more children is always encouraged, even when the circumstances are less than favourable. Grandma Junie didn’t care how old or young you were, whether you were financially stable or destitute, Tinder-level single or married. Her desire was always to be gifted more grandchildren. Asu would rock an imaginary baby with joy on her face while looking at a room full of reproductive-capable grandchildren. Then she would aim her finger with the conviction of a Pentecostal preacher on Sunday morning. We all dodged her seeking finger as if it held the ability to bestow irrevocable impregnation. Eventually, her pointer would fall on someone. Give Grandma a baby. Why don’t you give me a baby? Your poor grandma. All I want is another baby.

			There were days I felt like I would have a baby solely out of my love and devotion to her happiness. If I’d ever decided to have another child, it would have been so that the baby could nap in the crook of her arm and hear whispered stories from her lips.

			“Look, Grandma, here is the baby I made for you.”

			However, the goal of making Grandma happy was not a sturdy enough reason to have more children, and so I did not.

			As much as the women of my family love babies, we can send babies away before they even make it into the physical world. We dream of them and sense them around us long before they are conceived. I don’t know if there is a term for these children who have yet to break the physical-world barrier. I have taken to referring to them as spirit babies—gifts from the spirit world that have chosen us to be their physical-world mamas for whatever reasons.

			I argued with my dad over this once.

			“I cannot believe that a baby would ever choose to come into this world into a horrible family or to an alcoholic mom.”

			To which I answered, “Well, I know my son chose me, and I was an alcoholic when he made that choice to come into this world.”

			But Dad had a point: it doesn’t seem to add up. Why would a spirit choose to come into this world where they would be sure to suffer? Do spirit babies fall in love with the potential of a parent just like mamas fall in love with the potential of a man? How is any of this fair? I have no answers.

			All I know is that when we enter this physical realm, we begin to believe this is all that exists. Our pain and suffering can narrow our understanding so significantly that we cannot see beyond what is in front of us. We become trapped here in this plane of existence, blind to the knowledge that flesh, bones and bank accounts are all so humanly temporary. The spirit version of us knew of our mortality before choosing to come back and settling into the skin that separated us from the unseen.

			

			*

			THE DANE ZAA people, my people, believe in reincarnation. Fun fact: I learned this from my Cree friend, who learned it from a white lady while in college. When she told me, I said, “That’s bullshit. I have never heard anything like that.”

			I had to take this new information to Asu to see if it held any bearing, and it did. So much of my life has been spent in a state of rediscovery.

			Grandma and her siblings grew up in our community, Prophet River, which was very new itself when they were born in the 1940s. Our Treaty (an adhesion to Treaty 8) was signed by my great-great-grandpa Chief Makenecha in 1911. Makenecha’s name was translated by settlers to “Bigfoot.” A more literal translation of his name from the language would be “his/her feet are big.” Regardless of how it was interpreted, his singular name became our family name for colonial records. It is the same story for many Indigenous families.

			When Junie Bigfoot came into the world, the community was shifting, and settler presence was increasing. An Indian day school opened in the community, and Asu attended it briefly. I was told that there was an attempt to send her to residential school, which was quickly thwarted. The day school wasn’t much better, and Grandma said the nun who ran it was mean, which led her to decide she wouldn’t attend there either. Even though she left school at an early age, she left with sharp penmanship skills and the desire to read. Asu talked about how she disappeared into the bush as a young girl with a teakettle and a book.

			I imagine her in her early teens, nestled near the spruce and birch trees with a fire going as she flipped through the pages of a novel. Over forty years later, I, as her granddaughter, would be stuck in some room with four walls, on a paved street, in a town, reading books with the same passion.

			Talk of Jesus and the promise of hellfire rippled through the community. I am unsure how the influence of both Christianity and Catholicism took place, but I know Asu grew up with the sound of drums, the telling of prophecies, and prayers in our language. She was also introduced to the Lord’s Prayer, rosary beads and holy water.

			Grandma didn’t forget or abandon what she learned from a traditional perspective, but the new-world beliefs seemed to take the front seat, and she talked about old ways less and less and sometimes not at all. As far as I can remember, Grandma never seemed to hold the feeling that our beliefs were wrong—as many Indigenous people do once they adopt a settler faith system (by force or by choice). Rather, Grandma just felt it important to talk about Jesus and didn’t talk too much about anything else until I got older. These are the reasons that I had never heard about our people’s beliefs when it came to reincarnation.

			So much of what I know about being Dane Zaa, I had to work for. I had to part the waters of religion to see what lay on the river bottom. There we are. Right there. Patience is required for recovery efforts such as these, not just on my part but for those I ask to pull on memory. Nothing happens all at once. I can ask a question knowing that it may take a few days or a few weeks before I get my answer. Ancestral memory is not an instant summoning but a slow process of recalling buried and forgotten things. I have been remembering all my life.

			However, there was also knowledge that I didn’t have to work for, and dreaming was something that Grandma often talked to us about. We come from dreamers—people who could leave their body to navigate the dream world, travelling between this world and heaven. They dreamt of things to come, brought back warnings, or songs and prayers for the people. I grew up knowing the legitimacy of dreams. We discussed our dreams as a family, and I learned to seek signs from them early on.

			I dreamt about Mathias before I had him. In that dream, I repeated his name over and over again. I have a son, and his name is Mathias. Poof. He became flesh and blood a few years later. I knew he would come to pass, and I waited for him.

			I had two dreams about a baby boy almost a decade after Mathias came to be in this world. I held this new boy and wept with that same overwhelming feeling of love. I dreamt of the hospital room and of the delivery. The second dream came a few months later, and in this dream, the boy was a few months old. I held him and wept with love. I remember whispering to him that I would teach him what it meant to be Dane Zaa and that I loved him. I pulled him in, caressed his head, and whispered to him some more as I kept crying my motherly tears. I knew he was there, my spirit son, playing a game of double dutch, waiting for the exact moment he could jump in. I would talk to him out loud sometimes.

			
				It’s not a good time, baby.

				There is so much work left for me to do.

				You can’t come yet, baby. I can’t be your mom yet.

			

			Other women in my family tell stories of spirit babies following them around and of having these exact conversations with them. If you send babies away often enough, they will eventually find another entry point into this world. The day I sensed that my spirit son had gone away, I could feel the emptiness of the room. I cried while apologizing to all the space he had wanted to fill. I never knew you could grieve for a child who existed only in your dreams and was real only in the place where you know the unknowable. I imagine he is somewhere in this physical world with another mom, one who was able to welcome him. I suspect he is chubby and handsome with a handful of thick hair. I am both happy and sad with these imaginings.

			The women in my family who have sent babies away have all been single mothers. The love between mother and child is nothing that can be replicated. Yet the struggle of being a single mom in impoverished circumstances is not easily forgotten. The counting of dollars before the end of the month. The counting of Pampers before they run out. The twenty-six dollars I had in my account for my son’s third birthday and Christmas combined. The carrying of children in Northern winters to bus stops and other destinations. The rare twenty dollars that my parents would give me as a grown woman to treat myself to a movie, and being so grateful for those twenty dollars.

			

			*

			I FIRST HEARD Clean Bandit and Sean Paul’s song “Rockabye” on the radio while driving the four hours home after a condensed three-day university class weekend. The song is about a single mom who is vowing to do anything she can to change her circumstances. The woman sings that her son is going to have a good life, one that is nothing like hers, and she will put the work in to get it done. I cried in the car and called home to hear my son’s voice.

			“Put on that video, baby,” I instructed him, never having seen it myself. “Use someone’s phone and find it on YouTube.”

			“Mom?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I don’t want to watch this video.”

			“Just listen to it, baby. Listen to what she’s saying. That’s why I’m out here doing all this, baby, so that you can have a good life.”

			“Mom, do I have to watch this?”

			“Fiiiine. No. It’s okay.” I was pretty bummed that my nine-year-old was having none of it and didn’t appreciate the struggle.

			When I got home later that night, I said, “Okay, we will watch it together!”

			“Mom. No.”

			“Yes.”

			I queued up the video and hit play with Mathias begrudgingly at my side. The young mom on the screen walks by the ocean. She picks her son up out of his bed and pulls him in tightly. She rides the train to work and looks out the window with the same hard-weathered single-mom stare that sometimes makes a home on my face. The next thing you know, she’s in fishnet stockings working a stripper pole for an audience of old white men. Dear god, she’s stripping?! Yep. She’s dancing for those dollars.

			I turned off the music video.

			“Yeah, Mom.”

			“Oh my god, I made you watch this.”

			“I told you I didn’t want to.”

			“Well, this is awkward. I’m sorry for making you watch a video of a woman stripping. But the lyrics are really good, and that’s the message that I was trying to get across.”

			“Okay, Mom.”

			We still laugh about that video, but the struggles to provide necessities for our children as single parents are very real. I would argue that single parenting in impoverished conditions is traumatizing. It is a marathon without a medal. If it were a place, it would be a park where your skin got snagged on a rusted nail and you bled all over, but man, you can still recall how high you went on the swing set. When you pumped hard enough and went high enough, you felt weightless and free, if only for a moment. You remember the high of the swings, but the recollection of the cut and the blood is just as strong.

			I sent my spirit baby away because I feared being a struggling single mom again. I imagine him out there somewhere with a belly full of laughter and no memory of me.

			Raising children in a two-parent home below the poverty line also has its challenges. A story that bubbles to the top is one that Dad likes to tell. I was in diapers; there would be no money trickling into the house in the immediate future and only a can or two in the cupboard. During this era, we lived on Dad’s ability to put pride aside, working odd jobs, and depended on the power of prayer.

			Grandma and Grandpa showed up for a visit. When no one was looking, they opened the empty fridge and took in the bare cupboards. Once the visit was over, they left without saying anything and returned shortly after with bags of groceries that would fill our bellies until money flowed in. Grandma and Grandpa weren’t well off either, but that never stopped them from helping someone when they needed it. They picked bottles and sold scrap metal to help if one of their daughters was struggling. Those are the kind of people I belong to.

			Mom and Dad were both raised in homes that didn’t always have food or safety. Grandma raised her children on oatmeal, potatoes and macaroni for days on end. An auntie told me of a time when they were each allotted one slice of bread for the day and how they learned to savour every crumb. Another auntie was able to make that one slice of bread last an entire day and was the envy of her sisters. I assume Grandma was raised in a similar fashion, but she had a little more access to moose meat and rabbits because she didn’t grow up in a town, away from our people and away from the land.

			As the years progressed, life got easier for us as a family. Eventually, my parents became homeowners, which was no small feat for a young Indigenous family in the North. We lived in abundance and enjoyed our middle-class opulence for a few years, but while I was a teenager, Dad lost his company, and we were broke again. We were cold, with a busted furnace. We had a stove with two working burners and a defunct oven, but we never starved, and we lived in a home that my parents owned. In family situations where there is food and shelter, there is a little more room to dream. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs knows nothing about our tenacious Northern ability to succeed and reach the stage of self-actualization against all odds.

			With each generation, decade after decade, birth after birth, the circumstances got a little better. The food became a little more consistent and plentiful in our family homes.

			When I was a little girl, Mama would buy log home magazines, and we would lose ourselves in the construction of elaborate floor plans for our dream house. My brothers and I claimed rooms in dozens of log homes that never existed. Little did we know that we, her children, were her ultimate blueprints for the future. In his famous poem “Harlem,” American poet Langston Hughes asks, “What happens to a dream deferred?”

			When I look back at the women I belong to, whose limitations arose from intergenerational trauma, gender-based restrictions and the racial prejudices of their time, I know that a dream deferred gets passed on to the children. Those who came before us made sacrifices to give us all this room to dream.

			Four women. Four generations. Four babies. I have one. He is a beautiful, well-rounded one. I have a son, and his name is Mathias. I am the firstborn and only daughter of Shirley. I am the firstborn of the many granddaughters of Junie. I am the great-granddaughter of Nina. I am a living memory of these women. I am their dreams and hopes bound in flesh and bone. I am here at this moment in time, standing at an intersection of dreams and prayers.

			I am stepping into a place that these women cleared for me throughout many generations through seemingly small but deliberate and meaningful actions. However, the clearing of space is not always gentle or peaceful. Sometimes change is a quick and brutal flooding that carries away the things we thought we knew. Sometimes we are stripped down to nothing and find ourselves in a foreign emotional landscape. Other times we cling to what we know and recreate the geography of our childhoods in different ways.

			When we enter new territory, our own humanness becomes evident through the errors we make and the time that we spend lost. The women before me broke trail for me, but they also left barricades and pathways that led only in circles. The maps and dreams of my mother and grandmother were half-formed, and I have inherited these patterns. I have spent much of my life in circles. I have broken trail and grabbed my own mother’s hand to lead her to a space so that she could have her own dreams.

			Since my early twenties, I have understood that a part of my purpose here is to heal the emotional wounds and behaviours that haven’t healed in the generations before me. I am consciously creating maps that will be inherited by my son.

			My time here is limited because just as we are brought into this world, we are called back into the spirit world. The two women who primarily raised me up are gone now. Death has shaped me just as birth has.

			Because they were, I am.

			I write this in memory of the women who came before me.

			I write this to honour their love, sacrifices and hardships.

			I write this because their birth was my birth, and their death was my death.

			This is a record of maps and dreams.

			This is for the matriarchs.

		

	
		
			WHEN THE NORTH CALLED HER BACK

			“SELAH SAGUTS.” My hands are cold.

			Asu took my hands into hers for confirmation.

			“They are,” she said as she began to rub them in between her own.

			Asu told me a story of an Elder from our community.

			When she got old and her veins got big, she would just let mosquitos suck her blood. She’d say, I have too much anyways. I might as well share.

			Asu laughed at the punchline, and I giggled even though she had told this story dozens of times. The veins on her brown wrinkled hands looked like reversed underbellies of rivers and back channels. They made a three-dimensional map on her skin. I ran my fingers over the gentle ridges of wrinkles, over the upside-down rivers of blood, over the sharp mountain peaks of knuckles. I traced my fingers over the landscape, again and again, attempting to memorize the geography of her hands. I am a cartographer. I make maps of women, land and dreams and keep their records in my bones.

			In her book Two Trees Make a Forest, Jessica J. Lee writes that “the story of a place—lithic, living, and forgotten—can be found in maps and what they include or leave out.” The stories of this place live in the bodies of the people who come from it, and we are the living maps and old stories.

			
				I am a sliver of memory.

				A crescent moon.

				A blazing sun half surrendered to the horizon.

				A living fragment of my grandmother’s recollection.

			

			Stories thicken the blood of the women in my family; they must be what make us stubborn. With memory coursing through our veins, we become slow to move away from what we love and bound to the places and people that choose to love us back.

			

			*

			WHEN I DROVE up to the Liard Hot Springs with Asu in the summer of 2018, she was seventy-seven years old. Papa tried to take her on the long drive when he was sick with cancer. The trip was to be their final goodbye to the North, but his sickness caught up to him along the Alaska Highway when they were only halfway there.

			Papa’s blue eyes matched the colour of the mountain waters he would never see again. They were the kind of blue that made you believe in God and other wholesome things. In the same body that housed those eyes so blue was the sound of struggling breath. In the same body that made you believe in God was a death rattle. The kind of rattle that made you realize mortality had always lived hidden inside of the bodies of the people you loved. Asu and Papa returned home. He never made it north. His name still lives on my tongue. When I am feeling brave, I whisper it, knowing that his spirit smiles. In this small way, Darryl Street is immortal.

			I was finishing what Papa had started and helped Asu travel north for one last time. I imagined my hands were his hands as they guided the wheel through long straight stretches and around continuous curves. I could see Papa’s eyes twinkle as we rolled up to each new summit. I drank in the vistas. I took in the seemingly endless valleys green with spruce, pine, poplar and birch. My eyes rejoiced at the sharper mountains that braved the elements naked and without the company of trees. We crossed over clear, cold, turquoise-coloured rivers that became a foamy white as water shot up and around giant rocks with force. I slowed the vehicle to watch buffalo or mountain sheep alongside the road. I let myself feel the awe of being a part of such an unforgiving, but generous and glorious, landscape.

			Asu told me stories tied to the young mountains and pristine waters that we travelled. She talked to me about her dad, Charlie, and her grandpa, Chief Makenecha, who walked through these mountains and bathed in the rivers.

			There is a small cabin off to the side of the Toad River Lodge that Grandpa Charlie built sometime between 1925 and 1940. I offer this window of time, with generous room for error, because I am unsure exactly when he built it. I can only measure time from Asu’s stories, which come from other people’s stories, telling of life before she was born. When stories were this old, she would sometimes use “long ago” and “not so long ago” as indicators of time. The cabin still stands sturdy and fully intact. I placed my hand on the cabin as if to pull my grandpa into the present moment with us. It filled me with comfort to touch something with my own hands that he built with his.

			In 1867, a Hudson’s Bay trading post was established in Toad River. That same year, unbeknownst to the vast majority of the original inhabitants, Canada’s white Fathers of Confederation “created” a new country composed entirely of Indigenous lands. The Toad River post was discovered to be abandoned twenty years later. I am unsure when a post or settler community was re-established there, but today the Toad River Lodge boasts a collection of thousands of hats donated by people travelling the Alaska Highway, and the cabin Grandpa built sits off to the side. After we looked at the handiwork of Grandpa, we went into the store to buy snacks for my son. Mathias wasted no time and grabbed several salty and sweet snacks and I had to put some of them back. Grandma volunteered to pay for the rest of them, but I shook my head. Both she and my son pouted at the refusal. Grandma wanted to buy Mathias whatever he wanted, and I robbed her of the right to indulge him.

			

			*

			THE LAND HAS always been the spark for Asu’s stories. Land is memory, and it denies our colonial categorizations of time because it is the longest living record keeper. We have pitiful memories as humans. I am connected to my ancestors through territory, and my future grandchildren will know me in the same way. The land will hold memory even when we fail to do so. But where does my memory go if I am recognized only by concrete and wooden boxes? If no water, mountains or medicines know my name, did I ever have a name at all? I whisper introductions of my bloodline into the air.

			A Cree friend of mine recently took a trip to northern Saskatchewan, and she kept repeating how “it felt like she was returning home.” She was raised in British Columbia, away from her home community, and had never been to Saskatchewan before. Every time she said it felt like home, she said so without surety, without claiming it as home, as if to dismiss as foolish the feeling that had moved her so strongly.

			“You know, even if you have never been there, maybe your ancestors have, babe,” I said encouragingly. “Even when we don’t remember or cannot remember, the land remembers for us. It’s in your blood and your bones.”

			When I was living as a guest on the territory of the Syilx and Nlaka’pamux people in southern British Columbia, my body yearned for home. Often, I would drive to a lookout point and sit on a big rock perched above a lake. I sat on that rock waiting for a wind to blow in from the northeast, the direction of home. When the wind came rushing through the pine and sage brush and travelled through my thick hair, I would close my eyes and imagine the spruce and birch of home being wrapped around me.

			That feeling would tide me over until I could make it home for a visit. When I made the drive north, I knew that as soon as I passed Prince George and moved into lands where there was more muskeg and mountains, my body would relax into itself. The tension that my body had gathered while being away slowly released the closer I got to home.

			I had the same feeling as I drove farther north with Asu. The thing about territory and the North is that it stretches on forever. There are places we belong to that I am familiar and intimate with, and others that I don’t know so well, and some I know only through stories.

			I was surprised but not surprised that I had never heard most of the stories Asu told on the trip. The last time I went through the mountains past Fort Nelson with Asu and Papa, I was a child. I have made the trip without them but did not get the history on those wanderings. As kids, our grandparents took us to the Liard Hot Springs in a blue Chevrolet van. The van had a teardrop window and a bed in the back. The trip was a childhood rite of passage. We all took our turns going north with Asu and Papa.

			I learned how to “pop a squat” during that childhood trip. I was on the side of the Alaska Highway, worried about traffic and trying to follow my cousin’s lead on proper positioning. I thought I had it, but I didn’t lean far enough back, and instead, I set myself up to pee directly on my shorts. I shrieked as my cousin howled beside me, her pee streaming down and away from her. To this day, my cousin likes to remind me that I was an amateur town-raised Indian who pissed all over myself on the side of the highway. I dutifully remind her that she fell off a log at the hot springs and got prickles from a rose bush stuck in her ass. She cried because she had a case of the prickle bum.

			There is a picture of us on this trip. We are sitting on a log off the main path that leads to the hot springs. Our small bodies are turned toward each other, and we appear to be deep in conversation. Sunlight bounces off our brown hair from above—Bigfoot girls in our natural environment. Cousin would remind me that I inherited my dad’s last name, and I am a Knott. I want so badly to be a Bigfoot woman by name, as I am by blood. The flora and fauna that thrive in the unique climate of the hot springs surround us, and we look like Indigenous angels in this photograph. I can’t recall what we were talking about, but she tells me I was comforting her because she never wanted to leave the magic of the hot springs. I don’t remember this, but I remember the endless miles of pavement as we drove to our destination. I remember learning how to make fires with Asu and gathering dry green lichen that she called old man’s beard for a fire starter. After cooking on the fire, she showed me how the little pebbles from the lakeshore help clean a pot when placed inside it. I remember the swishing, rattling noise the pebbles made as she shook the pot in a circle. I remember my cousin and me constructing makeshift fishing rods from sticks and strings with pop can tabs tied to the end, and casting our lines into Muncho Lake. We ended up throwing down our fishing rods and running away from the water as fast as our legs could carry us because we thought there was a monster in it, the Muncho Lake Monster. I remember reading Archie comic books as we lay in the bed at the back of the van, trying to decide which of us was Betty and who was Veronica. We decided I was Betty and she was Veronica, even though I desparately wanted to be Veronica. I think all Bettys secretly want to be Veronica. I remember the sunlight and wind pouring in from all directions. I remember how impossibly new and large the world felt back then.

			The trip as an adult was much different. I was a mother myself, and Asu was so old that I had to break her out of the hospital to make the trip. By breaking out, I mean I got permission from her health care worker and learned how to administer all her medications because now I was an adult. My ten-year-old son was in the back seat, participating in a childhood rite of passage that he didn’t know existed. As I drove, I held Asu’s hand in mine, just like I held my mama’s hand, my auntie’s hand, or my best friend’s hand. I am grateful that I have so many women in my life to love and hold hands with. I drove on a straight stretch with one hand on the wheel. I wondered who would hold my hand and take me on endless drives when I am old.

			Asu pointed to things that she saw in the natural world around us.

			“Look, a witch is in the clouds.”

			“Look, a bear is in that rock.”

			“Look, an old man is sitting in the bark of this tree.”

			Asu had always been able to see things others couldn’t. I am one of the people who cannot see. I often had to ask her to show me the figures that revealed themselves to her eye. After I asked a second time and still couldn’t spot the coyote in the sky or the rabbit in the puddle, I nodded and pretended that I had. Seeing was a part of her magic. She was slowly going blind in her old age, but even then, she saw in a different kind of way.

			I held her hand while we drove away from Muncho Lake and down the last stretch to the hot springs. I am a cartographer. I tried to make a map of Asu and commit her to memory. I did this knowing that one day I would be the one who needed to see things.

			I remember how, when I was in my early twenties and swept away by addiction and darkness, the world felt impossibly old and the light and wind existed nowhere. I was in such a disconnected state that I could no longer see myself. Asu’s hands would travel through my waterfall of thick brown hair while I cried. Eventually, she would place each hand on either side of my face and lift it so that my eyes met hers.

			“My girl, I love you very much. You can do anything. You know I am always here, praying for you,” she would say.

			Her eyes saw me. She saw me every time. She saw me when I couldn’t see myself. She didn’t see the addict or the woman with shaking hands. She saw me. I was the little girl she gave back scratches to until she fell asleep—the girl who she would surprise with bowls full of hand-picked wild strawberries. I was the child full of possibility with the world stretched out in front of her.

			“Look, my granddaughter is in that struggle.”

			“Look, there you are, lost in all that pain. There you are. There is your truth.”

			I know what it means to be seen when you can no longer see yourself.

			I began my sobriety journey. Once I started going to ceremony and therapy, I started to see myself and other people as she saw me. It is an art and requires a summoning of love and experience to truly see people. I can see below the layers of pain. My eyes can pierce the swaths of trauma and navigate its complexities. I am a Bigfoot woman by more than a name. I have the hands and eyes of Asu.

			

			*

			WHEN WE FINALLY reached the hot springs, it was raining. It was June, but in the North, the weather felt like March in a southern city—cold and damp. Before we left the vehicle, I tried to swaddle Asu with extra clothing so she would stay dry. She shooed me away like she would a pesky mosquito that was trying to suck the fun out of her old life.

			We strolled toward the hot springs, stopping to look at the minnows flitting about in the water below the wooden boardwalk. The warmth of the water allows for these little fish to remain abundant. The first boardwalk to the hot springs was constructed by the U.S. Army in 1942 during the building of the Alaska Highway. The springs served as a showering and leisure spot for all the American boys and men who were so far from home. Construction of the highway began as a wartime measure with the fear of a Japanese invasion of Alaska. A few decades before this, there were rumours about a “tropical valley” in the North. The rumours were exaggerated to include the existence of bananas and monkeys. There are no monkeys or bananas at the hot springs, and during a Northern winter, everything above ground still gets a lick of the icy cold.

			Asu watched from the sidelines under a wooden shelter. Her great-grandson had his Northern hot spring baptism, and she smiled and nodded as if to silently say, “Everything is good in the world.” He splashed in the water. The world was big and new and full of possibilities for him. The world felt big and new and full for me too, if only for a moment.

			Under Asu’s watchful eye, I was a child again. I was a child swimming with her own child. I was a child who knew that her time with the matriarchs in her family was limited. Under her eye, I was a child growing into a space held by strong women. Mortality is a thing housed in the bodies of the women I love. Their names have made a home on my tongue.

			Sometimes I intentionally try to make a memory by slowing myself down and taking in the moment. I did that there while standing in the hot spring, watching the steam sauntering off the water, feeling the light rain dropping on my head. I noted the colourless light that pushed through rain clouds, my son’s unbridled laughter and Grandma sitting above us, radiating with joy and nodding with approval.

			The memory making itself served a purpose. I told myself, Pay attention. It would be best if you remembered what it feels like to be in a world where you are still watched over by Asu, aunties and Mama. You need to remember so this moment can carry you through the days when you will need to be the strong one for the family.

			I knew that one day the women would walk with me in spirit. One day I would have to wait for them in the dream world to hold their hands. My son splashed me. Asu laughed. I smiled.

			Before starting the long drive back, we stopped at a diner housed in a lonesome log cabin across the highway. The waitress was an Indigenous woman with thick brown hair pulled into a ponytail and high Northern cheekbones. She introduced herself, but I could not place her last name. I have a mental catalogue of the last names of Indians, and using it, I try to match people to territories stretching east to west. If I ask someone their last name, I am trying to figure out what mountains or rivers and grandmas they belong to. I am trying to see if they have saltwater in their blood and Potlatch songs in their throat, or if they think sweetgrass smells like home and know the medicine in a prairie sunrise. By matching people to place I am trying to understand how they may have come to know the world. Introductions are a way of placing you in relation to everything. Introductions also keep you from dating your cousins.

			I could not place the waitress’s name. Asu couldn’t hear the waitress say her name because Asu could barely hear anything at that point. I said Asu was Junie Bigfoot. The woman recognized her, or her name, or both, and shook her hand. Asu smiled at her and saw her the way she saw people. She pulled the woman in, placed her hands on either side of the woman’s face, and took a good long look at her.

			Asu nodded. “It’s good to see you, my girl,” she said to the woman.

			The woman smiled, and her face took on a glow. She doted on Asu throughout our meal, and to top it off, she gave Asu a free slice of lemon meringue pie with thick homemade crust before we left. They hugged each other goodbye, and Asu reminded her to pray and placed her own hands in the prayer position. Asu demonstrated praying hands to almost everyone she met.

			The only other gesture Grandma was famous for was the rocking of an invisible baby. Asu had only two commandments: pray and make babies. The woman in the diner told Asu she would pray, and then we made our exit. When we got into the vehicle, I reached over and buckled her seatbelt for her. The rain was still coming down around us, and it was chilly.

			“My girl,” Asu said as she settled into her seat.

			“Yeah?”

			“Who was that woman in there? I don’t know who she is,” she said as she shrugged her small shoulders.

			I started to laugh. Asu laughed. This was not an uncommon experience. Asu would often give love first and ask questions later, and this is one of the most important lessons I’ve learned from her. She saw people who needed to be seen. She reminded me of what it really means to be everyone’s relation. I wonder who will drive me and hold my hand and take me places so that I can be everyone’s grandma when I am old.

			Before I am old, what role do I play? I figure that I am an auntie now. Right now, I do the driving and holding of hands, and I am everyone’s auntie. Right now, I collect memories and make maps to tell the stories of where I have been, and how I came to be. I am mastering the art of seeing people for who they are and am practising for when I become a grandma.

			We made our way back down the Alaska Highway, and it was the last time my Asu ever made the trip north. I held her hand in mine. We were just a couple of Bigfoot girls in our natural environment.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE #1

			June

			THE CHIEF CAME to the door of the cabin one cold winter night and let himself in. When he entered, he took off his snowy hat and scanned the room. Eventually, his eyes settled on my white-skinned, blue-eyed, twenty-something Grandpa Darryl.

			“June,” the Chief said as he pointed his hat toward Darryl, “no white men after six o’clock. He’s going to have to leave, or both of you will have to go.”

			This new rule had been instituted by people on the reserve to keep a little bit of the day solely for themselves. If they were relegated to reservations, surely they could keep one thing—time. June, my then-young Asu, stood up from her chair and faced the Chief.

			“You don’t get to tell me what to do or who I can bring around. I’m from here, and this is where I grew up too. This is my home, and this is who I love. We aren’t going anywhere!”

			The Chief drew his shoulders back and tilted his head slightly upward as if to make his presence in the one-room cabin more official. “Rules are rules, June. Now, if you don’t get this white man out of here and get going, I am going to get someone to come and remove you,” he said, his voice a little louder.

			“To hell with you, we’re not going anywhere!”

			“June Bigfoot! This is the last time I’m going to—”

			June balled her fist, drew it back and connected it to the Chief’s jaw before he could finish his sentence. The Chief’s falling body landed on the wooden floor with a loud thud. A moment or two passed before he lifted himself off the floor, his shoulders no longer drawn back, and his head slightly lowered.

			“Okay, June,” the Chief said, “he can stay.”

			The Chief disappeared into the dark of the night.

			June and Darryl remained together for decades.

			

			*

			
				Our women will not be removed from where we belong.

				Our women will throw down when it comes to love.

			

			

			*

			Shirley

			THE SUMMER SUN beat down on the family that was gathering for a Father’s Day picnic. People came from different houses in different towns, bearing bowls of colourful salads and quick-cook hot dogs and marshmallows.

			A cousin from my dad’s side, a few years older than I, arrived with a boyfriend who had been known to lay hands on her. Her skin was marked, as if rotting plums had sunk into her flesh.

			Throughout the day, I waited and watched for those older than me to take the lead and address the situation. I was unsure of what to do and my place in it all.

			Dad gave himself over to the celebration, as did everyone else. People pretended like nothing was out of the ordinary. Everyone ate their salads, made small talk and played with the children as if the bruises on her body didn’t scream under the light of day.

			Shirley, my mama, sat in the shade and watched, biding her time. As the chatter dissipated and folks began to pack away their empty containers and rub their full bellies, she took her cue.

			She walked across the dirt parking lot toward the young man who had taken a liking to striking her niece. He wasn’t a big man by any means. He was skinny, with gangly arms that drooped down by his side. He reminded her of a poplar tree whose branches had decided the sunlight was in the dirt instead of the sky and grew backwards. She could see that he was just a boy pretending to be a man.

			When he saw her approaching, he put the cooler he carried into the trunk and shuffled his feet for a second, uncertain if he should stand in place or run.

			Before he knew what was happening, Shirley pulled him into an embrace and held him tight. She let the shock of the tender hug settle for a moment before she said softly into his ear, “If you ever, and I mean ever, lay your hands on my niece again, I will show up at your doorstep with a willow in my hand. I will take you outside and give you the licking of your life. Do you understand?” She let him go from her arms and looked him square in the eyes.

			He nodded.

			“Good,” Shirley said as she walked away.

			

			*

			
				Our women will have hard conversations.

				Our women will protect other women.

			

			

			*

			Me

			I SAT IN the passenger seat of my black Jeep and fidgeted nervously. The helicopter had just landed in the snowy back field of a farmer’s land, and people were busy loading supplies into it. I was about to be transported across the river to be dropped off with the supplies.

			The Rocky Mountain Fort Camp, a historic site for trading in the area, was situated in a stretch of the Peace River Valley where B.C. Hydro was planning to clear-cut in preparation for the hydroelectric mega-dam, Site C. The camp had first consisted of a small five-by-ten-foot shack and a canvas tent with wood stoves to combat the minus-twenty Celsius temperatures. It was accessible only by water or by snowmobile. In erecting and inhabiting the camp, we were exercising our Treaty rights to be on the land and act from a place of sovereignty in the face of the colonial death machine that continues to alienate our people from place and place memory.

			I looked at the helicopter and then to Mama, who had driven me to the field.

			“Mama?”

			“Yes, my girl?”

			“Can you pray with me?” I asked in a small voice.

			“Of course,” she said.

			Mama grabbed my hands and prayed for guidance, protection and the ability to stand firm in the face of what was to come.

			The night before, I had sought advice from the aunties and Grandma. I knew where I was going but was unsure what kind of tension I would be stepping into and for how long.

			I had been at the camp the week before with youth I had gathered to spend New Year’s Eve with me there. When we arrived and got off the snowmobile, we were met with recently posted signs threatening our removal and RCMP involvement.

			“Are we going to be arrested?” one youth asked.

			“No. I will make sure that no one arrests you while you are here camping on your traditional territory,” I replied.

			I was nervous too, but the flashes of fear in the youth’s eyes thrust me into protective mama-bear mode. We spent the minus-twenty Celsius night by a blazing fire, ringing in the new year with a yell into the star-soaked sky. The day after I returned home, I wrote a short blog piece about our experience there, and the word spread quickly. The call for around-the-clock occupation of the tract of territory was sent out.

			I was asked to return but wanted to be sure that was the right thing to do, so I sought out the direction of my matriarchs. Every auntie gave her blessing. Mama said she would care for Mathias while I was gone. Grandma told me about the Valley being a meeting place and Chief Makenecha helping push wagons off the Valley cliff, and said going to this camp was a good thing for me to do. When the women affirm that the path I am on is a good path, I need no other assurance to walk in this world with conviction.

			Mama finished her prayer and gave me a hug and a kiss.

			“Be safe, my girl,” she said.

			“I will, Mama,” I replied. I got out of the vehicle and grabbed my backpack, my heart pounding with every step. As I walked toward the helicopter, I looked back at Mama sitting in my Jeep. She waved at me, and I waved back.

			I would make several trips to the camp over the next two and a half months, spending weeks by a front-line fire in the cold of the early year. In the secluded bush, a place accessible only by two feet and sometimes snowmobile, I would be on my own, surrounded by men from B.C. Hydro. I spoke to reporters about the violence our women have experienced while our territory is being impacted by oil and gas extraction and large-scale projects like Site C. At first the coverage ignored the connection between land- and body-violence, but I persisted. I was adamant about the link because I have experienced sexual violence from transient workers in our territory and hold stories of Indigenous women who have been through similar situations. All the while, public opinions reflected the deep racism and prejudice that exists in Canada. I stopped reading the comment sections, a habit of self-preservation adopted by many Indigenous people in Canada. Finally, after the fourth interview, the story of intersecting violence landed in print. My fierce love for the people, our women, the water and the land continued to propel me to fight for them.

			People thought I was brave, and maybe I was, but mostly I was scared. Ever since I was a little girl, I have paid attention to how the women around me carried themselves, observed their actions, basked in the stories they told. This is how I learned to be in the world. Their direction informed my steps, and each movement was prayed for by the women who had walked before me. I grew into spaces that felt much too big for me. Even though I was often by myself out in the middle of the bush, I never once stood alone. I did wonder, though, if under all their Bigfoot-woman-take-no-bullshit-bravado, Mama, Grandma and the aunties were scared too.

			

			*

			
				Our women will not be removed from where we belong.

				Our women will throw down when it comes to love.

				Our women will have hard conversations.

				Our women will protect other women.

			

			

			*

			MATRIARCHY EVOLVES OVER the generations. It softens, hardens, breaks down, gets built up, growing stronger and stronger. In my family, matriarchy isn’t static. From what I have learned through story, the Dane Zaa didn’t have a traditional matriarchal structure, although my auntie tells me that we were matrilocal—the men moved to the women’s tribe when they got together. To be matrilocal also meant that women were the holders of the place memory and knowledge that guide us.

			When I asked Asu what Grandma Sarah (the one who raised her) was like, she said she was quiet. She didn’t mingle much with the outside world and didn’t talk to many people. When Grandma Sarah was out, it was with Grandpa by her side. Grandpa Jumbie was the external face of their family. Grandma could kill a running rabbit with the throw of an axe and was by no means delicate. Grandma was skilled and knowledgeable. Grandpa never made decisions without her, and often she had the final word.

			

			—

			I have many aunties—some who have claimed me as niece from different tribes, and those in my family, historical and current. Aunties who break the trail in significant ways and take the time to ensure that I continue down my path. Drawing on her vast knowledge of the use of our land, one auntie testified in a court case that would decide the boundaries of our territory—ultimately in our favour. Another auntie helped form policy and shaped decisions at a community level that benefited our people. And there is the auntie who bravely lived alone in the mountains and guided hunters who came from all over the world. She was eventually acknowledged for her expert skill. I have a cousin who works tirelessly as a health director to improve the wellbeing of her community. But if you looked at my family with a Eurocentric understanding of how power and leadership roles manifest, assuming leaders need to be vocal and speak out in public, you would miss all the discreet, nuanced ways that women influence decision-making.

			In my grandma’s time, our people transitioned to a monetary system from a system of trade. In my family, men were often the faces of the exchanges, and you might think that they made the decisions. However, women contributed their labour and helped determine where money and resources were spent. In my family, men often held the only driver’s licences and the keys for the only vehicle. Even though the men were always at the steering wheel, it was the women who told them when to leave and where to go.

			There are so many women in my family and life who daily make decisions that impact the whole in ways that are vital but sometimes hard to detect. There are aunties who always have an open seat at their kitchen table, a free ear and a safe home for those who need it. There are aunties who are putting in that healing work. Aunties are decolonizing, often without using or knowing the word decolonize. There are aunties who are focusing on raising brown children who love themselves, teaching them what it means to be part of a collective. All these roles and actions are crucial to the continuation of our people.

			An auntie once told me that if I paid attention to community engagements where outside organizations came to reservations, I would see people who would talk to those in visible leadership positions without speaking to the “everyday people.”

			“They don’t even know that we hold the knowledge they want. We have all the answers that they’re looking for, but they think leadership is always the key, and they leave without getting what they came there for,” she said.

			

			—

			I often think of Mama, who dropped out of school in grade eight. At conferences, people would look down on her because she didn’t speak as fancy as them. They would turn away from her when someone with a title showed up.

			I once felt the pressure to assimilate for the very same reasons. Being what I was (a mixed blood Indigenous woman) made me invisible when I wanted to have a voice, and it made me visible when it came to being the target of harm. To become palatable enough to be listened to in public, I had to become an acceptable Indian. I became an Indian with a degree, armed with an arsenal of expensive words. I displayed characteristics of a leader that aligned with Western definitions. However, I refused to maintain the status quo and pretend everything was alright in a colonial system, which made me a less than favourable Indian. I’ve stood on the steps of Parliament Hill in Ottawa with a microphone in hand, written academic articles and used poetry and video to get a point across.

			I crafted a voice that would be listened to, and there were so many times I was terrified to use it, but I was aware that it took a long time for our voices to be carried into spaces where they would be heard. If I had not gone to school and instead stayed scrubbing urinals like I was doing when my son was a baby, my words would not be heard in the same way they are now. I would be foolish to think otherwise.

			
				In an alternate universe, I am still invisible.

				In another timeline, I open my mouth, and no sound comes out.

			

			I come from a line of ghostly women. Women who were sometimes apparitions in crowded rooms. Women who have often existed on the peripheries of larger society. Women who forced themselves into being through stubbornness and sheer will. Women who carried families and communities on their backs.

			I come from a line of women who will not be overlooked, because I can write their memory into the pages of a book. I can leverage what I’ve learned from the white world and tell their stories. I can make people see them like I saw them—as the sources of everything.

			
				Here you are, finally seen.

			

		

	
		
			DREAMS

			I STOOD IN the corner of a hospital room and took an inventory of my surroundings. Yellow curtains pulled shut over the large window filled the space with golden light. I was aware of two other people in the room. They seemed indifferent to my presence. A nurse entered, her dark hair gathered into an elastic at the nape of her neck and her face expressionless. Wordlessly, she checked the vitals of the elderly Caucasian male lying in a bed and made some marks on a chart, and then she exited the room. An older woman sat in a hard plastic chair beside the man’s bed and patted his hand. She tucked a strand of her shoulder-length grey hair behind her ear and leaned in close to whisper something to him. He smiled weakly.

			The man’s body tensed up unexpectedly, his limbs locked in straight lines like railroad tracks that ran the length of his body. The woman placed both of her hands on his hand and bowed her head. She could have been praying or giving him and his pain a moment of privacy. In less than a minute, his limbs relaxed back into the bed. The woman leaned in and spoke softly. I strained my neck forward but couldn’t make out the punchline. The husband chuckled and squeezed her hand. A soft laugh danced its way out of her mouth. She brought his hand up to her face and kissed it. They exchanged small waves of gentle laughter. I couldn’t hear the words, but I could feel the energy that poured off them. Love. It was love.

			His body seized up again, and he clutched her hand. When the surge passed, he looked toward his wife, and she gave him her complete adoration and attention. His wife’s laughter, her love, her hand, a quiet moment. Her presence was his sustenance.

			A voice interrupted the scene as if streaming through a remote intercom system. In the end, it all comes down to the small moments.

			I looked upward to find where the voice was coming from, and I realized that I was in a dream. The scene pulled away from me like a blanket, slowly snaking its way off a body in the middle of the night. The colours and scenery were sucked into some unseen vacuum. The man, woman and hospital bed disappeared, being carried away to an unknown place.

			I glanced to my right and saw that I had not been observing this scene alone. A beautiful young woman, with brown hair and soft brown eyes, stood beside me. She smiled.

			“I’m glad that I got to learn this lesson with you,” she said as she grabbed my hand and squeezed it.

			She smiled, and then she drifted away. Once the last remnant of the scene disappeared, I awoke at home alone in my bed.

			

			*

			ONE SUMMER MORNING in 2018, I went with my parents to a follow-up doctor’s appointment for Mama. She had asked me to come just in case the news was bad and Dad, who is the kind of guy who cries at every sad part in a movie, stopped functioning. Mama’s left shoulder was sore, and she was struggling with simple movements. She carried on with her cleaning contracts and keeping house regardless of the pain and with little complaint, but she had always been too tough for her own good. Once her head was no longer able to swivel on her neck, she begrudgingly sought medical attention. When the doctor asked for immediate tests and x-rays, she complied.

			The results were to be revealed that morning, and I went as the designated calming presence and the just-in-case-of-emergency third body. I was expecting a routine doctor’s visit: advice and a prescription. I anticipated the drive home in Mama’s red minivan, where we would laugh at our tendency to catastrophize while drinking coffee together.

			All three of us crowded into the small examination room. When the slender, five-foot-four doctor came in, there was suddenly no space or air. Sweat beads formed on my nose. I gulped back air with hard swallows, attempting to create room within myself. I tried to expand when I wanted to shrink.

			The first thing I noticed were the doctor’s fidgeting hands. The thumb and index finger of one hand would pinch the tip of her fingers of the other hand, then vice versa. She made awkward eye contact. Pinch. Her petite frame didn’t seem capable of pulling the heavy words into the room. Pinch. Her lack of confidence hit me in the stomach. I watched the doctor retreat into her body as she greeted Mama, then us, and then she asked Mama a question.

			“Before coming in here, what did you think your illness could be?” Pinch.

			There would be no joyous car ride home and no dark jokes of what could have been as we went through the Tim Hortons drive-thru. No singing along to songs on the radio as we sipped our creamy sugared caffeinated liquids.

			The “C-word” tumbled out of Mom’s mouth, and the doctor nodded slowly to affirm her suspicions.

			The world shifted. I could feel my sense of balance sneak out of my body. I steadied myself by placing my hand on the edge of the examination table. Dad’s tears and panic engulfed the room as Mama sat facing the doctor without even flinching at the news.

			I took my cue from her and bit my tongue. I focused on the metallic taste of blood pooling in my mouth. I sat stoically facing the doctor just as Mom did.

			I would not break down and force her to be strong for me too.

			Dad could not stop crying. He sputtered when the sobs he was trying to hold back burst through his lips. When he knew he couldn’t regain his composure, he exited the room. I trailed behind him and settled him into a seat in the waiting area before returning to the examination room. I sat beside her, grabbed her hand and squeezed it while I fought back the emotions that threatened to hijack my body.

			All the Hollywood movies about cancer and terminal illness and bucket lists did fuck all to prepare me for this moment. In the films, you watch doctors dole out life-altering news, and usually the people are numb, disassociated and unable to pay attention. The doctor’s voice is swallowed by the arrival of death. People nod without absorbing the rest of the details in their state of shock. It wasn’t like that for us. Mama and I clung to the details. At that point, the doctor’s words were all I had to hang on to.

			Between questions, I bit my tongue.

			“There are lesions on your liver and multiple tumours in your colon. We don’t know much more than that and need additional testing before we can talk about your care plan moving forward,” the doctor said.

			“How long before we can discuss treatment options and start whatever is needed?” I asked.

			“We have to get these initial tests done to see what can be done, and I can’t say much more than that.”

			“Can you give me a window of time?”

			“I can’t right now,” she said and told us that our next appointment would be in a few hours at another location.

			At this point in the movies, everything speeds up. You blink, and the screen cuts to the person doing chemotherapy, and a few scenes later, they are shaving their head. You get curated cancer vignettes, and no one talks about the excruciating unknown that falls in between all the scenes, off the screen.

			As we walked out of the medical clinic, I looked at the man who had loved Shirley Bigfoot for over thirty years and said, “Dad, I am going to drive you home now. And then I am going to take Mom to her next few appointments. I know this is a challenging time and tough news, but I am your daughter, and I am here. I am here to help with Mom, so you can have your emotions and feel your feelings. I got this.”

			Dad cried all the way back to the minivan. This man, whose rites of passage included brawling broken boys in back alleys and outside of bars, could answer only with a small, scared, “Okay.” Mom called my auntie’s boyfriend and asked that he go and sit with Dad at the house, because even though she had received the worst news of her life, she was more worried about him than herself.

			I spent most of that day on autopilot. I was dangerously detached. Recovering addicts and alcoholics like myself can’t afford to be dangerously detached. Dangerously detached is a stone’s throw away from a line of cocaine and a bottle of rye.

			Mama wanted to go for brunch before her next appointment. I couldn’t stand the idea of sitting in a public space and forcing myself to eat, but I would deny her nothing. The next thing I knew, plates of waffles and bacon were nestled between us as she called another relative on her cellphone. She had called five people so far. The scent of syrup flooding my nostrils, I sat silently, sinking every time she broke the news.

			“Yes, cancer,” she explained.

			I excused myself from the table and made a beeline for the bathroom. Standing in the pale green room, I afforded myself some feelings and fought off a panic attack. I gasped for air. The feelings were too big. I gripped the sides of the sink with my hands and stared into the mirror as I tried to take deep breaths. I was in the bathroom of a country-style breakfast joint that attracted truckers, pipeliners and men with bumper stickers that read Fuck Trudeau. There would be no breakdown in this bathroom.

			Deep breaths. Feet firmly on the floor. Ground yourself.

			I repeated these words and shoved my feelings further down before returning to the table to force-feed myself. I drove Mom to her appointments, and then later, at my parents’ house, I held space for family members who trickled in with grim faces and cried when they hugged her. I took the sad people in my arms and whispered, “I’m right here. I love you so much. I’m right here.” I stroked the sad people’s hair and wiped tears from their faces. It is in my blood to be brave, I told myself as I tended to our family like Mama would have done had the news been about anyone else.

			Later that day, I collapsed on my parents’ bathroom floor, gasping for air, my body limp. When my cousin discovered me, she held me until I stopped crying. My version of strong had limitations, and my version of strong was going to lead me to some precarious places.

			

			*

			A WEEK LATER, I was in the dollar store, picking out craft supplies for my son’s school art project.

			“What about this, Mom?” he said, handing me a package of red modelling clay.

			“Yes, love,” I answered him, “that’ll work.”

			I picked up a small tray made from a mirror. Mirrored trays always remind me of cocaine. They conjure visions of blurred nights blending into days. Coke kept the days seamless. Moons waxed and waned without fanfare. I don’t know if Tony Montana from Scarface started the glass mirror fad or if it arose naturally. I have done coke off the porcelain backs of public bathroom toilets, but mirrored trays lend some faux class to inhaling cartilage-eating drugs up your nose. The idea suddenly becomes alluring and a little more acceptable when mirrored trays are involved. Excuse me, sir. I will have some of that high-class cocaine.

			I was thirty years old, and I had no roadmap for this unchartered territory of chemotherapy, cancer cell counts and caretaking. The enormity of the feelings scared me. Numbness, my old friend, seemed to beckon to me in the distance. I had recently celebrated six years of sobriety, but the potential loss of my lifeline was an incoming tidal wave I refused to acknowledge. I was a humble fisherman preparing my boat for a daily voyage, ignoring the waves looming in the distance. I was the kid on the beach building a sandcastle with my back to the shore. If I stayed facing the other way, maybe the wave would disappear altogether. Cocaine would help me forget. For a bit longer, I could pretend that the world made sense and continue making castles out of sand.

			I placed the mirror back on the shelf.

			“Moooom, let’s go,” my son said.

			I ran my fingers through his hair.

			“Okay, baby, let’s roll.” And we walked toward the checkout.

			I couldn’t fuck with cocaine. I am a mom, and a child needs me.

			Until that point, the only advice I had seen about grief spoke of things you should do. No one spoke about the fucked-up stuff they did to avoid themselves and their feelings. I was unsure how to navigate all these new emotions that threatened to take me under. I couldn’t face them just yet. Instead, I did what Bigfoot women do—I endured. I showed up as a calm presence for Mama, Dad, brothers, cousins and everyone else. I put on a smile and acted like I knew where we were headed. We were headed toward healing, of course. I dried tears. I cooked food. I made coffee. I created space for people’s emotions and denied my own. I tried to become a rock that broke the crashing of the waves just like Mama and my aunties had done for me.

			I come from strong women became my mantra.

			The cocaine urges eventually gave way to other coping mechanisms. Suddenly, I found myself seeking temporary comfort from temporary men. I am a mom, but I am a single mom. I tried to hide behind skin and firm hands. Soft moments promised to take the edge off hard times. I needed to be held, even if it was by a stranger. I wanted this fleeting and false safety. It didn’t matter if it was only for a few hours. A small, disillusioned moment in time felt like something, in an era of complete uncertainty.

			A man’s body could be a buffer between me and the world, couldn’t it? A stranger’s flesh could unknowingly absorb the shocks that were meant for me, right?

			There are endless men to make poor life decisions with, but I couldn’t bring myself to do this either. I would make it as far as some laughter, a kiss or two, and then I knew the emptiness would still be there at the end of the night no matter what I did. I retreated. I laughed with another man, I kissed him, and again, I retreated. I faked lighthearted conversation and presented myself as an uncomplicated girl. I laughed with another man, I kissed him, and I fled. I didn’t speak of my Mama, or cancer, or of the tsunamis I held behind my smile. I was on a hamster wheel of shallow first kisses and conversations full of favourite colours and astrological signs.

			I met a man who reminded me of the rapper Common, who was (and still is) my long-standing hip-hop crush. I thought this beautiful man, this one with that smile and style, could be my diversion for real this time. We met at a crowded bar and danced and laughed and kissed. He asked me to stay the night with him. He was a travelling salesman. I felt nothing. I kissed him, and I did not swoon. He said all the right things, but his words broke against the rock that I was.

			Lips. Neck. Bite. Grip. Clutch. Heat. Hair. Choke. Kiss. Tongue. Take. Me. Out. Of. My. Body.

			In the parking lot, he pushed me against the car, pulled my hair back and bit my neck. I wanted to scream, not from the pain or out of pleasure, but because the sensation did not dull my wounds. I was still there, in my body with all my feelings. I looked into the dark brown pools of his eyes, searching for a tide strong enough to pull me away from myself. He placed his hand over my throat again, holding me in place against the driver’s seat in my vehicle as he kissed me passionately.

			“Come to my hotel room, baby,” he whispered.

			I was still in my skin. I kissed him once more and said goodbye.

			This perpetual pursuit of freedom and running from myself was exhausting. I wanted cocaine because it was the only thing I could bank on. I couldn’t drink because drinking equalled blackouts, and cocaine felt like the lesser evil in my calculations. I was frustrated, and I was lost. I couldn’t fucking do cocaine just as much as I couldn’t fucking fuck. I didn’t know how to do “this.” The looming pain and grief threatened the very sobriety that I had built my life on. I couldn’t walk through this alone.

			A few days later, I found relief in the form of a counsellor. During a telephone session, I shared my philosophy on being strong. I have been surrounded by strong women all my life, I told her. You wouldn’t know that these women cried unless you heard them through the walls or knew them in their drinking days and stayed until 3 a.m. or saw them at their father’s funeral. When you grow up in harsh circumstances, the ability to be vulnerable seems like a liability. If you give your emotions an inch, they sometimes try to take a mile. I come from a line of women who couldn’t afford endless miles of emotions.

			I had to learn how to allow myself emotions after becoming sober. I would cry and tell myself over and over, It is okay for me to cry and feel these emotions. I had to tell myself that for the first two years of my sobriety before I could cry without a sneaking sensation of shame that wanted to suffocate the sniffle right out of me.

			This was a different situation. I was trying to step into the role of the women in my family because it was my turn to be strong.

			My counsellor told me that I was not my mom, and even though she was sick, it was okay to let her know that I still needed her from time to time. I received this advice just after Mama had undergone a colostomy surgery. One of the tumours in her colon was almost blocking the entire passage. We knew her cancer was stage five, as if that would provide clarity into her illness. The stages of her cancer and its threat to her body still felt ambiguous, and the degree of uncertainty was sometimes debilitating. What we did know was that things were growing and spreading inside of Mama’s body, and those things threatened to swallow the rest of her mortal days.

			The first day after the surgery, Mama lay in her hospital bed, but she wasn’t where her body was. She was somewhere else. Her spirit floated outside the window in the field of tall, swaying grass. When I visited the next day, I could tell that her spirit had retreated beyond my grasp, and I was a little girl sitting at her bedside, scared of her venturing farther than my eyes could see. Everything I said to her fell flat, and she would offer one-word replies or no reply at all. Finally, I crawled into the hospital bed with her and cried as silently as I could. My body was rigid beside hers, but I could not restrain the shaking that came with the crying. Mama looked down at me as if she was just arriving in the moment. She took me in her arms, held me tight, kissed my forehead and wiped away my tears.

			“Mama’s right here…” she whispered.

			The next day, I visited to find that she had showered and was attempting to walk around the unit. A big smile spread across her face when she saw me, and she lifted her hands as if to say, Your mama’s still got it. Her spirit had come back to her. A few months later, she said that when I cried beside her, she realized that her kids still needed her, and she was going to stop feeling sorry for herself and get up out of bed and fight for her life.

			Bigfoot women know how to fight, especially when the love of their family is involved. Mama was a testament to that.

			

			*

			
				In the end, it all comes down to the small moments.

			

			

			*

			THE DREAM FOLLOWED Mama’s release from the hospital. I took meaning from the dream and began to relish the small moments in my life: driving down the road while holding my mama’s hand, a good cup of coffee, a sunset, the laughter of my child. I began to let my emotions flow through me and would allow myself to break down as needed. In a single a day, I hit many points of grief but also experienced moments of laughter and joy. I held on to nothing longer than the moment it lasted. I turned toward the big, scary things looming in the distance and let myself feel them. I had to let myself fall apart, trusting that Creator would put me back together again after it had passed. I wept until I was a broken, sniffling mess, but I was always resurrected. Mama rarely cried or showed fear, and I knew that a part of this had to do with her desire to protect us. I couldn’t follow her down this path. I made a mark in my map, broke the endless loop and created a new way.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE # 2

			I GREW UP discussing dreams over coffee, phone lines and flickering fires. The telling of dreams passes through the mouths of women and trickles out into the family. We create an understanding of things to come, struggles faced and warnings to heed based on our experiences in the dream world.

			Long ago, the dreamers of our tribe made dream maps—dreams drawn out on animal hides. Through the dream world, the dreamers found a pathway to “heaven.” They would dream of hunts that they would then execute with great accuracy in the real world. The dreamers would travel outside of their bodies to see what was to come. They would journey into a space where time is irrelevant and bring back prayers for the people. The maps held spiritual strength to assist the dreamer in the next world, and so most dreamers chose to be buried with their maps. Sometimes, though, they would leave pieces of the maps to help those they left behind.

			Over a century ago, a dreamer from our tribe left behind an entire map. It was split up into sections and given to different families. Our family, the Bigfoot family, received a piece of the map.

			Asu told me a story of when she was a small girl, and a fire was roaring through the lands. The winds picked up and brought the fire close to the community. Everyone was scared. They could hear the fire eating up the spruce and birch trees in the distance. The crackling and roaring screamed of the fire’s insatiable hunger. Asu said she watched as her grandma picked up the map and climbed up on the roof of her cabin. She held the map up above her head and as she faced each direction—East, South, West, North— Grandma prayed. The winds changed direction as Grandma stood on the roof, and her prayers and the map carried the fire away.

			The dream map is so powerful that it can drain the people who care for it. There is a protocol for caring for such a thing. It never stays in one place for very long and is rarely displayed even to the family that holds it. I have seen our map unfolded only three times in my life.

			When I was young, I was terrified of what the Western world defines as sleep paralysis: being stuck in your body without physical faculties while creepy figures circle around you; feeling as if you are awake but rendered defenceless and exposed to the dark forces that be.

			After waking from a dream that I was trying to escape, I would sometimes end up in a state of paralysis. I never saw sinister things around me, but I felt the presence of something with ill intent. I would end up lying in bed, limbs locked, and unable to move until I prayed my way back into mobility. Being frozen in your body like prey is scary, but the dream I escaped from was always just as terrifying. I was often aware I was in a dream but not able to wake myself. I would be in my childhood home, but all the doors would be gone, and I would be trapped inside with some unseen evil force that was hungry. I would feel my spirit leaving my body. I would be running away from something that was hidden yet almost had me in its grasp.

			

			—

			Dreams like this would always be preceded by a loud ringing noise. It is the same noise a microphone makes when it gets too close to a speaker, or the sound a singing bowl makes in full swing. The ringing was a warning, a sign, a dream of significance was coming. Sometimes I could fight it, but sometimes I would slip into this other world whose possibilities frightened me.

			When I first began to hear the ringing noise, I would ask my mom, “Is that map in our house?”

			Yes.

			Can we move it elsewhere?

			Is it here again?

			Yes.

			Can you send it away?

			Mom would send it away to another house, but the dreams continued. I realize now that I was heavily into my addiction during this period. I was living in a lightless space, and I am sure I had spirits clinging to me that impacted how I dreamt. (Spirits attaching themselves to people is an entirely different conversation that I am unqualified to have.)

			I am by no means a dreamer. I do not have access to the dream world like the dreamers before me, but when I am given dreams, I have learned to reclaim that knowledge space and trust it.

			When I am out of sorts or struggling with a decision, I will pray for answers in my dreams. I have received answers. To my dismay, they are usually not the answers I want. I haven’t always listened.

			
				I did not break up with my partner.

				I did not seek help outside of myself.

				I did not follow the directions.

			

			I wanted to hide from the truth a little longer, but only ended up deeper in the territory I was not supposed to be in, making the return to myself increasingly tricky. I no longer want to learn the hard way, because I know from experience that Creator’s course corrections can be intense.

			In my early twenties, I was drinking and using cocaine with little mercy for myself. I knew I needed to go to a rehab facility, but I was scared. Rehab would have meant leaving my son, quitting my two jobs, turning my life upside down. I didn’t want to decide, so I asked for a dream. After a few days, it came.

			In the dream, I was in a treatment centre, getting the help I desperately needed. I woke up feeling upset and scared. I wanted a dream that told me I could fix myself and didn’t need to take on drastic measures. I wasn’t ready and dismissed the advice I had received.

			In a state of refusal, I kept trying to get sober on my own. I would last four or five days before the cycle repeated. My stubbornness almost cost me my life. A few months later, I landed in treatment, my personal relationships and work life in much worse states than when the dream had first come.

			When I finally sobered up for good, I had to learn how to feel safe in the world of dreaming again so that I didn’t keep sending away dreams that were meant for me. I smudged my house and sleep space. I hung medicines I’d collected for protection. Little by little I grew a sense of spiritual grounding.

			I was in a relationship with a man from another country. I had met him on a thirtieth-birthday trip. We had created a strong bond that called me back to him. The first night that we slept together, in a little white stucco house with a porch that overlooked the ocean, a message I did not ask for came.

			The unrecognizable voice of a woman streamed into the dream from an unknown place.

			“He’s not in it just for love,” the voice said softly.

			The dream continued.

			“He’s not in it just for love,” the voice said, a little firmer.

			Again the dream pushed forward.

			“HE’S NOT IN IT JUST FOR LOVE,” the voice boomed.

			I woke with a gasp. It was not yet daybreak, but it was no longer dark outside. The room filled with a cold blue light. With sorrow in my heart, I stared at my lover’s sleeping body beside me. I only had reasons to love him, but, in that moment, with our bodies in bed beside each other and the sound of the ocean crashing, I knew I had to let go.

			If I ignored this message, I might waste years of my life in a relationship built on partial love. I did not want to learn the hard way. I had spent most of my life learning the hard way. A tear slid down my cheek, and I nuzzled in close to him and drifted back to sleep. I let go when I wanted to hold on, but I never doubted the warning.

			It is a battle to heed the intuitions and messages we are given, because the direction we are supposed to take doesn’t always align with our own desires.

			It’s easy to dismiss dreams or prompts, because the world we live in demands quantifiable evidence—numbers, statistics, hard proof. An Indigenous friend told me that when she spoke of these types of messages to her non-Indigenous counsellor, they encouraged her to be more logical, utilize her rationality, and dismiss the “signs.” We receive advice from the outside world that often tells us not to trust our knowing. This is a problem.

			Our dream space has been colonized. Tribes and groups across the globe have long responded to the messages communicated through dreams. In 2012, I sat in the northern area of Guatemala, in a town called Huehuetenango, among the Mam people. The Mam are one of the many language and tribal groups that belong to the Maya culture. I had been in Guatemala for several days with a delegation meeting with communities, primarily Indigenous ones, impacted by mining. We gathered in the basement of a church while the Mam conducted a candle ceremony, and I noticed the colours in the four directions were the same ones I knew. White for North. Red for East. Yellow for South. Black for West. I smiled at the sight of shared knowledge that made me feel closer to home. The people told us that in response to the oppressive nature of the Church, they were in a state of active recovery of traditional practices. Again, same deal as us. The people said the old ones instructed them to pay attention to their dreams because the dreams held the answers and clues for the future. People are remembering and reclaiming spaces of knowledge across the globe, which often includes the space of dreaming.

		

	
		
			FORETELLING

			JUST OVER A year after the hospital-room dream, I was in Guatemala once again. An eight-day getaway to explore the rich green scenery and bask in the vibrant colours. My first book had launched that August, and the trip was a celebratory gift I gave to myself. It was my last night in Antigua, a stunning town of cobbled streets, lush greens, red clay rooftops and a constant stream of tourists. I had spent the night before wandering around and feeling alive. From a rooftop bar, with a Guatemalan chef named Carlos, I watched a volcano shoot hot lava into the darkened sky. After midnight we drove into Guatemala City so that Carlos could give me a tour of his restaurant. We kissed as we stood surrounded by the empty tables, and I felt like I was living out the plot of a film where the main character falls in love in a foreign country and finds herself. In the morning, Carlos and I met again and spent the day exploring, hands clasped, easy smiles on our faces. We went shopping at his favourite markets, and Carlos had just finished cooking us a delicious meal when I took note of the texts coming in from friends asking about Mom and if everything was alright.

			She is doing okay. Why are you asking? A few people have asked, and it’s weird.

			Idk. I saw your auntie posted something and just wanted to make sure.

			I immediately checked my family members’ Facebook posts and saw messages like Pray for my sister, with a prayer hands emoji followed by a crying face.

			I called home.

			“What’s going on, you guys?” I asked when my dad answered, and I heard my mom say hello in the background.

			“What do you mean?” Dad responded to my question with a question.

			“People are being weird. Is everything alright with Mom? Did you have an appointment?”

			“Yeah, Mom went and saw the doctor today…”

			Silence.

			“Okay…so what’s going on?”

			“Her cancer cell marker count is really high. They said she stopped responding to chemotherapy. We are going to try to send her to Mexico for treatment down there and see if that works. The doctor asked us if we were okay with her last days spent away from family. But we think it will work,” Dad said.

			“We didn’t want to tell you until you got home, my girl,” Mom’s voice added softly.

			“It’s okay. I need to know these things. I’ll be home tomorrow. I miss you. We will figure this out.”

			I left Carlos and my unfulfilled movie dreams behind. On the last leg of my trip, the flight home from Vancouver to Fort St. John, I stared out the window and saw the young mountain peaks poking through the clouds. The sun was setting on the other side of the plane. Out my window, the sky was a soft lavender and crushed blush that collided and bled into eternity. The clouds blanketed the earth, erasing the evidence of the human world below, where life can sometimes be summed up solely as “surviving circumstance.” If I could just stay somewhere above the clouds, wrapped in those birthday cake colours, suspended somewhere between earth and sky, in this state of in-between, then the world would always make sense.

			

			*

			October 24, 2019.

			“One of your parents is going to die before you make it home. If you sit down, I will do a reading and tell you who,” the woman said as she clutched my arm.

			She was an older white woman with silver wavy hair cascading down her back, and she sat at a metal card table on the sidewalk of a city street. I was walking by when she grabbed me by the arm and spoke these words, and I shook myself free of her grasp. Before I could make up my mind on whether I would sit at her table or not, I woke up.

			I was now in Ottawa for my first big city book event. I shook the dream off as I got up and began to ready myself for the reading that night.

			I couldn’t leave the dream on the pillows where I had lain. I thought about the schedule ahead. I was going to Mexico in the morning to see Mama, who was due to come home ten days after that. She had been away from home for over a month and was in low spirits. Mama took strength from her family. Someone had to see her. At the last minute, I told Dad one of us needed to go, and because I was already travelling, we decided that between my engagements I would make the trip.

			After Mexico, I would fly home to change out my suitcase, but I would be on another plane within hours of landing, on my way to Toronto for an event, some television interviews, radio interviews and another festival in a nearby city. I would finally arrive home on November 3 at 11:59 p.m. Could I really lose a parent in just over a week?

			I shook it off, grabbed my jacket and headed out the door down the street to the church where the event was being held. Mama used to pray with me before every event because I was so scared of public speaking. Often, I would call her from outside the venue.

			“Is it just about time?” she would ask as soon as she picked up.

			“Yes.”

			“Want me to pray?”

			“Yes.”

			

			—

			When boys fractured my heart, Mama was there to hold me and tell me that she didn’t think they were shit in the first place. When the world broke my heart with its ugly racism and prejudice, she would take me by the hand to the water and pray with me. When I was a social worker and vicariously traumatized by the things I saw or the experiences I held space for, Mama was there at the end of the day to comfort me as I cried the stories out of me. She helped me be the woman that the outside world saw. Mama was my medicine so that I could be medicine for others.

			Mama would pray my bravery right into me. After she got sick, I started calling with a bit more time before each event, and when she asked me if I needed her to pray, I would say that it was okay, that I thought this time I could do it on my own. I didn’t do this consciously, but eventually I could see the truth emerge. I was trying to learn how to be brave on my own and hold myself up in prayer.

			At the event in Ottawa, someone asked how I could write about my experiences of sexual assault and addiction with such honesty and still hold myself together. All I remember saying was that “Creator made me this way, but my mama, she prayed me this way.”

			

			*

			I ARRIVED IN Tijuana, Mexico, late at night, and Mama stirred from a light sleep as my cousin who had been staying with her led me into the hotel room. Mama’s eyes opened wide, even though she had been expecting me. She stared at me in disbelief like I might disappear at any moment, and she dared not blink.

			“You’re really here…” she said.

			I sat on the bed and pulled her into my embrace.

			“I’m right here, Mama. I’m right here,” I whispered as we cried.

			“I knew you’d come,” she said through her tears.

			In the morning, Mama summoned me awake.

			“My girl, if you get up now, you can watch the sunrise. It is so beautiful from here,” she said.

			I did as she instructed. We sat on the bed and watched as the blazing light broke the horizon and burned silhouettes of palm trees into my memory. It was beautiful, and Mama was beautiful too.

			She had grown much weaker. I held her arm as she limped through the clinic, introducing me to the other patients who had come from the United States, Canada and elsewhere in Mexico. I smiled and nodded as I met them and their families. During the free moments, I basked in Mama’s presence. I held her hand. I lay in her arms. I prayed with her. I was grateful to be able to help her walk, use the bathroom, get undressed and dressed. Any tender moment I could take to show my love, I accepted.

			My cousin left on a day trip to San Diego the following day, so Mama and I had a whole, gloriously simple day together. She wanted to show me some of the places she had gone to when she had been feeling better during her first two weeks in Mexico doing her treatments.

			Mama had been to the sea. She had messaged me the month before and told me she was going to the beach.

			Dip your toes in the ocean, Mama, tell the water I say hello, I told her, from thousands of miles away in the northeastern corner of British Columbia.

			

			—

			I cried when she sent me a picture of her in a blue dress and a black sun hat at the ocean. Mama had always wanted to travel but had lived within the geographical restrictions placed on bodies like hers from her time. Mixed blood bodies born into poverty are not given many opportunities to escape their area codes, let alone countries.

			I was waiting for the day when I could make these things a reality for her. I wanted to take her to Greece, the place she mentioned most often. I wanted to take her to different oceans and let her dip her toes in the waters of other lands. I was chasing success so hard so that I could give her everything.

			When she first started treatment and was still physically strong, I tried to take her on a trip to another country. We planned together, sending ideas back and forth, but we were scared. Her immune system would be weakened with chemotherapy. What if she got sick? What if she had a medical emergency when we were overseas? What if we got stuck? We had waited too long. Eventually, Mama decided she wanted something simple, and because family was my mom’s medicine, she wanted us all together. The glamorous trip for two ended up being a week and a half in southern British Columbia. We spent that time in a giant house with our giant family.

			Mama apologized for not being able to take me to the beach in Mexico. But she had dipped her toes in the ocean, and I rested in that knowledge. We spent our day together in peace. We took a short stroll and talked. We coloured in her colouring books. We played an audio meditation and cuddled together. We watched episodes of Grace and Frankie and laughed until our bellies hurt.

			I could tell her spirit was somewhere outside of her body. She was there, but she wasn’t there. I pulled out a tobacco offering from my bag, a small bundle wrapped in red broadcloth. I’ve learned that when you pray, you give something in exchange for those prayers to be heard. Everything is about reciprocity and relationship.

			“Mama, I know a part of you isn’t here right now, and I want you to go and place this by one of the trees when I am gone. Put down this offering, Mama. Call your spirit back to yourself.” I placed the tobacco in her hand. She looked at the bundle and looked up at me with empty eyes.

			“Mama,” I said, kneeling at her bedside, “please promise me you’ll go put out this tobacco. Mama, promise me.”

			She nodded slowly and without conviction. I knew that ultimately the choice was hers to make.

			The next morning, I was leaving for home, and I walked downstairs to see her off to the clinic. She cried as I helped lift her swollen legs to step onto the shuttle and placed her in her seat. I summoned the same brave face that moms put on for their children—a face that I’ve seen Mama look at me with. I faked my bravery and held in my tears as I buckled her in. I hugged her and told her that I loved her and that I would see her very, very soon. She trembled, with tears streaming down her face, looking at me much like my son looked at me when I dropped him off at daycare for the very first time. She didn’t say the words, but her expression said, Please don’t leave me here.

			“You will be home before you know it, Mama. You’re almost there,” I said with a reassuring smile as I stepped back.

			She was still crying when the driver shut the door. I watched the shuttle disappear into a sea of vehicles beyond the parking lot and kept waving until I couldn’t see the bus any longer. Only then, when my fear of losing her could not be seen, did I let myself cry.

			I left the hotel shortly after and travelled home from Mexico, awkwardly crying next to strangers on the airplanes and breaking down in bathrooms. I landed at home close to midnight, and I picked up my son from my parents’ place. The night before, a small but painful cyst had appeared on my thigh, so instead of going home, we sat in the emergency room until 2 a.m. As more emergencies came in, the ER intake nurse told me that if my cyst and I and my sleepy son waited, we would be there until 6 a.m.

			“Come back in the morning,” she said softly.

			I awoke at home, and as soon as I opened my eyes, I was hit with the realization that I would have to get on another airplane within hours, and I burst into tears. I cried on my bathroom floor. I cried while making coffee. I called busy professionals I knew who had demanding schedules and asked them for advice. I cried while listening to advice. I cried on my bathroom floor some more. I called my publicist, and before being able to form words, I cried.

			I blamed my crying on the stress of travel. I blamed it on my body and the cyst that had just showed up. I shoved the dream of pending death as far down as it would go. This was all just stress-related. This was just a breakdown; I wasn’t losing my mom. I wasn’t losing my mom.

			My publicist tried to coax me into coming to Toronto. She promised to simplify my schedule down to six or seven events. She told me she would book me at a salon for a blowout and maybe even get my makeup done. She got my flight moved to a later time to give me a few more hours of breathing room. I kept crying. I went to the hospital. I cried in the waiting room. I got my blood pressure checked by a nurse. I cried while she checked it. I didn’t try to hide my tears or apologize. I. Kept. Crying.

			Demands beckoned me from across the country. The world will always take what you are willing to give, I thought. I had never cancelled so many events, or really any events, before. I had always pushed through, often to the point where it would take my body a month to recover. But this time, this time, I chose me. The moment I decided to stay home, I stopped crying. The doctor told me the cyst would disappear on its own, and it did.

			Later that day, Mama called my dad and asked a simple question, “Daddy, can I come home now?”

			“Yes, my love, you can come home,” Daddy answered.

			

			*

			SIX DAYS LATER, in the early morning of November 4, two of my brothers and my dad sat at Mama’s bedside in the emergency room. Mama’s nieces, nephews and sisters had taken shifts in the perpetually full hospital room. We had all spent time stroking her hair, holding her hand, telling her stories and playing her a song that she loved.

			In the end, it all comes down to the small moments.

			My left hand was on Mama’s forehead and my right hand was on her chest when she left this world. I felt the gentle rise and fall beneath my hand. A hand that eventually stopped rising. I held my breath, waiting for an indicator that she was still with me. Those suspended seconds would define my life forever. At 3:25 a.m., she was gone.

			If I had flown to Toronto, would she have been gone before I got back? I would have landed at home just before midnight, and she was gone a few hours later. I cannot answer for routes not taken. I do know that if I had gone, I wouldn’t have been able to share the last days my mom had on this earth.

			We only have to make it through this night, I kept thinking. As long as we make it through the night, I no longer have to worry about the dream. But some small part of me knew that Mama was going home, and I believe that Mama knew that she was going home too.

			

			*

			I DO NOT know if my dreams will continue telling me when people will leave this world for the next. I do not know if that dream was only a gift to honour the connection that Mama and I held.

			I do know that the space of knowing and dreaming is where Mama still walks with me, where she can still guide me. Inside me, I have a mother-shaped hole I will have to learn how to fill with love, and this process will create a more profound and stronger empathy in me. I know this. I trust this. I have to live this. I have no other choice; otherwise all of this pain is meaningless.

			

			*

			TWO DAYS AFTER Mama passed, I dreamt about her but didn’t see her face. I knew she was there, and I held her hand as I had done throughout my life. In the dream, she prayed with me because I wasn’t strong enough on my own. We prayed, and I woke up.

			Three days after she passed, I stood in my empty living room, crying, and as I went to pray, I said what I had said so many times before: “Mama, pray with me?”

			I know that she heard me. I know she hears me still. I know that when I pray, I never pray alone. I search for her in the dream world.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE #3

			MY MOTHER’S SPINE morphed into a question mark during the last year and a half of her life. A pronounced curve in her upper back formed during the aggressive chemotherapy. Mama was fifty-one years old, and it was as if her body was asking, why?

			
				My mother’s body was a question mark.

			

			
				Her absence is a silent sound present in every word after the opening line.

			

			
				Everything after her body is not an answer, but only more question.

			

			
				The question mark surrenders itself to the unknowable.

			

			
				It unfurls and lets itself be held by the earth that sustained it.

			

			
				It is a line now that is submitting itself to erasure.

			

			
				There is no longer a question.

			

			
				There is only space.

			

			
				In her absence, there is so much terrifying

			

			
				s p a c e.

			

			Since she left the world, my shoulders gather tensely, hunching forward in a desire to protect. It is as if my shoulders, spine and ribcage hatched a plan to create a safer place for my heart. Maybe her body is destined to emerge out of my own. Maybe my body needs to feel close to her, and this mirroring of movement is its way of remembering and keeping her near.

			
				My body is a memory.

			

			
				My body is in a state of active recall.

			

			
				My body is a portrait of things loved

			

			
				and lost.

			

			
				I have inherited the nose, lips and eyes of my dad.

			

			
				I can’t see her in my reflection.

			

			
				Where are you, Mama?

			

			
				I lose myself pinned under my gaze.

			

			
				My shoulders crowd forward, my spine curves.

			

			
				This is the question mark.

			

			
				I am becoming.

			

			I cannot write about all the ways her body betrayed her. Or rather, I will not write about these things. As women, what do we have if we do not have sovereignty over the stories about our bodies? Mama was a private person. Her agreement to be in my first book came with the understanding that our story might give hope and insight to people who struggled with addiction and depression. It is an additional and unnecessary intrusion to write in detail about how cancer denied her privacy over her own body and ate at her autonomy. How Mama’s body succumbed to mortality can only truly be known by her, and I would not dare to try to tell that story. As a daughter and as a writer, I must meet some stories with refusal.

			

			*

			THERE ARE SOME questions that I cannot forget as they pull present moments into focus. I once met a taxi driver in Vancouver who had immigrated from Iran some forty years earlier. I asked him if he yearned for home. He paused for a moment before a look of longing flooded onto his face.

			“You know how you never forget your first love?” he asked.

			I nodded. His question summoned the imagined futures my first love and I created together. Futures we whispered about after the midnight hour. Futures that we were never quite able to speak into existence. We concocted a series of alternate pathways, like the Choose Your Own Adventure books but for our lives, and ultimately never chose any of the paths. These futures included becoming Elders together and having babies with rolls of fat, sharp Cree features and shocks of dark hair. Every door closing on these imaginings felt like a small death. However briefly I had believed in them, I had invested myself in them wholly. You don’t forget that kind of faith. You can’t erase the memory of the type of love that promises you forever.

			“Leaving your country is like losing your first love,” the taxi driver said. “You are always searching for things that remind you of her. You go to places where you can feel her beside you. You eat foods that remind you of her. You listen to music that brings back memories. You are always wanting ways to feel close.”

			I nodded again and turned my gaze out toward the city streets. It took me years to learn how to return to thoughts of my first love without wounding, and I wondered if it had been the same for the driver. Perhaps only time makes us brave enough to reminisce and submit to the power of memory. His statement rings truer for the love of my mother. I search for her presence in everything and everywhere these days.

			His words summon the lines of Sudanese American poet Safia Elhillo, who writes about love songs from her home country, saying, “I never hear love songs like this in English, songs that are as much about a country as they are about a woman. Songs where woman is country. Before we grew bitter and learned not to make a world out of a person.”

			My mother was my first country. Her skin was the first map that my fingers learned. She was a physical manifestation of medicine. She was sustenance and birdsong, and she was the mountains that protect and the waters that give of themselves—this life without her is a state of diaspora that I cannot remedy.

			
				My mother’s body was a question mark.

			

			
				The question mark unfurls and lets itself be held by the land that sustained it.

			

			
				My mother is now the land, and the land is now my mother.

			

			
				The physical line that once separated has been erased.

			

			
				I cling to territory as I would my mother’s hand;

			

			
				it is all I have left of her.

			

			
				The land, her body, my body is a portrait of things loved and lost.

			

			
				There is no longer a question.

			

			
				I lose myself pinned under my own gaze.

			

			
				There is so much space.

			

			
				So much terrifying space.

			

			
				In her absence,

			

			
				I am becoming.

			

		

	
		
			MEMORY KEEPER

			WHEN THE BIRD holding Asu’s mind took flight, it landed beyond my reach. The bird would take her through space and time, and a childlike wonder, or a childlike fear, washed over her. Her glossy eyes studied me as if she had never seen me before, as if I were a peculiar member of the avian society perched at her bedside. Her head tilted to the left and then to the right while she studied my facial features in an attempt to decipher them.

			She first saw me as a baby cradled in my mother’s arms in the winter of ’87. She studied my face and decided I looked like my father. Dishinit Sakeh, she called me. Cree Woman. I have predominantly Cree features, but my high cheekbones have her Dane Zaa blood cut into them.

			

			—

			A month before the loss of my mama, the dementia that affected Asu was a barely audible buzzing in the distance, but after Mama was gone it became so loud it swallowed Asu’s voice. I visited and sat at her bedside one cold December night, weary and weighed down by life.

			“Do you think I can plead not guilty?” she asked, her hands clasped together and raised anxiously to the middle of her chest.

			I paused before answering. She explained to me that she would be put on trial for a crime she did not commit. I was not sure what the crime had been, but she told me that they tricked her into pleading guilty for it. Asu said she wasn’t scared of whatever they had planned for her after sentencing, but if there was a chance of being found not guilty, she would take it.

			“You need to leave before they start shooting. Take him home now. It isn’t safe here.” She motioned anxiously toward my son, who was sitting in the chair off to the side of her bed. Even in this imagined world, brown bodies were put on trial and were at the mercy of their captors.

			We were on the second floor of the hospital. She was talking about nurses and old white men shuffling down the hallway in slippers with open robes that revealed loose folds of skin.

			I looked out the door into the brightly lit hallway as Francesca walked by. Her body trembled as if an internal earthquake had taken place some time ago, and she hadn’t stopped shifting since. Francesca, a short-haired brunette who couldn’t be more than fifty years old, had once been a nurse and was caught in between time and place, just like many of the patients she’d once tended to. Francesca still made her rounds, going into the rooms of other patients to fulfill the obligations that she once held. For all the “they” that Grandma feared, she wasn’t scared of Francesca, even when she came into her room and moved things around to tidy up, all the while mumbling words that could never be entirely understood.

			“She is just scared like me,” Asu said after we’d watched Francesca exit her room on an earlier visit.

			I returned my gaze to Asu.

			“It’s okay. They aren’t going to be shooting tonight. We are going to be safe. I am pretty sure that you can plead not guilty.”

			I spooned another dollop of yogurt into her mouth. She wouldn’t eat her supper because she believed the hospital staff had poisoned it. The plastic tray filled with potatoes and roast beef sat untouched at her bedside. To calm her fears, I pretended that I had smuggled the yogurt in—contraband yogurt from the outside. Eat swiftly. Carry the evidence out after. Usually, I tried to speak reason to her and remind her of her surroundings.

			No, Grandma, he isn’t a devil worshipper.

			Asu, the coyotes aren’t coming for you. There are no coyotes here.

			No, Grandma, you haven’t been drinking. You haven’t drank in a long, long time.

			Grandma, it really is me, your granddaughter, Shirley’s daughter.

			At my mom’s viewing, I had pushed Asu in her wheelchair to the front of the empty funeral home before the doors opened to other visitors. I sat beside her and took off her white fuzzy mittens and wiped her runny nose. She looked at the casket with the red roses lying on top of it, only then realizing where she was.

			Who is in that casket, my girl?

			That’s my mom, Grandma. That’s Shirley, your daughter.

			Sometimes Asu lived in a world where Mama was alive. She lost her daughter over and over when memory resurfaced. The loss was a wave battering a cliff—each time it hit her differently but with the same force. At the viewing, I wanted Asu to hold my hand and tell me it would be alright. I wanted her to pat my head and tell me that I had all the good parts of Mama, and I would survive this loss. Instead, I held her hand, patted her head and wiped up her tears. That was then, and in the month since, I’d realized that I was no longer a girl held up by the women around her. I was a woman who was raised to help with the holding up of others. I surrendered to this new reality, but sometimes I wanted to crawl onto the back of the bird that flew away with Asu’s mind and live with her in a place and time where my mom was still alive.

			I gave Asu another spoonful of yogurt. I rarely won the battle of bringing Asu back to herself, and that time in the hospital, weeks after Mama’s burial, I was too tired to argue. I chose a different approach.

			“You really think I can plead not guilty?”

			“Yes.”

			“Can you go tell them that I have changed my mind?”

			I hesitated. I hadn’t expected that going along with the fictional chain of events would dictate actual action on my part.

			“My girl, please. Take your son with you and go tell them I want to plead not guilty. Please.”

			Her eyes were full of helplessness and fear. Wherever she was, she was vulnerable, and it was hard not being able to protect her. I nodded.

			“Mathias, come with me.” I motioned for my son and took him into the hallway.

			“Are we leaving?” he whispered.

			“No, baby, we are just going to stand out here for a few minutes and then go back inside.”

		

	
		
			[BEFORE THE BIRD TOOK FLIGHT]

			“GRANDMAAAAA, TELL ME the story about how the crow turned black or that one about how the bear’s tail got short,” I beg her as I stretch out on the bed.

			I am twenty-nine, and I still ask for these stories. Grandma doesn’t know that I recently broke up with a boyfriend and feel the girl-eating-pails-of-ice-cream level of sadness, but she knows that I am not at my usual level of happiness. She puts down the People magazine she’s reading. Asu is always catching up on the latest celebrity gossip and is well-versed in who is cheating on who. One time, in her old age, she peed herself a little on a road trip with Papa and had to go commando for the rest of the day. “I was just like Britney Spears,” she giggled as she recounted the scandalous story of not wearing underwear for a day.

			She takes off her reading glasses and gives me an exasperated look that says, I have been telling you these stories for decades. Leave. Me. Alone.

			I grew up with only two origin stories. I didn’t have Creation stories about how the world started, but I did have the lessons hidden within the crow turning black after it had tricked the rest of the forest animals, and about the bear whose tail became short after trusting the mischievous mosquito man. When my son was smaller, I told him these stories with as many of Asu’s original hand gestures as I could muster. I swelled with pride when he told the story of how the bear’s tail got short to his third-grade class.

			“You know I don’t know a lot of stories. I really wish I listened better to Grandpa when he told stories around the fire or at night in the cabin. If I listened better, I would be able to tell you more of them.” Grandma’s telling of the stories always comes with this specific lament. She doesn’t realize what a good storyteller she is and how many stories from the decades she holds. Geography—a dip in a valley or a creek—triggers her memories with the accuracy only people from her generation can claim. It was the summer of ’74 when we had no rain. That one spring of ’82 when the fires started early. Me and your grandpa broke down right here back in ’67 while your auntie was still a baby and had to wait for a bus to bring us an extra part for the car. Good thing there were blueberries nearby, because we ate those for two days.

			Grandma tells me the stories I’ve requested, and I snuggle in close to her. She opens her hand wide and bends the inner three fingers, and just like that, her hand transforms into the bird’s wingspan. Her hand is taking flight right there in the bedroom. The crow swoops down and lands in an imaginary tree twelve inches above my head. The story comes to life in front of me. I am a girl whose grandma’s stories and affection heal all her wounds. My heartbreak feels lessened because I am here with her—a constant in a world of challenge and chaos. She finishes the stories and pets my head.

			“When you were a little girl, we all went to the river. I remember watching you down by the water. Just two, maybe three years old. You liked to play there right by the river, and I would stay with you for a long time and just watch you. I always made sure you were safe, and you could play there forever,” she said.

			I nuzzle in closer to her.

			“My girl, are you tired?”

			I nod.

			She reaches for a white furry blanket at the foot of her bed and pulls it over my body.

			“Sleep, baby. I’ll be right here,” she instructs me as she pats my shoulder.

			And I rest easy knowing she is there.

			

			*

			“OKAY, ENOUGH TIME has passed now. Let’s go in,” I said as I grabbed my son’s hand and returned to Grandma’s hospital room.

			Over the last few years, Asu’s body had slowly disappeared. Her muscles were lazily draped on her body, hanging from her bones like a maker’s afterthought. Frailty was spelled out in the struggle of her movements. Her brown eyes looked up at me expectantly from her hospital bed.

			“Good news. They said you can plead not guilty,” I told her.

			“Oh, god. I am so thankful,” she said as she raised her hands in the sky to praise the omnipresent being above.

			“I can leave this place. They can’t keep me here if I’m not guilty.”

			She was trying to get off the bed, and I had to think quickly. Earlier that week I had kept foiling her escape plans, and her frustration grew until finally she yelled at me, “How did you get so damned stubborn?!” as she tried to run me over with her wheelchair. To which I replied, “Where do you think I learned it from, Junie Bigfoot?” Stubbornness is a foundational trait of Bigfoot women that comes back to bite us on our asses through the next generation.

			“Grandma, they said you can plead not guilty, but they need time to deliberate. They haven’t come to a verdict, and it’ll take a couple of days.” I lied and felt guilty for it.

			“Oh…” Her body eased back into the bed, and she lowered her head with disappointment.

			“But it looks like it will go in your favour. It sounds good, and I wouldn’t worry if I were you.”

			“Okay, my girl.”

			I kissed her where her forehead met her hairline, and I petted her head.

			“I’m going to go now, Grandma. It will be okay.”

			“Atikae Nochjae,” my son said. I love you very much.

			“Sinju, sutzae atikae nochjae,” she replied. Me too. I love you with all my heart.

			“Do you want me to close your blinds?” I asked, motioning to the window that overlooked the snow-covered roof of the first floor.

			“No, I want to watch for coyotes.”

			I nodded, and we left. I thought of Asu’s repeated lament for having not listened closely enough to her grandpa’s stories. I could already hear myself saying these same things to my future grandchildren. I wish I had listened better to Asu. I am sorry, these handfuls of stories are all that I have left to give you. I wish I held on to more of her.

			

			*

			I SLEPT IN my parents’ bed the night we lost Mama. When I awoke, the dull light of a cloudy winter morning trickled into the room. I lay still, with shallow breaths, my ears trying to detect the sounds of my aunties, Mama’s four sisters. The older aunties had been like second mothers to me throughout my childhood and teenage years. They would be there. They would come. I cried as I fell in and out of sleep. Each time, as I drifted off, I could almost hear them busying themselves about the house, making coffee and taking up space. Once the aunties came, their presence would affirm that I would be alright. My aunties would be there, and I could feel strong enough to get out of bed. I wept myself back to sleep each time I stirred and was confronted with the stark silence of an empty house. The aunties, having lost their sister and with their own sick mom in the hospital, didn’t come that morning. When I finally pulled myself out of Mama’s bed, my feet hit the floor with a realization: I am a woman now, not a child, and I must learn to stand on my own.

			Two days later, Juanita, my chosen sister from the southern Syilx tribe, showed up, and I felt strong enough to visit Asu with her by my side.

			I hoped that the bird had not taken Asu’s mind elsewhere that day. I needed to feel her presence. When we got there, I slipped off my shoes and lay beside her in the hospital bed. Asu started to talk and seemed to be poking around a subject, and I pretended not to know what she was trying to say. I didn’t want to hear it.

			“Grandma, do you know who I am?” I asked her as I looked up with pleading eyes, wanting her to stop venturing down this path. She had been hinting that my mom was not her child. She was living out another reality, but I needed the bird to come back with her mind. Mama had just died, and I needed Grandma to be Grandma with her sharp memory and watchful eye.

			“Yes, I do know who you are. I’m not your real grandma, but I love you like a real one. The most real love,” she said softly.

			I was a motherless girl whose grandmother no longer knew her or claimed her as blood. I was not prepared for this abandonment. I sobbed loudly, and before I could rein any of my emotion in, an avalanche of cries barrelled out of my mouth. I sobbed without restraint as Asu tried to comfort me, speaking words in our language. Juanita jumped up from her seat and rushed to the hospital bed to hold me.

			The pain split me down the middle, cracked my ribcage, tore me open and came screaming out my gaping mouth. I was grasping for something familiar to hold on to, but I searched in vain. Nothing was as it once was.

			My wailing filled the entire hospital floor, and a nurse from the nearest station came rushing to the room. She asked Juanita if she could give me some medication to pacify me. I shook my head. I kept wailing.

			Grandma started crying when she couldn’t soothe me, and with both of us crying, Juanita decided that the visit was over and she would take me home. I put my shoes on, crying more quietly now, shaking. I went to close the curtains because it was drawing close to night, and because the dark scared Asu, but she stopped me from the bed. “I want to see the coyotes if they come.”

			I nodded, tears streaming down my face. Grandma had tears streaming down hers. Before I left, I did what I always did, I kissed her forehead where it met her hairline, and I told her I loved her.

			We sat in the parking lot and waited for the heater to melt the snow off the windshield.

			“You didn’t hear your grandma, but when you were crying, she looked at me and said, ‘This is my granddaughter, and she is closer to me than water.’ Your grandma, she loves you more than anything, and she is not herself right now,” Juanita said.

			What does it mean to be closer than water to someone? Indigenous women are often the keepers of the water. Water is life. Water is a spirit and has a long-term memory. Grandma remembered watching over me while I played in the river water. We pray at the water. I was closer to her than water. I was closer to her than anything explainable by standard Western measurements or understandings. A human body is 60 percent water. I was closer to her than parts of herself. I was closer to her than the illness that ran away with her mind. I was not just close to her—we were inseparable. On days when it felt like I had nothing and she slipped further away from me, I could hold on to the knowledge that I was closer to my grandmother than water. We are a part of each other, forever.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE #4

			MY ELDEST AUNTIE is technically my great-aunt, but I never call her that because I wasn’t raised to define relationships with prefixes. In another tribe, she would be called my grandma. There are no second or third cousins in my family, only cousins, and the older cousins act like second moms (or uncles or aunties) to the younger ones. I don’t usually refer to great-great-grandpas or -grandmas with a series of “greats”—I just call them Grandpa or Grandma. If I do use these it is usually when I am telling a story and know that the listener will need to situate themselves in a timeline. In everyday life, everything and everyone feels so much closer in Indian country. The English language creates distance between us all.

			One day I called my auntie and told her that I was searching for words in our language that could speak to the work I was doing with facilitation and speaking. I told Auntie I wanted to help people remember who they are. “I want them to reconnect with themselves and sweep away all the stuff that gets piled on top of us in this world so we can see again. It is about understanding the old, here in the now,” I explained.

			Auntie asked for a few days to think about it.

			As promised, she called me a few days later with the phrase “yetchay kay nusgee,” which means I remember things from long ago. And just like that, I understood my purpose in becoming a writer: I am a living memory keeper. A comical task to give a recovering alcoholic with over a decade’s worth of memory coming in patchy or not coming in at all. Yet here I am, the living memory of my mother, staring into the face of the lapsing memory of my grandmother. I gather stories to pass them on. I do my best to remember old things or uncover ancient knowledge that may already exist within. I spend time in conversation, therapy, and in silence to recall and discover long-hidden parts of myself.

			What does it mean to remember things from long ago? More importantly, what does it mean to remember things from long ago while living fully in the present?

			

			*

			“DON’T YOU WANT to heal some of this hurt that you carry around with you, Grandma?” I asked her once.

			The painful memories she carried trickled out at unexpected times. History pooled at her feet and then it grew legs, changed form and found its way into the lives of her daughters and grandchildren. Sometimes history took the form of sharp words that drew blood as they shot past you; other times it sounded like the kind of crying that happens after a few cases of beer are emptied.

			“I mean, it must get really hard sometimes. You could always talk to a counsellor or something,” I suggested feebly.

			“I’m too old now,” Grandma replied, her gaze fixed on a spot on the floor.

			She stared intently, and looked as if she was trying to account for all the misspent seasons that had landed her in her seventies. I reached for her hand and squeezed it gently. She pulled it away, and her face gathered the internal strength to wear a look of devout resolution.

			“This is the way that I am, and this is the way that I’ll die,” she said.

			Humans have figured out how to live in mentally and emotionally fixed locations regardless of shifting space and time. Grandma stayed stuck in the pattern of being equal parts loving, sad and ruthless for most of her life.

			I often say things like: I come from a line of fierce and loving women.

			And it’s true, I do come from big love and women who had a low propensity to tolerate bullshit.

			But I could say: I come from a line of women who are either committed to recreating the patterns of familiar wounds or dead set on avoiding the repetition of pattern at all costs—and that would also be true.

			We are walking memory, in all the ways that make us beautiful and in all the ways that make us beasts.

			

			*

			IN MY EARLY twenties, we went on a family road trip to Calgary and Banff. Our caravan of three vehicles drove in the vicinity of the speed limit, sometimes leap-frogging one another as we made our way down the highway, and sometimes pulling over at rest stops at the mercy of children’s bladders. When we stopped, we made bologna sandwiches and handed out cold drinks from a cooler in the back of a minivan. Then the passengers would pile into a different car than they’d been riding in before. There were aunties, brothers, toddlers, and, of course, there was Grandma.

			We visited the Calgary Zoo for the first and only time. We moved through it together as a singular giant and loud Indigenous entity. As the kids played in one location and the adults rested under the shade of a tree, I noticed that Grandma had not moved from her spot for some time. She had been standing in front of the black bear enclosure for almost fifteen minutes. The hot sun shone down on her black hair, which had never taken to turning grey.

			“What are you looking at?” I asked her.

			She pointed her finger at the bear, who was repeating a pattern of movement. Two steps forward, a circling of the head, two steps back. Two steps forward, a circling of the head, two steps back.

			“His mind is gone,” she said sadly as she raised her hand to her head and moved it outward in front of her to emphasize the bear’s fleeing sanity.

			Grandma was raised in the bush and was not unfamiliar with bears. She traversed land all alone as a young girl, often taking a kettle and tea into the middle of nowhere for an afternoon. Grandma had seen stretches of our Dane Zaa territory that I haven’t yet been through as an adult.

			She stood in the hot sun for another ten minutes, watching. The bear did not break the sequence. People ate ice cream while offering their kids their first glimpse of the wild, a big black bear with a lost mind, stuck in a small man-made home.

			I wonder if Grandma saw herself in that bear—something wild, something trapped, something committed to pattern and memory, something that longed to be free but never would be.

			

			*

			I HAVE BEEN learning to hold memory without carrying the weight of it. There are days when I feel liberated and days when I wish my body was full of forgetfulness.

			
				I am the black bear.

				I am the spectator.

				I am the oblivious child eating ice cream.

				I am all these things.

				I am named Helen, after my kohkum who raised my dad. My middle name is June, after Asu. I carry the names of the women who came before me.

				I was aged with memory the day I was born.

			

			

			—

			The women before us come alive in the stories we choose to tell, and they live on inside of us through the stories that we choose not to tell. Even the hard and untold stories must sometimes be spoken into the world because when they see the light of day, they free not only us but our mothers and grandmothers from cages made of silence. We are foolish to think that our liberty only ever belongs to us.

			The process of remembering things from long ago and healing through them is a pursuit of sovereignty. Seeking to understand story contextualizes our forebears’ pain, resiliency and failings and allows us to meet it all with compassion. For every story of softness that I have of the women in my life, there is a story of when they were brutally human and wounded those who loved them, myself included.

			I have written about my mother’s battle with alcoholism. How when she was drunk and my dad was away, she would berate me. Asu was also an alcoholic for an extended period in her life, during which she was a tough woman and could be an even more abrasive mom. Both women had experienced numerous and unthinkable traumas in their lives.

			My mom told me a story of running through a forest in the darkness of the night while being chased by white men who wished to do her harm. It was a memory that she shared casually over a cup of cooling coffee and with a hardness that had come from growing up in a world where she, her sisters and her mom had been given so many stories to hold that this event seemed inconsequential.

			All the women in my family have been given lives treacherous enough to stamp out love, but they protected and grew the glowing ember that remained and gave it to their children. I hope my son will understand where my failings as a mother began and see how hard I have worked to provide him with something different.

			It is likely the same hope Mama had when she asked me, “Why don’t you write about the good times? Why do you have to focus on all the bad?”

			I told her that I needed to sort out the heavy memories because they blocked my ability to reach for the good ones. It was as if I was searching for pearls hidden in a bush full of blood-drawing thorns. I had to heal and move the wounding parts before I could grasp the precious pieces.

			I’m here now, Mama. I made it to the clearing.

		

	
		
			TRANSITION

			
				When I die, I want you to take some dirt and stand facing the East. This is where our life starts. Then stand to face the South. This is when we start to grow into adults. Turn to face the West. This is when we become old. Finally, with the dirt in your hand, face the North. This is when our life is finished on this earth. You take that dirt and place it on my casket. This was shown to me in a dream.

				—Junie Bigfoot

			

			WHEN YOU TOOK your last breath, I wasn’t by your side. I didn’t feel the moment you transitioned into the spirit world, just a few snowy streets away from me. The lights didn’t flicker, a cold breeze didn’t pass through my house. I didn’t have a visit from your spirit the night before to warn me you were leaving on your final journey. I didn’t see your death in a dream, but we all knew it was coming.

			We prayed that mercy would be shown to you because you were in so much pain. When we prayed, we asked that you would be able to follow the grizzly bears that came and visited you in the hospital. The grizzly was your grandfather’s medicine. The bear that protects us all came and watched over you during your last days. We prayed that you could leave the suffering state you were in and join those who were waiting for you.

			I knew it was coming, Asu. But I wasn’t ready for it. I prayed for your peace even though I wasn’t equipped for the loss. I kissed your hands and ran my thumb over the veins and knuckles again and again—my last attempts at committing their geography to memory.

			With the same lips I used to kiss you, I lied to you and said that I would be okay when you left. I lied because it was the brave thing to do. I lied because I knew it was what Mama would have said. I lied because I needed to hear the words come from my mouth. I lied because I loved you too much to ask you to hold on. I lied because I knew the alternative wasn’t an option. But still I wasn’t ready for it.

			Months before, I visited you in the hospital, and you looked at me and said, “I am going to leave this world soon, my girl. I don’t want you to cry. Every time you feel sad, I want you to remember that I will be preparing a place for you. Your mom and I will be making a place for you, so don’t be sad. When you come, we will be there to welcome you.”

			I nodded and smiled, a feeble attempt to reassure you that I am a Bigfoot woman, and Bigfoot women endure. But even then, I was tired of persevering, Grandma. I don’t know how you lived with so many losses all those years.

			I was having a bubble bath when my phone rang. I had been anticipating the phone call for weeks. Every time the phone buzzed, I experienced a shortness of breath, thinking this would be the call that would tell me you had left.

			“She’s gone.” My cousin’s voice cracked.

			“I’ll be right there,” I said.

			I put down the phone and tried to cry, but when I opened my mouth, it sounded like wind whipping through an empty valley. The air pushing out of my chest was the faint memory of a scream. I could not empty my sadness from my body. I pulled the plug on the bathtub and sat there naked, sad, soundless and pitiful, until I got too cold. I dressed and prepared my son to go to the hospital to say goodbye.

			I didn’t dream it. I didn’t feel you leave this world. No whisper or sign told me of your loss. There was only emptiness.

			

			—

			Asu, you left my life so unceremoniously, and this only gave me another thing to mourn.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE #5

			A MAN IS flesh, fingernail, bone, dreams and maybe some grit if he’s lucky. But sometimes a man is a door that a woman can walk through to enter a world that she cannot access on her own. Years ago, the snow-kissed skin of a white man could be seen as freedom by a brown woman, not only for herself but for any children she might have.

			I wonder if Asu ever saw Papa as a door. Papa, with his blue eyes, had a head full of reddish-brown hair, although my memory only knows it to be grey. Before he was ever a grandpa, Darryl was a young man with fiery locks and a spark. Asu, with her dark hair, could strum out a few tunes on the guitar, even though I never saw her pick up an instrument. But before she was ever a grandma, June was a young woman who felt things.

			Darryl played music too. I witnessed the memory of music come to life as his hands, callused from hard work and pulling wrenches, folded a single Zig-Zag rolling paper over a fine-tooth comb. The contraption became something you could blow on and it sounded like a kazoo. He played some basic tunes on it as his grandchildren giggled with delight. I was told he could play the harmonica too, but that was when he was only Darryl.

			Before they were my grandparents, June and Darryl were full of music.

			I’m not sure how they met, but I suspect it was in a lonesome Northern bar where the men fought instead of cried, and the women held their hearts close and danced until their feet hurt. I wonder if June saw him and caught a glimpse of the world that could open to her if only he held her hand.

			After all, June didn’t have a driver’s licence and would never come to possess one. Darryl came from out there in the world—from the United States. He had existed beyond the border of June’s imagination. She grew up living and breathing the North. June was made up of spruce trees and was nurtured by loving and unforgiving rivers. She was steeped in the dreams of things to come and things to remember. June grew up living at the intersection of old ways and colonization. She knew what it meant to lose things. She had been witnessing loss all her life, and that gave her the wisdom to know that change had its own life force. Darryl was a man from a quick-shifting world, with skin that gave him some legitimacy in it. He was a white man in a time where this was practically a currency in itself.

			I will never know how June saw Darryl. I don’t know if she got butterflies the first time she laid eyes on him. I couldn’t say if Darryl’s legs got weak when June walked into the room. I imagine that they slow danced on the worn floor of the bar. Darryl held June tight, her head on his chest. The music faded into the background until the moment held only them and nothing more. I like to think they felt like home to each other, even if for just one night.

			Whatever seconds brought them together, they decided to make a go at life side by side. Eventually, June moved away from the reservation to Dawson Creek. She and Darryl lived a four-hour drive down the Alaska Highway, which still lands you in the North. Four hours isn’t as far as it seems in the South. Up here, we can drive forever and still be in the territory of our people, and still feel like we’re home.

			They didn’t run away never to return to the rez either—they would visit again and again. Darryl, with his driver’s licence and vehicle, was a door that she could walk through at will. But the passage still cost our family things—like a language.

			June and Darryl’s daughters, the many daughters they would have, would have a little more choice to become something in a world with a white man as a father. Or so you would think, but their daughters would grow up to be identifiable as half-breeds in a small Northern town, and they did not escape racism. The daughters endured taunting, name-calling, and fought their way through school. But still, they went to a school in a town and lived in a house that had running water and electricity, even if there wasn’t food in the cupboards all the time.

			June and Darryl fought with each other and fought over each other as they raised a family. As the daughters grew into young women, Darryl’s hair turned grey, and June put the guitar away.

			I wouldn’t say June and Darryl were in love with each other once they were my grandparents. I would say that they had learned to coexist, sometimes peacefully. Even if they weren’t in love, they loved each other, and that was evident in the small ways they each made the other’s life easier. A Thermos of coffee. A bagged lunch. Freshly baked cinnamon rolls. A bowl of picked huckleberries. June reading to Darryl because he had never learned how. June calling Darryl Dad while Darryl called her Mom. They drove down back roads, seeing what they could see together. But I wouldn’t say they were in love.

			What I do know is that when Grandma was toward the end of her life and her mind was gone, she told me with tears in her eyes and pebbles in her throat that she had once loved another. Grandma said that this first love was the greatest love of her life. She carried the loss of this big love for decades and then let it go in that room, breaking a barrier of loyalty and silence. With hair that was still black and eyes that couldn’t see much other than what memory allowed her, Junie wept for this man and all the years she had learned to live without him by her side. As a woman, I could feel the ache for a life she had not chosen.

			Maybe Darryl was a door that June walked through, but Darryl was a man. He was flesh and bone. He was fingernails and dreams and a lick of grit. He was loved by his many daughters and grandchildren long after the music was gone.

			Grandma’s heartbreak crossed the hospital room like a slow-moving thundercloud and pushed its way into my ribcage. I picked up stray words from the language we have partially lost as a family and placed them in my mouth: sutzae aju wuujo. My heart is no good.

			My heart carries the grief for the unlived lives of all who came before me.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE #5½

			
				after the dying have done their leaving

				the living are left

				with their own wishes

				for death

			

			
				you can’t unbreak the ground

				the sun doesn’t set in reverse

				and the earth

				is now your mother

				in the stagnancy of the night

				you swear you can hear her call you home

			

			
				you are terrified

				because you are losing all your reasons to live

				or maybe you just misplaced them

			

			
				so you check in the bottom of the half-unpacked suitcase

				retrace your steps in the supermarket parking lot

				you look in junk drawers and through photo albums

				but you find nothing

			

			
				your grandmother’s memory settles in your bones

				you try to live every timeline

				except for the one that you are in

			

			
				so you look to the moon

				and you cry

				and ache with longing

				and keep searching for the reasons you misplaced

			

		

	
		
			A SCREAM LIVING IN MY THROAT

			MY HEART WAS in a state of recession. It was a parking lot that had been abandoned. It was a store with boarded-up windows. Everything that once was spoke only the language of emptiness.

			No one told me that such a big part of being an adult was learning how to lose and figuring out how to make yourself whole again in the face of those losses.

			

			*

			THERE WAS ANOTHER world dancing outside of my skull.

			
				I am on a swing set with the smell of loose change on my hands as I pump higher into the horizon.

			

			
				I am holding a sparkler that illuminates the darkness but never enough to reveal where I am.

			

			
				I am sitting on a hill, watching fireworks explode into the familiar patterns of my childhood.

			

			
				I see the back wheel of a bike revolving at sunset.

			

			Those scenes revealed themselves at will and played in no particular order. They arrived at times when my skull felt like it could crack open and empty itself onto the back of the couch or ooze into the bathtub. When all the mess inside me threatened to break my body apart and pour out, the images came.

			I started living outside of my head the day I buried my mother. I sat silently as a preacher spoke of eternal life and the love of Christ.

			
				I was running up a hill, panting and sweating—every part of my body on fire.

			

			
				I was standing in my kitchen with all the cupboards open, screaming from the pit of my stomach.

			

			
				I was holding a bat in someone’s living room and smashing everything in sight.

			

			
				I was kneeling on the ground with my soil-stained hands pulling up blades of grass and dirt.

			

			I was everywhere except right there in that hall, sitting in front of my mother’s casket.

			I swallowed my screams and suppressed my desire to break shit and set myself on fire. Instead, I was the dutiful daughter. I did the things that were too hard for my dad and brothers to do. I was the go-to person for the funeral director. I made the playlist for Mama’s wake. I helped edit the eulogy. I picked out the flowers that would go on her casket. I found the clothes she would be buried in. I secured the drummers who would drum her body into the hall where her funeral was being held. I made sure a slide show was prepared and in working order the day of her funeral. I was the last family member to leave the hall. The sun had gone down, the chairs were stacked, and I had a broom in my hand when someone finally kicked me out and told me to go home and rest. I worked out the details that were too painful for everyone else. I gave others the space to fall apart and placed more on my plate.

			When my mother died, I learned how to forget myself. I come from a line of women whose bodies and beings were for everyone but themselves. Was this the matriarchal legacy I had inherited?

			
				I was on a swing set.

			

			
				I was smashing plates.

			

			
				I was screaming into abandoned parking lots.

			

			
				I was holding a sparkler.

			

			
				I was a flash of a reflection of freedom.

			

			
				I was full of distorted yearning.

			

			

			*

			JUST OVER SIX months later, we buried Asu, and my throat closed. There was a scream living in the middle of my throat that couldn’t move past my lips. A few weeks after the funeral, near midnight, I called my auntie. I had been trying to cry on my brown-tiled bathroom floor, but every time I opened my mouth, there was no sound. Just the noise of struggling to swallow air came out and it felt like I was learning how to breathe all over again. After minutes of listening to me gasp, Auntie said, “Sometimes we have to grieve little by little, and that’s okay.”

			“The feelings are so big, the absence of love is…so…big,” I answered in a small voice.

			

			*

			TWO MONTHS LATER, I was on a date with a man. He had a head of dark curls and a deep love for his six-string guitar. This fellow was the kind so often found here in the North. The kind who says he doesn’t want a woman who wants him just for his hard-earned oil and gas money, but talks about money all the time and wants a girl to be impressed by his poorly disguised peacocking. When the curly-haired man wasn’t bragging about how he could afford to eat out every night of the week or about the money he spent on his jacked-up truck, he could be funny. He told me a joke, and I laughed. At least, I felt like I was laughing, but I was still gasping for air. I hadn’t noticed until he told me he liked my “breathless laugh.”

			I used to fill rooms with my laugh, but even that was somewhere outside of me now. I suspected that it was dancing to reggaeton music with a handsome man who said he didn’t want a woman to be impressed by his riches and meant it. My laugh was a sweaty and lively impulse grinding away in an empty club where the party never stopped and the girls never had STIs or moms who died from cancer. I wanted my laugh to come back to me.

			I tried to imagine where my scream was living. That sad fuck was probably haunting lonely lakeshores at twilight, or bowling alleys that no longer host kids’ birthday parties. But maybe she was kicking rocks in an abandoned theme park and living her best life roaming a landscape devoid of human beings. I wanted her to come back to me too.

			If I wanted to laugh, I needed to scream.

			

			*

			IN THE MOVIE Wind River, an Indian dad grieves the murder of his daughter. The white hero of the movie finds the dad sitting in his backyard in the snow. As he approaches, he discovers the dad has painted his face with blue and white paint.

			The dad stares off into the distance and acknowledges his paint is his “death face.” After a few stoic moments, he admits that he doesn’t know what his people traditionally did, that the teachings of his people have been lost. He made up the painted death face because he needed some form of ceremony; he needed to do something his people might have done.

			I felt like that dad sitting around in the snow with his made-up death face. I sat through the entire movie again just to hear him say those words. Tears flowed quietly down my cheeks as I watched the scene. “Me too, fictional Indian Dad. Me too.”

			I was an Indian girl who’d lost her matriarchs. If this wasn’t the moment to cut my hair out of grief, I don’t know when it would have been.

			I stared at myself in the mirror.

			I saw a girl who was able to parade as a woman because she had strong women holding her up every step of the way. I saw my mama’s daughter, and I saw my asu’s granddaughter. I saw a face that was lovingly caressed by the hands of the women who came before her. I am no longer this girl. In the mirror, I saw a stranger who was waiting to emerge. Really, though, I was looking into the face of a thirty-two-year-old mom who was becoming increasingly uncool to her twelve-year-old son.

			I thought of how my son had adored me when he was small—everything changes when little boys stop making worlds of their mamas. I mourned the distance growing daily between us. I thought about when I had stopped making a world out of Shirley and Junie. I was hell bent on self-destructing with a bottle in hand and a line of coke on the table. I was stubborn and unwilling to heed the advice of anyone. That decade of wildly misspent youth bled into everything, and the women worked with me to scrub out its stains. I found my way back to them both, and they became more than homes for me. They became entire galaxies from which I read my existence.

			With them gone, everything felt foreign. I knew that some tribes cut their hair to let go of grief and begin again, but I didn’t know any of the teachings or protocols. Hair holds parts of who you are. The care of hair is a spiritual self-care. There is power in our hair. Be careless with your hair, and you might end up with love medicine on you and have an inexplicable obsession with an older man with bad teeth and a predilection for violence. I had been taught to look after my hair. Not to let people touch it. Grandma told me she collected the hair that fell from her head and burned it in a fire. I have no idea how Caucasian lovers of the past faithfully gave locks of their hair to their beloved. The thought of it sends shivers down my spine.

			I asked a friend about hair-cutting. She told me to wait. She would tell me when it was time. She is from a different tribe. She speaks a different language and belongs to a different geography. We are different stars from the same constellation. Her teachings are not my practices, and I do not want to beg and borrow things that are not mine.

			I yearn for things that belong to me. This is what colonial legacy feels like after it’s seeped into the ground and started to eat at the roots. After a few generations, the roots begin to break down and connections begin to weaken or are cut off altogether. Those of us displaced from tradition are left with a phantom ache for things that were once ours.

			I felt like an Indian beggar version of Oliver Twist. I imagined myself sitting outside of a tipi on a Pendleton blanket with my berry bowl in my hands. “Please, sir, can I have some more teachings?”

			I am in a state of lack, but there are some things I do know. I know there should have been a tea dance, a night of drumming and dancing and prayer for Asu. But we were in the middle of a pandemic, and gatherings were banned. There was no communal send-off for Asu, no tribal prayers. I do know that drumming and dancing are both prayers to help her on her journey as she travels to “heaven.” What I don’t know is where all my grief is meant to go.

			All I know is that Elders show up, and they tell us not to cry. We are taught that crying will delay our loved one’s journey into the next world. Crying is seen as selfish. Even when our dearest loved ones die, we are asked to forget ourselves. I know this is a manifestation of teachings and traditions twisted and changed over time through interaction with the outside world. If the creed of no crying was once present in our tribal knowledge and practice, there must have been other ceremonies, acts and knowledge to help the grieving. But now some of us are told only to bat our tears back to release our loved ones from this world. So we bury our grief, and live with screams in our throats.

			Throughout the ages, there have been people paid to weep at funeral processions and services, to say kind words about the deceased, invoke goddesses. Professional mourners, or moirologists, are still active today, and there’s a funeral home out of Texas that will charge you $250 per mourner for a funeral. Some people out here are getting paid to cry at funerals, while some of us are expected to remain silent.

			

			*

			A FEW HOURS after Asu had passed, I watched one of my aunties enter the poorly lit hospital room and wail over Grandma’s body. The Elder present waited less than a minute before reaching for my auntie’s hand. The Elder kept telling her these things about not crying and spirits staying and to let Asu’s spirit go. I listened as the Elder’s words made my auntie’s sadness retreat, her wailing becoming smaller and smaller until it had become hidden away in her body.

			I had to leave the room before I lost my shit and ended up an Indian social pariah, forever known as the girl who screamed at an Elder over her grandma’s dead body and who now sits at empty tables in the corners of gatherings. I would have to categorize the telling of my life story as the time before and after my tribal shunning.

			Grandma said that we don’t cry for our loved ones, but it is okay to cry for ourselves, for our loss. But she said this when she was close to her own death, long after the teachings of no crying had already been engrained in us. I wept for myself with little noise. Weeks later, I tried to locate the sound in my body so I could coax it out, but like my auntie’s sadness it had retreated somewhere deep inside.

			I couldn’t wait for my friend to give me borrowed knowledge, so I did what a lot of us Indig folks do when we yearn for practices that are ours: I asked an Indian who asked an Indian who knows a little bit of something.

			The friend of a friend is Cree, and I am part Cree through my dad’s bloodline, so the teaching felt like something that could be mine. She asked about hair-cutting protocol, and I was given the green light and told to do it how I wanted and to burn my hair afterward. I had a bath and prepared myself. I smudged. I cried. I prayed. I put my hair in two braids and stared at myself in the mirror. I cut nine inches of dark brown hair. Mumbling “I’m going to be okay,” I ran my fingers through hair that now barely kissed my shoulders.

			It was the lie I told Asu on her death bed: “I am going to be okay.”

			I walked through my house.

			I am going to be okay.

			I am going to be okay.

			I brushed my teeth.

			I am going to be okay.

			I am going to be okay.

			I stared in the mirror.

			I am going to be okay.

			When Mama passed, I slept on the couch for almost a month while episodes of Longmire played. Longmire is a series about an older white cowboy sheriff in Wyoming with friendships, alliances and enemies in the nearby Cheyenne Reservation. I started rewatching the series at season four, episode six. It’s an episode I have watched so many times I know it by heart.

			In it, an Indigenous woman is sexually assaulted by oil rig workers. She eventually finds her way to a Sweat Lodge and calls her spirit back to herself. The episode comforts me because I am that woman. Her story is a version of my story. I tear up every time she calls her spirit back because I know what it’s like to have parts of you living outside of yourself. I have called out my name at the water’s edge, in bathtubs, in forests and in other countries. I felt like I was living outside of myself even then, during my nights of disjointed sleep on the couch.

			I was more invested in this fictional character’s healing than in the cowboy sheriff, deputies and tribal police catching her rapists (there is no legal retribution in the show). I have never seen justice in my own life, but I have seen the healing. I always stopped watching Longmire at the end of season four, because in the last two seasons the show gets weird and white in its portrayal of Indigenous cultures and spirituality. I’d restart at my trusty episode at least twice a week.

			After this episode, the rest would become background noise, and I’d drift off to sleep on the grey couch that disagreed with spinal alignment. The discomfort of the couch was a small form of punishment for being alive. I tried to sleep in my bed, but as I lay in the comfort of a queen-size mattress my body seemed to recognize loss easier. Watching episodes of Longmire became a poor man’s ceremony for me. I started the ceremony all over again after Asu died.

			
				Loss is a wave of cold emptiness that crashes against my chest and navel.

			

			
				Loss is a sudden and brutal awareness of being alone.

			

			
				Loss is almost drifting to sleep when your sadness decides it wants to wake you up to cry about it.

			

			
				Loss is sleeping on the couch with a cowboy television series playing in the background.

			

			The evening I cut my hair, I slept in my bed. As I fell asleep, I felt the knowledge that I was “going to be okay” wrap itself around me, and I drifted silently into the dream world.

			I asked my dad to take me into the mountains, and he agreed, picking me up early the next day. Sometimes Dad is full of talk, and sometimes he is all pauses and poise. That morning, only the odd comment about his work interrupted the quiet. We pulled onto the dirt road that led us up the mountain, with traces of springtime snow lingering around us. I think Dad was scared of my brokenness, and so he let the silence settle around us.

			When we pulled over, I went about collecting dry wood to build a small fire to burn the braids I had cut off. Dad grabbed a small can of gas from the box of his truck.

			“Dad, you can’t use that,” I said.

			“Why?”

			“It’s going to be a sacred fire to burn my hair. You can’t use chemicals or throw other stuff in it. It’s got to be clean.”

			“Well, have fun struggling. Most of this wood is still kind of damp.”

			“I’ll get it started. Grandma taught me. Here you’re just trying to throw some gas on it and do it the easy way. Poor Indian you are, Richard,” I teased him. Asu and I used to collect dried green moss that hung in the branches of skinny trees to use as fire starter. Birch bark worked best, though.

			“Just never mind. I’ve been making fires and putting them out since before you were born,” he replied.

			In his younger years, Dad was on a unit crew that fought wildfires, and he helped control and extinguish blazes. He saved my papa, Mama’s dad, during a fast-moving fire that had reminded many men of their mortality. The smoke was thick, making it almost impossible to see what direction he was heading in. The sound of the fire eating the forest around them was ominous. Dad was heading toward safety when he realized Papa had not yet made it out. He stopped, one foot wanting to lead to the extraction point and the other already turning his body back toward the roaring fire. “I saw your grandpa wasn’t with us, and I thought, Boy, Shirley is going to kill me if I let her dad die. That’s what made me turn around and go back into that fire to find him and lead him out. I wasn’t even brave. I was just that scared of your mom,” he said once while telling the story.

			I lit the fire, made an offering and said some prayers as I placed my braids into the fire. I have never completed a This Is How You Build a Sacred Fire 101 course, although I did learn how to build a fire to heat up grandfather rocks for the Sweat Lodge in the sacred place known as rehab. I made sure to ask for forgiveness for any missteps or improper actions that I had taken up to that point—just in case I botched protocol and was looking at an eternity in Indian purgatory, where the frybread is hard and the berries never ripen.

			Once the last of my hair burned up and the fire went out, we got back into the truck and headed down the mountain. As we re-entered a cell service area, Dad casually told people on the phone “Ya, my daughter cut her hair, she’s in mourning. We just finished burning it in the mountains. We’ve had a hard go.”

			I winced with every call. I felt like an Indian spectacle for people on the other end of the line. I hadn’t told anyone that I had cut my hair. I am a part of the reclamation of things that our family has forgotten, even small things. I wondered if telling people my business made Dad feel closer to his Indigeneity.

			For that moment in time, Dad could be a man who knows and does things. He could be a man who walks his daughter through small personal ceremonies. I didn’t tell him not to talk about it. I let him ramble on so he could feel close to the things and people we have lost. I let him be the man who knows some things. I let him relieve his phantom ache for things that were once ours. I stared out the window from the passenger seat, the mountains in the side-view mirror.

			
				On that day, we were not Indian beggars, and we were not lost. We were not displaced.

			

			
				On that day, we knew some things.

			

			
				On that day, I was someone new.

			

			

			*

			TWO MONTHS LATER, I was struck with sadness almost daily for the loss of my hair. I felt my phantom hair brush my shoulders and would touch my hand there in remembrance. This unexpected grief joined the tidal waves that flooded in over Mama and Asu. I felt like a bad Indian for missing my hair. I didn’t speak of my regret. I was still attached to the way I was, how I looked and how the world used to be.

			My hair became a daily reminder that everything had changed, and that was both good and bad. It would take years for my hair to grow to the same length that it had been, and it would likely take years for me to feel closer to whole again. Grieving is a slow process, and as my auntie said of my voiceless cry, it will happen little by little.

			On days when I wished for my sadness and longing to disappear, my short hair told me to slow down, that I was in it for the long haul.

			We live in a world that wants efficient systems for everything, including grief. We want everything faster, quicker, streamlined, and don’t want to sit with the uncomfortable stuff. There were days when I felt like I was the perpetual shit storm that came down on other people’s parades. There were times I couldn’t answer simple questions without being dark or too real, so I offered simple answers instead.

			How was your day?

			Honest answer: It has been an endless vacuum sucking every ounce of energy out of me. I cried in the fetal position on my floor earlier. How’s yours, Carol?

			Actual reply: Fine. I wish the sun stayed out a little longer.

			How have you been?

			Honest answer: Teetering on the brink of relapse and the edge of insanity. I can’t fuck or fight my way out of these feelings, so that’s a bitch, but the weather is nice. More cream for your coffee, Edna?

			Actual reply: Oh, alright.

			I noticed that some people wanted me to heal quickly so that I could be there for them. A few friends missed my being available to talk out their men-problems and other everyday things I no longer had the emotional or mental bandwidth for. They called and texted to see if I had returned, and flew away when they saw I had not. Some people flat out acknowledged that they aren’t good with grief, and that’s why they stayed at a distance. I am okay with that kind of honesty. I applaud it.

			There are so many people who don’t know how to hold space for hard feelings. They prefer a one-word answer, and I would prefer to give it to them. Usually, those people reply in fortune cookie parables or inspirational Instagram captions.

			Create the life you want by doing the things you love.

			They are gone but not forgotten.

			You just got to try to be happy. They would want that.

			Focus on the positive.

			Sometimes you have to learn how to dance in the rain.

			The affirmations made me want to vomit a little in my mouth. What I wanted to say to these individuals was, “It’s okay if you can’t hold space, but know that not everyone is asking to be fixed, because not everything can be fixed. Sometimes you need to be there and hold someone’s hand as the earth below them splits open and threatens to swallow them whole. Sometimes the most powerful thing you can say is nothing. Sometimes all someone needs is a witness, someone to be present, so they can feel brave enough to feel.”

			Of course, I didn’t say any of this. I stuck to short replies and reached for where my hair used to fall. I dodged phone calls and invites. I smoked cigarettes, cried silently and spent a lot of time in the bathtub. Sometimes I smoked and cried while in the bathtub. I went for long drives and listened to music that made me feel close to Mama and Asu. I loosened my hold on who I thought I was. I planted seeds and killed more than half of them. I cried when most of my sprouted seedlings died. I read books on long summer nights. I gave myself over to my own company. I yearned for a record player but settled for a Bluetooth speaker and Billie Holiday’s voice. I watched old western movies and cried. I wondered why Lou Diamond Phillips always plays an Indian. I didn’t pick berries that season because I couldn’t imagine doing that without Asu. I felt lonesome for berry patches and a full bowl. As I cooked, I became my own dancing partner in the kitchen, swaying my hips and twirling in circles. I tried to fall in love with living again.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE #6

			
				He thinks himself a band-aid for broken women, a healer of sad and haunted girls.

				I told him I was not looking to be fixed, not seeking to be made whole.

				I planted a dream over my mother’s casket and I’m waiting for it to grow.

			

			

			*

			I WAS SAD in the summer of 2020 when I met him. He was a tall, handsome Cree man with the gift of storytelling. Stories make me want to curl up on someone’s chest and let myself be protected by memory. Being told something that has withstood decades, or even centuries, passed through the mouths and hearts of the people, makes me feel like I’ve found a small haven—if only for a moment. He told old stories. I was on a literary jury for a national prize and had only books to keep me company. I have kept worse company before and have been even worse company myself. Still, I was melancholic.

			The books for the prize came in boxes of twenty-five every few weeks until well over a hundred books had crossed the threshold of my front door. I labelled one particular box “the box of death,” as it overflowed with memoirs on dying, grief and grappling with mortality. I wasn’t ready to read these things, but I had no choice. I had to stare into the abyss of shared experiences.

			I call this period of my life “unwilling repeated exposure therapy with poor results.”

			When I had finished getting through the box of death, I met the tall Cree. At first, we just drove around and told old stories from our tribes. He told me a story I had never heard before about a Dane Zaa woman who breathed fire. I was smitten. We kissed on our second date.

			He brought me medicine he had gathered from the bush, with an offering of tobacco. A huge chunk of diamond willow fungus passed from his hand to mine, and I realized that I had never been given medicine by a love interest before. My Indig girl heart swooned.

			We drove without a destination in mind. Words buzzed between us, and laughter echoed through the vehicle. We stopped when we felt like it. Sometimes we let silence fill the space where stories fell short. Being around him made me happy. I made him happy too, and his push for us to become something more gathered resolve quickly. He talked about the garden he would make for me so that I could try to grow things. I warned him that I killed all my seedlings, and he said that together we could make life work.

			I told him that I needed time.

			“We can go slow,” he said reassuringly.

			He did not know how to go slow. He wanted me, but there was so much of me that had been left unseen—I didn’t talk about how sad I was in the still moments. How my grief rose from my throat and how I’d cry, choking on the lack of sound, while sitting on my bathroom floor or curled into a ball on my bed. I wanted to pretend that I could be happy and that being happy with him would be enough for me.

			I could feel the thick, syrupy sorrow of my everyday reality begin to ooze into my moments with him.

			“I’m sad. I am sad almost all the time. I miss my mama and my grandma. I’ve been pretending that I can be happy. Being with you does make me happy, but I can’t keep acting like I’m okay when I’m not,” I admitted.

			“Call me the next time you are feeling sad. I can be there for you. I want to be there,” he said.

			When my sadness seized me again, I called his number. I sniffled into the receiver, trying to describe to him the vast absence I felt.

			“You just have to think positive,” he offered after listening to me. “I hope you feel better.”

			“Yeah, that’s it,” I whispered, and then he changed the subject.

			I knew at that moment that he could not hold space for me in any meaningful way. He could only love the happy, uncomplicated version of me. He would get frustrated with my slow-moving healing process and my unwillingness to shove my emotion down and to just think positive. I am a creature full of feelings who refuses to heal as fast as the culture of toxic positivity demands of me.

			I ended things shortly after that conversation.

			

			*

			IT WAS AS if my grief sent out a message to all the men I had loved before, and more specifically the men who had hurt me. One man came back offering any future I wanted. He remembered Ottawa was one of my favourite cities. Did I want to move to Ottawa with him? Did I want to take a cross-country road trip, and he would fly me back? Did I want to live in Alberta? Did I want him to move to be with me? All I had to do was say the word, and he would make it happen.

			I would be a housewife. I would be a kept woman with a four-bedroom house, a two-car garage, and a man to call mine. I would cook dinner according to his work schedule and make his lunches the night before. I would wake at 4 a.m. for no reason other than to make sure he had breakfast and see him off to work for the day. I would live and breathe according to his schedule. I would write when I wasn’t cooking or cleaning or doing his laundry. Maybe I would stop writing altogether because I would no longer belong to myself. We would fuck, and we would fight, and maybe we would make it. Perhaps we would spend a decade or more together before things got too messy and we left each other in ruined states. But I would escape the void created by my grief, at least for a while.

			I had spent a few years of my life chasing after this man. He spent a few years choosing other women instead of me. White women. He may not have been conscious of this choice, but I couldn’t help but notice it. He made me feel like I was good enough to have sex with, loving enough to hold his secrets with care, but I would never be palatable enough to build a life with.

			When I travelled, I would whisper his name. I said his name with an exhale as I stared at the twinkling lights of Winnipeg, in an elevator in Toronto and while walking down a street in Montreal. I said his name not to pull him into present moments with me but so that I could leave the memory of him behind. My love for him was scattered across the country until I held no more of it in my heart.

			Yet here he was years later, offering me the future I had once desired.

			“I never thought I deserved you,” he admitted, “but that’s changed now.”

			I told him that I was not in a space to make decisions about love. I didn’t entertain the other ex-lovers and new hopefuls at all. I closed all the doors as quickly I could because I didn’t trust myself in my vulnerable state. I wanted so desperately to feel safe, loved and protected. After I said goodbye to the tall, handsome Cree man with old stories, I knew that if I was given the chance again, I would stay in a man’s arms just for the sake of being held.

			I thought of Mama, who moved to the small town of Merritt to help me with my son so that I could stay in school and finish the last year of my bachelor’s degree. Mama didn’t make sacrifices like that for me to choose a partner from this broken space. Asu didn’t walk through a door just for me to do the same.

			
				If I choose you now, it will be from this broken place where I am not myself, and that isn’t fair to either of us.

			

			
				If I choose you now, it will be about my grief.

			

			
				If I choose you now, I will not be choosing me.

			

			
				If I choose you now, I will only be in hiding.

			

			
				If I choose you now, I will not be making space to honour the loss of the women in my life.

			

			As I felt a surge of loneliness rise up, I told myself, you will only lose your mother once. You will only lose your Asu once. Do not try to rush through this blindly to get to the other side. Slow down, pay attention. Feel the sting. Do not let yourself become romanced by your grief, or attached to being broken. Try to cultivate happiness. Slow down. Smile over small things. Feel your short hair. Cry, baby, cry.

		

	
		
			PULLING SOUND

			WHEN WINTER CAME, an invisible thickness settled on top of my reality. It swallowed sounds, muffled voices, and dulled colours. I drifted from conversations, pushing away from the shores of the living and into oceans of nothing. I snapped back into discussions when prompted, nodding my head groggily before slipping out to sea again. I was in the world, but not quite. I was awake, but not really.

			Everything felt strange, quiet and impossibly lonely. I resigned myself to being an observer of the living. One who observed only half the time and floated away the other half. I wanted to reach out to strangers on the street and ask them to pull me to shore. But I didn’t reach out, and instead I wondered if any of them were drifting through life like me.

			Before all of this, I had learned about sound and how to pull it from parts of my body where it had been dormant. I knew that there were screams inside of me that became muffled whispers because I refused to hear them.

			

			*

			THERE’S A VIDEO clip taken on my phone from Christmas in 2017 that I replayed often. I am at my parents’ house, and aunties and cousins and brothers are sitting and standing at every single turn of the camera. Someone brought a karaoke machine that year, and Post Malone’s “Congratulations” is blaring. From somewhere in the background, Mama yells, “Merry Christmas!” over ol’ Posty’s voice, and laughter erupts as the camera catches glimpses of full plates of food and people dancing. This was six months before we knew Mama was sick, and the thirty-second clip captures a life that was vibrant and full.

			I travelled back to times and places that made sense and stared at them with hunger pangs.

			My solo trip to Guatemala was one of the places where I found escape. I took myself back to the few days before I knew Mama wasn’t going to get any better. Things were complicated but stable enough for me to be off somewhere in the world alone. I sat in my Airbnb. The room was one of six in a casa-meets-hostel setting. I splurged on a suite with a private bathroom because I am one of those semi-adventurous travellers who want to stay away from the cocoon of hotels and resorts while still enjoying luxuries like my own toilet and hot water.

			I lay on the elevated loft-style bed with the window cracked open, letting the sound of the rain trickle in. I ate small pieces of crystallized ginger I’d bought from an apothecary-like store the day before. The ginger was spicier than it was sweet, and I let the burn warm my throat as I read poetry.

			There, at that moment, wrapped in the richness of ginger and poetry, I decided I wanted to do something for myself. Something I didn’t normally do on vacations or in everyday life. I had had only two or three massages in my life. I started looking at online reviews for the different spas in Antigua.

			As I ventured into the interwebs, I came across reiki energy healing specials, hot stone massages, crystal work and then a listing for healing with David E. I popped onto his Facebook page to see what the good citizens of social media had to say about his services. I read things like life-changing, altering, so worth the investment and grateful for his gifts. David E. was an Israeli man living in Antigua and practising Amanae. I was intrigued. I went further down the rabbit hole to see what I could uncover about Amanae. Turns out it’s a healing-based session that combines energy work, breath work, and deep tissue work. I sent a message to ask about availability, and within the hour, David E. confirmed an opening he had the following evening, and I booked it.

			The next morning, I sat in the hostel café drinking my pink smoothie sprinkled with chia seeds and eating vegan banana pancakes drizzled with honey. The casa attracted a specific type of traveller. The other inhabitants were almost all Caucasian, blonde, well tanned and willing to buy wildly priced items from the front shop.

			I was an unintended demographic. I am the carnivorous, cursing, cigarette-smoking, tattooed hard-ass who loves healing and hanging out with people who have good hearts and cut through the bullshit. But online photos of the casa featured a giant mural of Frida Kahlo on a pale pink wall, and I was awestruck. My brown-girl artist’s heart fluttered when I saw the mural online. Every day for a week, I was drawn back to the page of the casa, and because I believe everything is a sign even when everything is not a sign, I booked my stay in the casa before I even bought my plane ticket.

			When evening finally came, I jumped in my Uber, and the driver whisked me away down cobblestone streets and beyond the crowds of tourists to a distant part of Antigua. As we drove farther and farther from the familiar, the sun tucked itself away behind the mountains, and the driver circled around bumpy streets that looked more like back alleys. We were lost. I called David E., and he said he would wait outside. We looped around the block for the third time, continuing to dodge the giant dirt mound that swallowed half of the road. There he was in the middle of the road, a giant white man waving his arms, standing in stark contrast against the darkening skies.

			“Welcome,” David E. said boisterously as he held his front door open.

			I was in a place almost impossible to find, with a white man I did not know who must have been close to six foot four, and I was about to go into his house for some hands-on healing. Fuck me and my grand ideas. I cursed myself as I stepped through the doorway.

			Please don’t make me regret this. Please don’t make me regret this, I chanted in my head.

			“I am going to pour you some water, yeah? Just sit on the couch, and I’ll take you into the room, and we will begin,” he said.

			In my memory, he says this in a South African accent, maybe because I fancy that accent, but I know he does not sound like that. My memory wills him to sound South African, but David E. was born in Israel and speaks Hebrew as well as Spanish and English. I don’t remember the peaks and dips of his accent, just that his voice was deep and big like there was a canyon in his throat that amplified his words. I nodded at his instruction and walked toward the couch.

			I am fucking crazy, I thought.

			David E. handed me the water and motioned for me to follow him down a hallway and into a small room with off-white walls, dim lighting, a massage table in the centre and two chairs up against a wall. The room seemed to be in the middle of the surprisingly large house. I made a quick mental map to the nearest exit.

			“The work that we do here is very loud, and this room is good for it because it doesn’t carry sound,” he said as he sat down in one of the chairs and pointed me toward the other one.

			He sounded like a madman, because only a madman would comment on the soundproofing of a room. I swore to Creator–God–My Higher Power right then and there that if the energy session included unwelcomed ass tickling, I would figure out how to murder David E. and I’d catch a Guatemalan prison sentence.

			“So you messaged me and wanted a session, yeah?” he said. “I am leaving on a trip tomorrow and was not going to be working today, but it sounded important. So what we are going to do here is that I ask you some questions, and we figure out what you need to work on before we start.”

			I nodded.

			“Are you okay right now? Don’t let me scare you. I am loud and big, and I know that is different for most people and can take people back, but trust me, I am here as a helper. Feel free to tell me to shut up if I am talking too much.” He laughed.

			When he asked if I was okay, I became aware of my body language. My shoulders were pulled forward and inwards, and my spine was hunched over. I was making my physical body smaller around this big and bold man.

			I tried to relax into my seat and take up more space. He asked me routine questions about current stressors, life changes, specifics of what I would like to work on, and some queries about my mental health history.

			“What we are going to do requires both of us to work. I am not here with a magic pill. You will have to concentrate as well. I am going to leave the room, and when I do, you can get undressed. Just leave your underwear on and get under the blankets with your face down in the headrest. If you don’t feel comfortable with that, then you can leave your shirt on. I don’t pull the sheet past your hips, I can work on your legs through the sheet, but the pants and sheet are a bit much. If you want to leave your shirt, just don’t keep a bra on, because it’s harder to work around it, okay?”

			I was dizzied with the idea of getting next to naked. I still hadn’t fully arrived in my body. I was scared of the giant man. I could feel the memory of previous trauma taking over. My throat constricted, my heartrate began to elevate, and my hands became clammy. It has taken years to learn how to separate my trauma responses from actual threat responses, and I still struggled to distinguish between the two.

			While I sat across from him, I could sense that everything would be okay, but my body told me another story. My body screamed danger. I took another deep breath and tried to unhunch my shoulders, but I could not arrive.

			“I…I…want to keep my shirt on,” I answered him.

			“Helen…” he said, a little gentler, staring at me.

			I looked at him. He extended his hands, palms up toward the ceiling, and motioned for me to take them. I placed my hands in his.

			“Helen, I keep asking if you’re alright, and you keep saying yes. I know you are not. I can tell that this is hard for you. I want you to look at me. I am here only as a helper in your journey. I only want to lead you to whatever healing work you came here for, and I will hold that space for you with the greatest love and care. I will not harm you, Helen. I am not here to hurt you,” he said as we held hands, our knees touching and eyes locked.

			Before I had time to register an emotion, a sob lurched from my throat. Tears streamed down my cheeks while the giant Israeli man held my hands. After a few solid sobs, I sat back in my chair, my shoulders pulled up and back. He passed me a Kleenex box and left me to get settled to start the session.

			I lay on the table face down, with my underwear on, shirt on, bra off, and waited for his return. I noticed he positioned a bucket on the floor directly under my face. David E. walked back into the room.

			“What’s this bucket for?” I asked.

			“A lot of people end up crying or spitting up stuff throughout this. It’s there to catch anything you want to let out,” he replied.

			“Oh….”

			I didn’t know it was supposed to be that kind of session. I stared into the presumptuous empty bucket like I would the eyes of a formidable enemy. I wasn’t going to be blowing snot bubbles and dripping salty tears. I had a date with Carlos the Chef after.

			“Okay, Helen, so how this works is I am going to push on different parts of your body like this,” he said, pressing a finger or two on my mid-back, “and I am going to need you to breathe in deep and focus on breathing into the spot I am pressing on. Try it real quick, yeah?”

			I took a deep breath in, trying to direct the pull of air to the spot of flesh and muscle he pressed into.

			“There you go. You can breathe in through your mouth or nose, but I want you to exhale through your mouth. This right here, Helen, this will be the work.” He pushed harder into the now-tender inch of skin on my back.

			“When you breathe into the spot, I want you to imagine a sound coming back with all the breath. Our body stores sound and emotions, and we often don’t give voice to it. Here is the opportunity for you to let your body talk. Some people growl, they howl, they scream, they cry. Some sounds people make, I can’t even describe. Whatever lives there, you let it out. And if I push too hard, you tell me, and I will stop, okay?”

			“Okay,” I answered.

			He released the pressure and gave my back a light, enthusiastic tap with his hand as if to say, Let’s get this howling-snot-bubbling party started. He placed both hands on my shoulders and let his fingertips scan to see where he would begin. He picked a place between the nape of my neck and my shoulder and pushed in firmly.

			“Breathe,” he directed me.

			I breathed into the spot. I had no idea what it meant to locate sound and release it, but I didn’t want to disappoint David E. by letting my breath come back silent, so I settled for an exhale with a low-toned “ooo” to accompany it.

			We repeated this with different parts of my body. All the while, I felt like I was crazy trying to imagine sounds coming from square inches of flesh. I wasn’t overly loud. I was conscious of my tone level, and I was polite about it. I wouldn’t get whatever it was I was supposed to get out of this session, but I was trapped on his table now. I had to think up new sounds to come out of my mouth so it appeared like I was doing what I was supposed to do. A low, raspy rumble. A breathy growl. A light, high-pitched “aahhhh.” I felt like I was giving a moderately convincing performance.

			David E. was having none of it.

			He pushed into a space below my right shoulder blade that was already tight and tender. I let out my light, high-pitched “ahhh.” He pushed harder, and it hurt more. I let out the same sound, but louder. He pushed harder, and the pain intensified. I employed the childhood reasoning I had used when I would get spankings with a pancake flipper: If you yell louder, it’s over faster. I let out my loudest scream yet, hoping it would stop the madman from pushing into my aching muscle so he would move on to the next area. The scream did not divert David E.’s energy, and he pushed even harder, making the pain unbearable.

			“STOP IT, MOTHERFUCKER. THAT HURTS!” I screamed out from under his two-finger death press.

			“THERE YOU ARE!” David E. yelled back at me like a proud daddy. “This is your body, Helen. If you are hurting, you tell me. Tell me to stop. Yell. Scream. Be here. Take up space.”

			He gave my back another excited tap with his hand, a little harder this time. I interpreted this tap as Giddy the fuck up and let’s get to work.

			I was no longer polite. I became a howling, screaming, growling animal with primal sounds pulled out of my mouth. Sweat beads formed on my nose. I felt spit bubble from my mouth and watched my saliva strands dangle into the not-so-presumptuous bucket below. Tears and sweat dripped down my face. Some sounds felt newer, like they hadn’t been living in my body very long and were easier to locate. Simple pulls. Some sounds were old and were harder to find and more difficult to drag out of me. Those sounds caused the sweat and the snot to come.

			The oldest and most challenging sound to pull was from my hips. David E. placed his hands on either side of my hips and pushed inwards. I breathed in and pulled out a low and long wail that felt like it had been waiting there for a very long time. Once the sound passed through my lips, I could hear this ancient pain my body was carrying, and at that moment, I started to cry.

			David E. grabbed my hands and said, “We will do this one together. I am right here with you, Helen.”

			He pushed our hands into the side of my hips as I breathed in. I pulled out a louder and longer wail that was followed by more tears. I clenched his hands tightly. There was actual pain in the pulling this time, and it wasn’t easy. We pushed into my hips and pulled wave after wave of wailing out, and then I found a new sound living under the sorrowful notes. It was anger. I drew red-hot noise out of my mouth and let it fill the small room like fire. I screamed out the frustrations that were buried beneath my sadness.

			Once the sounds quieted down and my body shuddered from all the work it had done, he released my hands and swept his own over my back.

			“Good work, Helen. I am going to say some prayers now, yeah?” he asked, using a softened voice for the first time.

			David E. prayed around me in Hebrew with low, calming tones. My breathing settled back into my body. Snot and spit stubbornly clung to my face. One of the eyelashes I had glued on earlier that day was dangling from my eyelid.

			

			—

			When I was a child and in public spaces, Mom would tell me sternly, “You better behave. Otherwise, someone will take you away, and you’ll have to live with a white family. Do you want to live with a white family?” I’d shake my head and sit still, hands tucked under my thighs. I learned to be quiet, not draw attention to myself, and hide my “Indian savagery” from the white gaze. I think of how many “other”-bodied children were domesticated in the same way, under the genuine threat of child protection removals and the pressure to be palatable for the public.

			Children like me had the wild within us pushed down again and again until it became a whisper—a memory of a memory of something we once held. We stumble through our lives abiding by societal codes of acceptability, trying to reach measures of whiteness and neglecting our true selves. Sometimes our most authentic selves have become so quiet that we may not think we have them at all. Other times the wild that we push down comes out in violent outbursts demanding to be heard. The men fight and the women cry, and the cycle begins again.

			I thought of how Mama didn’t show her rage or sadness until she started drinking. She drank for a period of four years when I was a teenager and transformed into someone completely different once the liquor passed her lips. She would yell and scream about things she had been holding in for years, and if she couldn’t yell or scream, she would cry. Sometimes an auntie or two joined her and they cried together over memories that bubbled up, their wailing mixing in with music from the eighties.

			When she quit drinking, she slowly stopped caring what other people thought. She loosened herself from the expectation of white propriety. Mama grew into herself, and she let her laughter echo out and her words land with weight. She called out what she didn’t like and embraced more of what she loved. But even still, she didn’t show us a lot of her sadness or fear when she was sick. She had been conditioned as a Bigfoot woman to carry the emotional load for her family and to fake bravery for the benefit of others.

			With my wild still partially pinned under expectations, I had never thought of sound as a luxury until that night when I realized how much I struggled to take up space.

			“Helen, I am going to leave the room, and you can get dressed. Meet me out in the living room when you’re done, yeah? I will have a glass of water waiting for you,” David E. said.

			After he closed the door behind him, I took another deep breath and exhaled with some sound. I slid off the table and rose to my feet. I dressed and wiped my face. I left that small room changed.

			

			*

			ALMOST A YEAR later, after loss, I lived in a soundless void where my laughter and cries came out of my mouth faintly. I had fallen deep into shouldering emotional loads for others and was solely focused on survival. Whenever my pain rose, I told it, I will deal with you later. But when it came time to locate it and pull it out, I couldn’t find it. I searched my body. I tried to employ the methods that David E. used, but I came back with nothing.

			Then one day I was driving through the mountains, and my inner voice spoke, Scream.

			That’s fuckin’ crazy. I am driving, with no reason to scream.

			The prompt came again. Scream. Now.

			Okay, but this is weird as fuck.

			I listened. I screamed. Slightly reserved and polite.

			SCREAM AGAIN, the prompt urged.

			I screamed louder, this time with an untethered tongue.

			As soon as that scream passed through my lips, I began to cry, sobbing while trying to drive. I found my full-bodied sound. The sound came back in one fell swoop, and it was as if a floodgate had opened.

			Okay, calm down, you’re driving, you psycho, I thought as I gripped the wheel, trying to see past my tears.

			I continued my drive with a giant smile on my face. I pulled sound and I imagined David E. smiling like a proud sound daddy. I knew that I still had a long way to go, but my scream was no longer living in my throat.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE #7

			
				if i could protect you from being wounded

				shield you

				from the world

				would i be loving you

				or denying your growth?

				is there a thin line or a canyon

				between the two?

			

			I AM SITTING in the bathtub of the brown house that has the scratchy green plastic grass on the deck. The brown house is not our house, really. It is a Native Housing house. It is a dwelling designated for brown bodies that join together to make brown families. I am two or three years old. I smile up at Dad, who is home from whatever work he does that steals him away from us for weeks at a time. Wherever he goes, he always returns smelling like the forest and trails sawdust around the house. The smell of bark and pine is one of my favourite scents; it means Dad is home. When he is there, I feel safe. When he is there, I am Princess.

			The water thunders down from the faucet. Dad tells me to scoot back so he can pour more hot water into the tub. His giant hand moves toward the taps and twists them this way and that way until he tests the rushing water and decides it is the perfect temperature. Dad reaches his hand into the tub, his fingers all together as if he is waving the water a stiff hello. He mixes the incoming hot water with the water I am sitting in, which is too cold. There is a science to bathwater I have not yet mastered. I look up at him in total awe.

			Dad’s hand swishes back and forth. Back and forth. The waves grow stronger with each swish. The water begins to pull me forwards and backwards. I try to grip the smooth porcelain and steady myself.

			Dad begins to sing about poor ol’ Kaw-liga as he swishes. I don’t know who Kaw-liga is but I know he never got a kiss and he never found out what he missed. Dad doesn’t know the whole song but instead repeats two verses over and over at the top of his lungs. Two verses that Dad likes to sing at inopportune times, and that will follow me throughout my entire life. Busy city street? Poor ol’ Kaw-liga. Leaving a restaurant? Poor ol’ Kaw-liga. I do not know how sick of Kaw-liga never getting a kiss I will grow to be. Instead, I think Dad is funny and I giggle.

			Dad sings as he mixes. He is a giant man pulling the tides—all-knowing and omnipotent. He controls the temperature of waters. His hand moves methodically, with purpose. When there is enough water for me to bathe in but not enough to drown in, he turns the gleaming knobs again until the thundering waterfall dissipates and disappears.

			I am a little girl in a bathtub. I am safe. I am loved.

		

	
		
			THE MEN

			ONE NIGHT, WHEN I was in my mid-twenties, I received a phone call from my dad, his voice broken and small. He had just watched a video of a poetry performance I had given earlier that evening to an auditorium full of people. The poem was about a sexually violent event I had experienced and the healing I had been through to undo the harm. It was a revelatory moment in my journey.

			“Dad?” I asked, trying to match the big man to the sputtering noises on the other end.

			“I-I…I-I’m…s-s…sorry,” he said, the two words spread across several syllables.

			“Sorry for what, Dad?”

			“I’m sorry…I wasn’t there to protect you,” he stammered, then broke down into a heavy cry.

			“It’s okay, Dad. There was no way you could have. It’s okay. I am okay.”

			That was the first and only time I have had a real conversation with Dad about the sexual assaults I have endured. They are ghosts that exist in his periphery. He will never look at them straight in the eyes because that would make them real. He has watched me clean up the mess they’ve left behind. Or rather, he has watched from the sidelines without fully knowing what was going on as Mama helped me clean up the mess.

			Mama’s arms felt like ceremony on nights when the ghosts of past experiences wouldn’t let me sleep. I would be crying it out, with Mama stroking my hair, when Dad would enter the room and look for the nearest exit. He chose not to know the truth, and we chose to not tell him. The truth became off-limits because it hurt him too much.

			There are things the women in my family discussed without the men in the room because they felt they were protecting the men from the harsh emotional realities of our family. The women were the keepers of burdens. The women were the shores the waves first crashed upon. The women were the buffers between the elements of the world and the men they loved and cared for.

			The women in my family are medicine. They are backbones and ribcages and hearts. They are the whispers in men’s ears. They are the guardians that keep us whole.

			The women in my family cry alone behind closed doors. They are islands that keep their mysterious secrets to themselves but offer the best they have to those who inhabit them.

			I don’t know if writing this makes me less of an island or more of one.

			

			*

			I WAS DRESSED up for a night out with a friend I was meeting at a club. I say club to evoke city feelings, but this is the North. This place is less of a club and more of a bar. It is one of two bars, and because it is the one that plays less country music, it is usually the bar of my choice. Drinking liquor is far behind me, but I still love to dance. I will dance with no one on the dance floor. I will dance until everything I have inside of me is spent. I will dance until my thick, curled hair falls flat from sweat and I have to check if my makeup has stayed where I put it.

			I pulled up to the bar and sat in my vehicle, waiting for my friend’s arrival. The perk of going out with other non-drinkers is that no one needs to be the designated driver, and no babysitting is required.

			The handle of the passenger door started making the clicking noise of being pulled, but the locked door wouldn’t open. I looked up, expecting to see my girlfriend Taryn, but it wasn’t her. Standing outside of my door was a tall white man with messy brown hair and a plaid jacket.

			I stared at him. He pulled the door handle again. And again. And again.

			I rolled the window down two inches, thinking he had drunkenly mistaken me for a cab or a friend.

			“Let me in,” he said.

			“Sorry, but I don’t know you.”

			“Where’s the guy?” he slurred.

			“Huh?”

			“The guy. Where the fuck is the guy in here?”

			“I think you’re looking for someone else.”

			Craaccckkk.

			Tall Plaid Man slammed his fist against my window.

			“Let me in, you fucking bitch!” he screamed.

			I was stunned.

			“Go away!” I yelled.

			Thump. He kicked the side of my door.

			I was angry and helpless all at once. Tall Plaid Man was big, maybe six foot four. He was big and scary. My mind flipped quickly through my options. Taking a photo with the phone that had been sitting idly in my hand felt like the only bit of power I had at my disposal, the only way to try to ensure that this man was accountable to some degree for his actions. I also thought that seeing me take a picture would snap him out of his psycho trance and he would just walk away. I was wrong.

			Me taking his picture was a catalyst for him to reach his next level of crazy. He grabbed onto my window with the two inches of leeway I’d left when I rolled it down, and he shook the glass. I was sure he would break my window and strangle me in the parking lot of a bar that plays country music sometimes. It all happened so quickly, maybe in just over a minute. He screamed again, and I realized that I needed to get out of there.

			I turned to see if I could pull out, but I saw Taryn’s car approaching. Tall Plaid Man saw this too and let go of my window. She parked a few feet away from him and he turned toward her car.

			I waved from my seat. Arms flailing, trying to catch her attention. Taryn looked at me and I shook my head, a big fat emphatic NO. He caught me in the act of my miming-for-safety routine and attacked my vehicle again. Taryn and I drove away to a different part of the parking lot. I started screaming out the window at him, full of empty rage and fear. The bouncers of the bar finally took notice of Tall Plaid Man, and he was chased away.

			What followed was routine: calling the cops, giving them a description, almost certain that nothing would come out of it. We decided to not waste the makeup—we went dancing. Sure enough, nothing came from our call to the cops. Tall Plaid Man is still out there somewhere being psychotic outside of bars that play country music sometimes.

			

			*

			WHEN NEWS OF this incident spread, the fury of the men in my family erupted in cuss words and booming voices. They wanted to dole out old-school justice. They played out scenarios of what they could have done if I had called them. Ski masks and baseball bats. Ninja attacks. They scolded me for calling the police. I hadn’t even thought to call the police, and I probably wouldn’t have if Taryn hadn’t already had them on the phone when we got out of our vehicles.

			“I handled it myself,” I said.

			I am an island, after all. I have been raped several times. Tall Plaid Man was a blip on the radar. My normalization of violence is alarming.

			The next weekend, my brother called from the bar. He is a solid guy, like an immovable giant tree stump. My other brother tells a story of him tossing an old washer into the dump from the back of the truck as if it were nothing: “The washer just flew out way into the dump pile until became a tiny speck. He just stood there like a Greek god.”

			Like I said, my brother is a sturdy guy. He called me for a ride from the bar that plays country music sometimes. I went to pick him up because I am a good sister, and it was the dead of winter.

			“You should have fucking called me last weekend,” he growled at me.

			“About that guy?”

			“Yeah, that fucking guy.”

			“It’s okay. It’s over and done with now. I’m okay,” I said.

			“You should have fucking called me. What’s wrong with you?”

			I could feel his anger radiating into the space between us.

			“Are you seriously getting mad at me? I had no control over that.”

			“I was three blocks away, Helen. I live three blocks away. I could have been there. I could have protected you, for fuck’s sakes.”

			“I handled it.”

			“You don’t fucking get it,” he spat at me.

			“Okay than, explain it to me,” I said, annoyed and fully regretting being a gracious sibling and picking his ass up from the bar.

			I fought the urge to drop him off in a snowbank. He went quiet. There was no music playing, and all I could hear was the crunching of snow underneath the tires. The silence was broken by the sound of him crying.

			“You don’t know how many times I worried about you growing up. There were so many times I couldn’t protect you. So many times, I wasn’t there to save you. This time is the one time I could have done something. I could have fucking done something.” The sturdy one cried a little harder as he fought to keep it in.

			“I’m okay. I am here and I am okay. I know a lot of shit went down when I was younger, but I am grown now. It’s not like it used to be. I’m not like I used to be. Next time something happens, I will call you,” I told him.

			“You promise?” he asked as he wiped his tears from his face.

			“I promise.”

			We arrived at our destination, and I said goodbye.

			I waited until he was out of the vehicle before I let my own tears out. My mind filled with the memory of my brothers and father clutching baseball bats, knocking on doors, trying to find a man who had harmed me when I was younger. They didn’t find him, but the cops found them. They returned home without retribution. What could have been kept small was made public. Word travelled fast in a little town. Dad cried an apology over the kitchen table, said he only wanted to protect me. I didn’t know how to reach him in that moment, because I was drowning in my own sea of violence. I said nothing. I never once wondered how my brothers processed those traumatic events until my sturdy brother sat drunk and crying in my passenger seat.

			When the boys were going through things, Dad would say they just needed to “fight about it.” As if getting into a good old-fashioned fist fight out in the world would be a cure for all their internal maladies. Bruised knuckles, blood and busted lips will put you back into your body real quick. Dad grew up fighting—for honour, dignity and respect—as did almost all the men he grew up alongside. We were spoon-fed stories about tough men who refused to take anyone’s bullshit. Men who threatened other men with lickings and then made good on their threats and joked about it afterward.

			I am well versed in trying to calm men down to keep the peace. I’ve been known to say to Dad before entering a situation, “Just try not to get mad, and don’t hit anybody, okay?” The night Mama died, I placed my body tactfully between the men and the attending doctor, who was abrasive with his words. I have been raised into this role. I can read the physical cues of men in a room and tell when they are close to erupting. The telling is in the lilt of their voice, the shake in their hand and the clench of their jaw.

			I think of all the hardened Northern boys and men who still feel their feelings with their fists. These men are abundant in a landscape punctured by oil rigs and slashed by pipelines.

			I have tried to love some of these men, because I grew up thinking that this is what the definition of a man was too. Their struggle was a familiar madness, and I knew I could interpret their toughness and that they could understand my flaws and complicated history. I learned the difficult way that shared trauma is not the greatest foundation for a relationship.

			

			*

			YEARS LATER AND everything was different but somehow the same.

			We were no longer dealing with violence but with death. The change in situation didn’t stop me from trying to protect the men in our family.

			As Mama approached the end of her life, I had suggested she write cards for all the small children in her life to open in the future, just in case she didn’t pull through. I bought cards for milestone birthdays and graduations. I also bought some for my brothers and Dad. In true martyr fashion, I didn’t buy any cards for myself. I don’t know if I left myself out because it felt selfish or because I wanted her to believe that she didn’t have to worry about me.

			I sat with her at the kitchen table one sunny afternoon in early September, the kaleidoscope of cards laid out before us.

			“This one is for baby girl when she turns sixteen,” I said as I pushed a card with a pink envelope toward her.

			Mama nodded, opened the card and started to write.

			“After that, you can write this one for your boy’s thirteenth birthday,” I said softly.

			Mama wept while writing, and I sat there with soft words and a brave face.

			“Remember, these are all just in case, Mama. We may never need them, and you won’t have to buy cards for a decade, so that will be good.”

			Mama smiled and wiped up her tears. I excused myself to the bathroom and cried as quietly as I could. While I stared right into the hard truth with her, the men and boys lived in an alternate universe where her survival was inevitable. I was sure that if I asked them for help, they would be upset with me for even having the idea that she would one day die. I feared their reactions and didn’t have the energy to manage their emotions along with my own. No one else knew that she wrote out those cards that afternoon. Mama protected the men and boys from the knowledge of her death until the very end, and I protected them too. We shielded them from everything, and by doing so, we crippled their ability to walk into reality.

			I now keep all the cards Mama filled out in a shoebox and hand them out on appropriate occasions. I will be doing so for many years to come. Mama made sure to include two cards in the stack for me, knowing that I’d need them, even if I couldn’t bring myself to ask.

			After her death, I tried to be there for my brothers and Dad the best I could. I went to his place to cook. Often, I would have to clean the existing mess and then cook, and then clean after I was done. When I told Dad he needed to have dishes done before I got there, I felt like I had succeeded in setting a monumental boundary. When Dad was struggling with his grieving teenage son, I would leave my home on short notice and arrive to parent my brother for him. I tried to carry on birthday dinners for my brothers, ensuring that they had family around them, their favourite meal cooked and the feeling of Mama’s love. I dropped everything when someone was having an emotional breakdown. I extended myself to my entire family. I drove sad loved ones around and bought them coffee and rubbed their backs in a circular motion as they cried. I slept on the floor beside one of my cousins so they wouldn’t have to face the night alone when their pain was immense. When people became suicidal, I was there to absorb their sorrow. I made myself available on days when I felt like I couldn’t handle any more. I appeared calm and put-together even when I was falling apart. Everyone was so close to death.

			I was on high alert again. Every time my phone buzzed, I feared answering it because I thought it would be news of someone taking their own life. The family was so ill equipped for grief, and I was no exception.

			I didn’t always succeed at being an emotional rock for everyone. Sometimes I was harsh with my words and abrasive with my tactics. I was loving and ruthless.

			Eventually, I snapped. After a day of escalation, a family member had landed in the hospital under a psychiatric hold. I was waiting until I was at home alone to process and cry. I was tired, but I appeared to be calm and collected. As soon as a few of the men were in a room, it all happened quickly. I saw the fast-forming storm, and I knew I was too late to stop it. Within moments, one of my brothers started screaming at the doctors and nurses. I wrapped an arm around him and started ushering him toward the exit. I was quiet and focused, as if I were diffusing a bomb—each movement was calculated. I held onto him firmly but lightly. I didn’t make eye contact. I concentrated on the end goal—I just needed to make it through three sets of doors without him punching someone.

			When we made it outside, he yelled out into the winter night like a man who was cursing the gods. And if the beings above didn’t hear that cry, they would have heard him the second time as he yelled loudly, pain evident in the strain of his voice as it filled the darkness. I let go of him. I had done my duty and walked him through the thick of it. Dad walked into the parking lot behind us.

			As Brother walked toward his vehicle, he turned and angrily said, “This is all your guys’ fuckin’ fault.”

			I knew better, but I was tired of being my brother’s keeper.

			“Excuse me? Are you fucking kidding me?!” I screamed after him.

			He came at me like a rampaging bull, shoulders up, with a fiery look on his face. It was an intimidation tactic. He stopped halfway toward me. I was no longer tethered to my own common sense. In that moment, I chose Dad’s advice and decided to fucking fight about it. The next thing I knew, I was chest to chest with my brother, gripping onto his shirt collar so he couldn’t escape me.

			“You want to fucking hit me?! Fucking hit me, then. Let’s fucking go!”

			I was screaming in his face. We were no longer children, and we weren’t practising WWF moves in the basement. It would not have been an even fight should he have chosen to strike me. I knew that I would end up on the ground, but I persisted.

			At first, he pushed his chest into mine, trying to get me to back down. He yelled back at me, his breath hot on my cheek. When he realized that I would not pull away, he tried to free himself from me, but I had a death grip on his shirt. We spun in circles in the parking lot until Dad, who had been standing by quietly, intervened and tried to loosen my hold.

			Brother screamed, “You don’t even say anything! It’s like you don’t even fucking care!”

			I came undone. I watched my hand reach up and strike him in the face. A few seconds too late, Dad finally succeeded in pulling me off.

			I was sobbing and screaming in the parking lot. “I have to take care of everyone. I’m not allowed to have emotions. I hurt so much. I hurt so much. I hurt so much. I hurt so much.”

			I was an endless echo, yelling out I hurt so much into the darkness.

			Later that night, I called my auntie. She is one of the babies in Mama’s family, and she had also been grappling with becoming a matriarch a lot sooner than she’d expected or desired. We tried to be brave together. Our telephone conversations, stretching long into the night, had been a lifeline for me. I told her what happened in the parking lot.

			“Well, honey. I know you might not want to hear this, but you were probably more of a Bigfoot woman right then than ever before. Going toe to toe with a guy is a Bigfoot woman thing. And really, you’ve been putting up with more bullshit from people than your mother ever would have.” She laughed, and I felt myself fill with a weird pride.

			I grew up sitting in Mama’s kitchen, listening to her and her sisters, with their big hearts, even bigger hair and full-bodied laughter, tell their stories. Mama once punched a guy in the head when he crossed the line. An auntie almost ran over a guy…on purpose. Another auntie slapped a man and knocked him off his feet. Once, in a black-out rage, Grandma threw her full-grown brother across the room. The women in my family have “fought about it” too.

			Since I was a little girl, I had wanted to be a Bigfoot woman, loving and ruthless. But in that moment, I shook off the pride. I don’t want to be out here in the world, fighting men in parking lots. I want to set boundaries before things escalate. I don’t want to be trapped in a cycle of caretaking and exploding. I want to have peace. I want to be loving and be ruthless only in situations that call for it, because I know enough to know there will always be situations that call for being ruthless.

			

			—

			I am an island trying to unlearn how to be an island. I am navigating my own grief and healing while trying to guide the men in my life through their own. Sometimes it feels like we are all drowning.

			The men in my family are the keepers of their own burdens. The men in my family keep the lights on and the cupboards stocked. The men in my family have callused hands and know a hard day’s work. The men in my family will go to war for you. The men in my family keep baseball bats on hand just in case. The men in my family know that pride won’t put food on the table. The men in my family put food on the table. The men in my family are still full of pride.

			The men in my family are medicine. The men are their own islands.

			

			*

			“YOU KNOW, I shouldn’t have to place my body between grown men and other people so they don’t punch them,” I told Dad.

			“No one asked you to,” Dad said flatly as he looked directly into my eyes.

			I nodded slowly, taking in his reply. He was right. No one had ever said, “Helen, when shit pops off and the men want to connect their fists with a face, it’s your job to calm them down and make sure they don’t catch a prison sentence.”

			No one said that it was my job to forget myself and give everything I had to my family. No one told me to repeat the patterns I had witnessed and trail behind the ghosts of the women who made me.

			That moment left me with this question: What else have I made my responsibility that no one asked me to take on?

			In answering that question, I found permission to take care of myself.

			

			—

			I stepped away from caregiving to focus on how I could nurture myself. I set healthy boundaries, and some people stopped talking to me. I stopped trying to predict the needs of family members and stopped trying to fill them. If an adult wanted help, they could use their words and ask. I declined requests when I felt depleted. I stopped parenting my youngest brother when Dad didn’t know what to do. I trusted he would figure it out (and he did). I stayed out of everyone’s business and counted on them to manage their own affairs. I created space, and this time the space wasn’t terrifying—it was liberating.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE #8

			“IF YOU LOOK around at everyone standing in this circle you will see a group of women that have learned to be strong and take the lead,” the Mi’kmaq Elder said.

			Twenty of us plucked from different tribes across Canada stood in the room, waiting for morning prayer to begin our day of learning at the Coady International Institute in Antigonish, Nova Scotia. We were the first cohort going through the Indigenous Women in Community Leadership program, launched in 2011. I was twenty-three years old and full of the desire to make change.

			“When assimilation started to take place, they took our roles. They took our children and put them in residential schools. They made it almost impossible to leave the reserve, and you needed a pass to leave the reservation. Our men had to face the fact that they couldn’t protect us, and if they struggled to leave the reserve to hunt, they couldn’t provide for us either. It was hard to get jobs as an Indian too, and our men would be turned away. Without knowing their role, they got lost. For a long time, it was really hard to be an Indian. It still is today.”

			The Elder scanned the room, looking at each of us.

			“So we as women had to fill two roles in a lot of cases. We had to hold the role of the man and the woman at the same time. We protected, we provided and we nurtured. Women from all these nations across Indian country had to learn how to be strong. We became leaders, we fought for justice, and we held our families and communities together. We became what we were because we had to, because we had no other choice,” she told us.

			Many of the women who stood in the circle with me nodded.

			“Before, the men used to walk ahead of us in the bush so they could break trail—they did this to make it easier for us but also to protect us from whatever lay ahead. We took those places at the front of the trail, and now we cannot go back. We must take the men with us, we cannot leave them behind. Many of our men have been living without a place, and this has made them lost. We have to make space for our men.” She paused before she launched into prayer.

			

			—

			I cussed under my breath as I walked back to our dormitory after the day’s training session. I thought, What does she know? Doesn’t she know how I have been hurt and let down by our men? My anger was a cloud that covered the hurt I held inside. I had pocketsful of hard experiences, and sometimes I could blame an Indigenous man for them, but most of the time I couldn’t. I unknowingly directed my pain and anger at someone who reminded me of all the ways I was oppressed and harmed. In the Indigenous man, I saw all the times when I wasn’t protected and respected. In his eyes, I saw all the ways the outside world failed to see me.

			After hearing the Elder’s words, I tried to undo the misplaced hate in my relationships with Indigenous men. After all, I came from a family full of men and boys. My son was three at the time, and I wanted to grow him with love.

			Since then, I have discussed with women in different communities what it means to create a space for Indigenous men. Some women are even angrier than I was at this suggestion, and I understand that response. Just as I have held hate in my heart for Indigenous men, the actions of some Indigenous men suggest they have felt the same misplaced hate for us.

			Violence ensues in the home. Lateral violence arises in organizations. Some Indigenous men have historically (and presently) taken up leadership roles and continued to discriminate and oppress their female counterparts. Women are silenced. Many in our communities have disempowered our Two-Spirit relatives who don’t fall within the white man’s restrictive heteronormative gender categories. We wound each other, forgetting that the colonial objective wins when we fail to find a home in each other.

			To continue to hate is to continue to assimilate.

			

			—

			While working to undo the hurt that I’ve endured as an Indigenous woman, I began to contemplate what it meant to hold space. Initially I thought that the Elder’s words would apply to how I raised my son. I create space for him to walk forward with the knowledge of how he is to uphold relationships, and the understanding that he may sometimes have to move as a protector.

			But now I have realized how creating space applies to so much more than just the relationship between my son and me.

			If I step back and stop carrying so much for the family, then I allow room for the men and others in my life to make mistakes, learn and grow on their own, without interference.

			I am choosing to break cycles of codependency that are impacts of colonization by creating space.

			We were never meant to break trail alone.

		

	
		
			WHEN DEATH COMES TO THE DOOR

			HOW DO YOU measure what you have become? Can change be measured in years, months, days or seconds? It has been 644 days since I felt my mother’s last breath leave her body. It has been 15,432 hours since I’ve heard her voice call my name. It has been one year, two months and twenty-four days since Asu’s spirit took flight and left this world. The seconds and days capture nothing of the moments themselves—they speak only of the distance and not to the depth.

			Perhaps change is calculated by the number of unforgiving winters endured or how much summer heat washes over one’s body. I stand here facing another spring, with water pooling at my feet, and can say that I have survived a complete cycle of the seasons without Mama and Asu. I have watched life give itself over to cold embraces only to be summoned back again by lingering sunlight and the promise of regeneration. I have followed the patterns of the natural world, which demand an unwavering trust in the unknown. Like the seasons, I can be measured by the small deaths endured and the seemingly insignificant but crucial resurrections.

			Maybe my transformation follows the moon and nothing more. After all, she is constantly bearing witness to everything heartbreakingly mortal. By this measure, I am fifteen full moons away from the praying hands of my grandmother, and I can feel close to her again by the fullness of the moon and far away by the moon’s absence in the sky.

			Can my growth be spoken of by the bodies of water that I have prayed at and given my sorrows to? Four waterfalls. Three rivers. Five lakes. Countless prayers.

			Maybe change is doled out in words spoken over dishes soaking in kitchen sinks, or rambled in the driver’s seats of cars, or whispered under flickering bathroom lights or star-soaked skies.

			My measure in words can be summed up in a few sentences. It is being able to say, “Look, I have learned to stand tall in rooms with all this absence. I have learned to be brave without safety. I can walk into spaces with my head held high because I am the living legacy of women who loved fiercely and fought and scratched and cried and bled their way upward so that I could feel the sunlight dance on my face.”

			Even now, my becoming has been understood only in relation to absence. I am calculating the distance between myself and my loved ones by all these things. They do not speak to me as I am, but to how I have learned to be without Asu and Mama. They do not speak to me, but to how I have learned to survive. I have been defining myself by what Death has brought to my door.

			I didn’t answer when Death came knocking, but they let themselves in anyway. I have been raised to fear Death, but now I feel like we are familiar friends. We have tea sometimes, instant coffee on days when I am feeling particularly nostalgic. Impermanence spills out of their cup and trickles onto the kitchen table. Death is always a messy house guest. I wipe the droplets up with my finger and bring them to my lips. The taste is bitter, but hidden sweet notes linger. I allow the visit but remind myself not to be romanced by their presence.

			

			—

			I do not want to become one of those tortured writers whose hearts bleed saltwater and soft poetry at midnight. I do not want to be a masochistic martyr. I do not want to let Death sleep on the couch only to wake up to them resting on the pillow next to me. Death has no home here, but we can learn to be homies. After all, I don’t think that I have a choice in whether they show up.

			I have learned to stop fighting the waves of grief as they come. I do not shy away from them, but I sit with them until they are ready to pass.

			One day, I gave my grief to the water and was met with a level of resistance I didn’t know I had in me. As I went to lay an offering of tobacco into the river, my body began to shake as if it was pulling something out of itself that required all its might. Tears streamed down my face, and voices I hadn’t heard before screamed inside my head.

			If I give this grief away, it means that I didn’t love them as much as I thought I did.

			If I give this sadness away, I will be further away from my loved ones.

			If I let the water hold this heartache, I will be letting go of all that makes me feel close to them.

			My body trembled. I wept. I pulled. I felt all the fucking feels. I pulled some more. I realized that my fears of letting go were not real, and I laid them in the water that day. I know now that through joy and moments of freedom I can feel close to those I have lost. I feel close with the sun on my face and music playing.

			

			—

			There are still days when the melancholy sweeps in with a passing breeze. I approach each visit from Death with kindness, curiosity and compassion-based understanding that hard and big feelings are not right or wrong. They just are.

			“Look here, kid. We aren’t finished yet,” Death says.

			“I’m not a kid,” I answer, but having a pretend conversation with Death feels a little reminiscent of my childhood.

			“Yeah, okay,” Death mutters as they pace, “you probably had better make-believe company when you were a kid. You probably conjured something soft and lame like fairies. Or wait, don’t tell me…a unicorn?!”

			“…a unicorn, yes.” I admit sheepishly.

			“I fuckin’ knew it. You act hard, but I knew you were one of those dainty-ass unicorn-loving types,” Death roars.

			Imaginary Death is kind of an asshole. I don’t reply.

			“What do you need me to say?” says Death. “You brought me here this time. You should be nicer to invited company. Didn’t your mama teach you any better?”

			“Don’t talk about my mama,” I hiss.

			“Okay, well, I’m no fuckin’ sage here, but I’ll do my best to lay some things out for you,” Death says as they walk toward where I am seated at the kitchen table and point to an empty chair. “May I?”

			I nod.

			“Okay, baby doll, you’ve incurred some mega-losses, right?”

			I nod again.

			“Well, all this death has changed who you are in the world now. You ain’t got no mama and no grandma. You got me. It sounds like a shit deal, right? Well, it is. But you’re still clinging to who you were before. Yeah, you made some changes and learned to set some boundaries. Big whoop.”

			“Ouch.” I grimace.

			“Anyways, you’re still out here trying to live within roles. You haven’t cut the umbilical cord and let yourself be born again as someone separate. You’re holding on to who you think you should be and who you think they would want you to be. Ya dig?”

			“Yeah, I guess that makes sense,” I answer.

			“You’re trying to become a matriarch and trying to cling to your identity as the beloved daughter and granddaughter. You were cared for, prayed for, watched over,” Death says, swaying their head about.

			“But I was loved, and I was a beloved daughter and granddaughter. That doesn’t just go away,” I say, a little wounded.

			“You’re right. It doesn’t just go away, but it isn’t who you are. You’re not a child who gets to play the role of a child for her live-long fuckin’ life. You were loved. Good for you. That love helped you withstand some of the harder and rougher shit you went through. But being loved isn’t an identity. It isn’t who you are. Being loved can be taken away at any moment. Your kind likes to act as if the stars are falling and diamonds are turning into dust when love is taken away. You get caught up in your dramas like people aren’t losing love around the world at any given moment. Give. Me. A. Break.”

			“Okay, so love doesn’t matter?”

			“Of course love matters, dummy. I’m just saying love isn’t something that you gotta hold on to with a death grip.” Death chuckles lightly and throws their head back, a little like a dad at a barbeque, slinging his best lines.

			“Mmmhmmm,” I reply.

			“Love doesn’t just come from outside of you. The sooner you learn that, the happier you’ll be. Y’all get hung up on the kind of love that can disappear. Yes, it feels nice and is good to be loved and to love others. But just like death is one of the inevitable things, so is the loss of love, kiddo. If you want big love in your life, you pay the price once it’s gone, but you don’t have to be stuck in some love deficit because the love—however nice and frilly and fuzzy-feeling-inducing it was—is not who you are. You’re out here, living with untapped wells while you are chasing euphoric ghosts and doing sad-girl shit. Anyways, your poet’s heart is getting us sidetracked here.”

			I shrug.

			“What if you let the role of the matriarch die to you? You let the idea of being the beloved die. You let the protective-mother role die. You let Helen the writer fuck off too. What are you left with? Who are you?” Death says with a smile.

			“Holy fuck,” I whisper. “I don’t know.”

			I have always imagined that one day I would have to be the emotional rock for the family. I was taught to anticipate the needs of people, filling them without being asked. I learned the hard way that this was a problem, and I have already started to step away from this pattern. But I know that it extends beyond my family. I have been stepping into the role of the self-sacrificing Indigenous woman. We Indigenous women are applauded for carrying our families and communities on our backs without complaint. If I were to give myself permission to live a life centred on joy and become whoever I needed to be—what would that look like?

			I sit there, speechless.

			“Exactly!” Death yells and slams their hand on the table. “All this time, you have been trying to become something predetermined, baby. You have been trying to become some idealized version of your mama and some form of your grandma. You have been focused on fitting into a role instead of allowing yourself to let go and become who the hell you’re supposed to be.” Death grins.

			“That scares me. I mean, I am supposed to become a matriarch, and if I let that go, then who am I?”

			“Are you supposed to become a matriarch? Who said? Did Creator tell you this? Did you dream it? Did ya have a vision while shopping in the supermarket?”

			“Well, no…”

			“Sounds like you’re taking control of your destiny instead of allowing purpose to show up in your life.”

			“Fuck off.”

			“I’m just saying, if I had a quarter for every daughter who tried to take over the role of a matriarch or become some bleeding saviour instead of becoming who they are, I would have enough change to play arcade games in the world-in-between forever.”

			“But what if someone is supposed to become a matriarch or the head of the family or a leader in their community or whatever?” I ask.

			“Then they will become that eventually as a part of their path. Some people are legit born into roles that they ‘can’t’ escape, and some flat out adhere to expectations without questioning norms that have been honed and crafted by men and women. Now, I am not the smartest supernatural being out here, but I can tell you this: humans can be pretty fucking stupid, and I wouldn’t let them dictate my life. The bottom line is that you can’t become something and do it supremely well if you haven’t even learned to become yourself. You can do it, of course, but you will likely do a mediocre job. If that’s what you want, then, by all means, carry on.”

			“I don’t want that,” I reply.

			“Good. Then I haven’t wasted my time showing up here,” Death says as they stand up.

			“When I show up, it is about opportunity. Death is as much about rebirth and life as it is about the endings. Sure, you’ve lost people, but there is ground here in this space in between for you to transform. Figure out who you are and never hold on to the idea of yourself too tightly. I keep showing up because I don’t want you to miss that opportunity to truly become.” Death makes their way to the door.

			I open the door and see Death out.

			“Come again sometime?” I ask, and then add, “Not too soon, though.”

		

	
		
			SPIRAL

			LIFE IS LIVED in a spiral, not in a straight line. I fool myself by trying to place things in a linear order. Categorizing life events by time and seasons gives me a false sense of control, as if all that distance can keep me safe. Parts of my story resurface again and again so that I can visit with them from a different perspective. I sit and have a coffee with an old heartbreak. I watch a sunset with last autumn’s loss. I road trip with my childhood. I kiss a lover I swore I’d leave behind.

			I know that I can stay in the spiral until I am dizzy just as I was when I was living in my addiction. I would swear each time was the last time. I would let my body recuperate from a several-days binge, only to reach for a line of coke and a drink as my resolve weakened. At some point I learned that I could push outward and interact with the story in a new way, as someone older and wiser. I could let go of who I thought I was and change the way the story unfolds.

			I’m human though, and I always end up making myself a little dizzy before I learn a lesson.

			

			*

			HE WAS A choice that I made the season before all the loss began. I tried not to write about him, because I wanted my tale to be my own. As a writer I have the power of erasure—I can press the backspace button until a name disappears. I can delete people from my story, and it will be like they never existed at all. The omission of his presence felt like an act of self-preservation.

			I told myself he was inconsequential. I didn’t expect that he would be a choice I would make again.

			On the edge of springtime, the year Mama passed away, I had settled into a rhythm of co-existence with her cancer. It was a life composed of crying, laughing, cooking, colostomy bag changes, family dinners and the occasional date.

			My therapist at the time told me that I was an “all or nothing” person but needed to learn to be a “some or something” person. Which meant that even when I wanted to block myself off completely, I should still try to date. I think that’s what she said, anyway. She could have told me not to date at all because I was living in a world of pain, but I applied this new some or something rule to whatever I wanted. At that point, I thought Mama was going to get better and I could relax into normal life.

			I swiped yes on Tinder to a man wearing a blue button-down shirt and a million-dollar smile that said, I know what I bring to the table, and I will smile at you like this from across the table and isn’t this a smile that you could see yourself smiling back at for a very long time?

			I scrolled through the rest of his photos and saw one where he was dressed in a U.S. military uniform. There was another pic of him working out in what looked like a military gym, his abs rippling and gleaming with sweat. Million Dollar Smile was a soldier who looked like he could drop that life at any moment to pursue one as a model, and a successful one at that.

			I don’t have copies of our initial conversation, but I remember it went something like this:

			
				HIM: Hey, what’s up beautiful?

				ME: Going to a movie, and you? Where you from??

				HIM: North Carolina, but I’m on my way to Alaska.

				ME: Ohhh so you’re an import…I like the quote on your profile about leadership.

				HIM: Yeah I really try to live by that quote, I think accountability is everything.

				ME: So, you’ll just be driving through here?

				HIM: I’m planning on staying the night somewhere, what town are you in?

				ME: Fort St. John.

				HIM: That’s where I’m staying the night;)

				Me: Ahh yeah I am not going to waste your time in 2019 here. Straight up, I’m going to the movie with my son tonight and probably not going to meet up.

				HIM: Lolllllll you can waste my time all you want. What about after the movie?

				ME: You’d have to be really smooth for that.

			

			Million Dollar Smile proceeded to say a lot of really smooth, smart and funny things like I knew he would. I booked a sitter for after the movie.

			
				HIM: Do you want me to pick up wine?

				ME: I don’t drink doll, so that’s a no.

				HIM: Okay, what do you want?

				ME: Water. Sparkling. Still. Whatever. Surprise me.

				HIM: Done.

			

			In the parking lot of his hotel, I snapped photos of his profile and texted them to a friend with our location, for safety. I also asked her for an emergency pep talk.

			
				FRIEND: You are a goddess. Don’t be scared. And OMG HE FINE AS FUCK.

			

			I stood outside his hotel room and took a deep breath. I was trying not to sweat. When he opened the door, I saw immediately that he really did have a smile that I could stare at for a very long time.

			He said I was prettier than my photos, and I nodded as I stepped forward. He told me later that he took this dismissal for a quiet confidence, but I was just nervous. He proceeded to give me an unnecessary tour of the standard hotel room.

			“I didn’t know what you wanted to drink, so I grabbed normal water, some sparkling, and some flavoured here,” he said as he opened and pointed in the fridge. “I run cold, so I have the heat up just a little, but here is the thermostat if you need to adjust it. I’ll adjust to whatever you feel like.” He pointed to the box on the wall.

			“This is good. I’m fine, thanks.” I smiled.

			“I also bought you a toothbrush just in case you stay over, and then I thought, Well, if she stays over, she might want to shower. Then I started thinking about shower things, and I ended up buying you this pomegranate body wash. It was a toss-up between that one and a brown sugar one.”

			“Body wash and a toothbrush, huh? That’s pretty presumptuous. Thoughtful, but you’re getting ahead of yourself.” I laughed and shook my head.

			“I like to be prepared and wanted you to feel taken care of.” He laughed and ran his hand over his shaved head.

			I sat on the bed beside him, clutching my water and trying hard not to appear as unnerved as I was.

			The anxiety left quickly. The conversation flowed between us as if the thoughts had always been there—we were just opening our mouths and letting the words stream out. We talked about life and things that we had learned along the way. He told me what it was like growing up as a Black man in Virginia, and I talked about my experiences as an Indigenous woman in the North. We told our tales of survival and success as we laughed and said soothing words to each other. And then, right in the middle of his sentence—I kissed him.

			One thing led to another, and before I knew it, we were making plans for him to stay another night and crash my family barbeque the next day. I kissed him goodnight and left with a stomach full of butterflies and a heart full of awe.

			I bring men around my family only if I am very sure of their place. I am rarely sure of the place of a man in my life, but he made me want to break rules. I announced that a friend was coming over for the barbeque and that the friend happened to be a man. Everyone anticipated his arrival, though half the family thought he wouldn’t show, that I had made him up. I dismissed their excitement and disbelief with he’s just a friend and I’m trying to show him some hospitality.

			When he walked into a backyard full of my loved ones, he moved about with charm and grace. Million Dollar Smile wooed everyone.

			“I like this one. I approve,” my brother said.

			Mama whispered, “He seems like a really nice boy, my girl.”

			My cousin walked up with a cold pop in her hand and took a drink as she stared at Million Dollar Smile.

			“He is a small god walking among humans,” she whispered, her thirst not quenched by her drink.

			Million Dollar Smile and I had concocted a story for how we met, and even though no one was asking, the writer in me did not want to let a good story go to waste. As we stood around in the backyard, I looked at Million Dollar Smile and said, “Why don’t you tell them how we met?”

			He looked at me with an expression that said, Challenge accepted. “Well, I also work in the IT world, and I was in Saskatchewan for a conference. It turns out Helen was attending a different event but staying in the same hotel. When I saw her, I just knew I had to make an introduction, and I walked up to her and made some corny joke. We talked for a while, and I asked if I could take her for dinner.” He stopped for a moment to let his eyes twinkle in my direction.

			He introduced flirtation and attraction to the script, and it made me blush.

			“I didn’t think I was going to see her again, and here I am. Sometimes things just line up right.”

			“And I’m really glad you got to meet some of my family,” I added.

			I knew in that moment that I wanted more than two days and a made-up backstory. I wanted to create real history with him. We left the barbeque and spent the rest of the day and night tangled in each other’s limbs and following threads of conversation wherever they led us. I left his hotel not knowing what kind of road map, if any, we had. Before I reached home, he sent me a voice message saying he didn’t know how it was going to work, but he knew he wanted it to. He had a glimpse of what a life with me would be like, and he was in.

			The next day, he drove up the Alaska Highway, headed for Anchorage, and as clichéd as it sounds, he had a piece of my heart trailing behind him. It was movie-level romance, and I was a woman who was once a little girl who wrote bad poetry about love. Even though I was terrified, I let myself be swept away.

			Over the following months, we made plans for how we would spend our lives together. I started to dream in futures with a man—something that hadn’t happened in almost a decade, not since my first real heartbreak. He decided that he would leave the military and live in Canada. I would move closer to a city centre so he could work in the IT world. We would have one baby and create a home to live out our happily-ever-after.

			I did not want to have another baby but agreed to this after several conversations. He wanted a child so desperately, and I thought he would be a good dad. I would get sudden moments of breathlessness thinking about this future baby I did not truly want to have. I didn’t want to go back to a world of car seats, sleepless nights, penny pinching and elementary school recitals. The memory of survival still lived in my body. But I only knew what it was like to raise a child alone and poor, so I dismissed the panic each time it rose and focused on how much I loved Million Dollar Smile. I would have his child.

			

			—

			When I met him, I thought, This is a man who can walk beside me and not question his place. He was confident and accomplished. He had been a U.S. Ranger, which was a feat in itself. I had come to learn that he could achieve anything he set his mind to.

			But then it came; it always does.

			“Why did you wear those new shoes and not expect a blister? What is this, amateur hour? What are you doing out here?”

			“You drink only a litre and a half of water a day?! Babe, what are you doing? You have to start drinking at least three.”

			“You wear that shirt a lot. You don’t have a lot of clothes, huh? It’s okay, some people don’t.”

			“You should really get on a workout schedule. I help people all the time reach their fitness goals. I could help you. I helped my ex-girlfriend, and now she’s doing fitness competitions…”

			“You really need to start waking up by 7 a.m.”

			“I’ve never heard of a woman who eats a lot more before they get their period. I think that’s just you.”

			Suddenly, I was second-guessing myself, drinking three litres of water a day and not wearing my favourite shirt as much. I started to feel like I wasn’t enough. If I messed something up, I didn’t want to tell him, because he would make fun of me or scold me instead of comforting me. I finally confessed to him that his comments were getting to me. I explained that I knew he wanted to help, but I was good as I was and if I needed advice, I would ask for it.

			He replied with, “You don’t need me to pay your bills, you don’t need me to fix your life, you don’t need me for advice. I’m just trying to figure out what my role is here.”

			To which I replied, “To love?”

			So many people live with the need to be needed. They blur the lines of desire with dependency, and I saw this in him, but I didn’t care. It didn’t matter that I knew it wouldn’t work, I loved him and had already committed to our imagined future and the baby I didn’t want to have.

			The criticism kept coming, and I kept sticking up for myself. I didn’t want to fall into a space where all I did was question myself and start to question my own worthiness to hold a place beside him.

			I’m not sure what the unsolicited tip of the day was on the morning it all changed, but I was tired of hearing it. I sent a sarcastic and snappy reply.

			Okay Dad, thanks for the life advice.

			Later that day, he broke up with me over a ten-minute voice message. I listened to the beginning, when he said he was over it and that we were done. He said he felt like he couldn’t be himself anymore because I couldn’t handle him joking with me. I skipped to the middle of the message, when he low-key yelled that I shouldn’t mistake my community work as being for the community. Everything I did was for myself. He called me selfish.

			I turned off the recording with tears welling in my eyes. If he wanted to be heard, he should have called me like a man. Instead, he was like a boy who wasn’t brave enough to be mean to me in real time. All the guards that had melted down for him shot back up in an instant.

			I texted him: I didn’t listen to the entire recording, and I never will. Goodbye.

			I called Mama with a mouthful of heartbreak, and she came over and held my head in her lap.

			

			*

			I LOVED HIM. I lost him. I would have stayed and endured his comments for longer. Maybe they would have stopped, or maybe they would have grown teeth and torn into my flesh until I was more skeleton than woman. I would’ve had his baby and changed shitty diapers and lived a life I didn’t want to live because love was about compromise, wasn’t it?

			I didn’t know what it meant to love or what it took to hold on to love. Yet I would have drunk all the fucking water and worn different shirts every day and slid into sensible shoes and worked out on a schedule and woken up at a normal hour even though I worked on my own schedule, just so that I could say, Look, I did it. I can love and be loved. There is nothing wrong with me. Million Dollar Smile fucking loves me. He knows me and didn’t choose to leave me like the other man I had loved and dreamt in futures with.

			Mama let me cry as she stroked my hair. She told me I would find the man I was meant to be with one day. She had been praying for that since I was a little girl.

			“I know that my prayer will be answered,” she said.

			I nodded, comforted by her presence. The world moved fast after that, and three months later, she died.

			

			*

			LIFE IS FULL of small deaths. You learn how to go about living in spite of them, and you can sum up their importance in a few pages. The loss of Million Dollar Smile was like that. Then there are deaths like Mama and Asu’s. You could write a book about them and still have volumes in you that need to come out.

			I carried the small death of the loss of his love until I reached the bigger deaths.

			I didn’t think he was a part of the story—until he came back.

			Almost one year after the voice mail, I lay in bed thinking about how I had moved into a home that he helped me choose, and suddenly I was enraged that he wasn’t there. So I did what any logical woman would do at 2 a.m. in a sleepless fit. I e-mailed his ass.

			The e-mail went something like:

			I never got to say closing words, but you mattered to me. I learned a lot about my own ability to love.

			Then it went something like:

			How fucking dare you break up with me via a voice message. That was some fucked-up shit you pulled.

			Then something like:

			Overall, I’m grateful for having had that time because I grew as a person.

			I went on an entire roller coaster of emotions in one e-mail. I didn’t edit a single word; I pressed send and slept like a baby. I didn’t think I would get a reply because of all the time that had passed and because it was crazy to send a 2 a.m. e-mail, but I did. He asked how I was and if we could have a phone call. I agreed, and later that week, we did.

			I imagined I would cry on the call. I had not felt safe or watched over since Asu and Mama had died. He was the last place that I felt safe. I thought I would want him to hold me and keep the world at bay because I was tired of holding it back on my own. I was scared to talk to him. I feared my own brokenness.

			“You had a rule that we weren’t allowed to say anything important over voice message. And then you broke up with me via a voice message. It felt like you understood how disrespectful you were being and did it anyway. It was like Old Yeller or some shit, when the guy throws the rocks at the dog to hurt it so it would never return. You threw rocks, man.”

			“I did, and I’m sorry. I behaved like a child, and I don’t have any excuses for how I managed that. I should have done it better. And it isn’t like I wasn’t hurting, because I was.”

			We talked it out and caught up on each other’s life. We kept it short and said goodbye. I did not cry. I didn’t even feel like I needed to cry. I learned that day that I was my own sense of safety, and I was stronger than I imagined.

			Time elapsed, seasons passed, we texted a few times and had another phone call or two, but no big feelings arose. Then he told me he was being reassigned and would be headed down to South Carolina or Virginia, somewhere south where twenty-four-hour darkness in the winter months isn’t a thing.

			I will be passing through in two weeks, do you want to meet?

			I’d like to say that I hesitated about seeing this man who had hurt me, but I didn’t. I said, Yes, of course I’d like to see you and your Million Dollar Smile.

			I had gained twenty pounds since I met him and had no solid sense of self and little to no confidence. I was slowly emerging out of my grief-stricken state almost two years after Asu’s death.

			I hit him with the body disclaimer so many of us use—sorry, but this is the body I inhabit— when we really should be apologizing to our bodies for the shame that we project onto them.

			I gained a lot of weight so just a heads-up.

			To which he replied, Your body size doesn’t matter to me, Helen.

			When he arrived back in town, we spent two days tucked away in a hotel room engaged in acts of care. We gave massages and fed each other. He played with my hair as we watched Jeopardy! We unearthed wounds we had been carrying alone. He told me he’d bought my first book, even though it came out a month after we broke up.

			“I’ve always been a big supporter of you, even if I wasn’t there,” he said.

			He told me about how, after learning my history of sexual assault and knowing other women who had similar stories, he took a military course and was now trained to talk to other soldiers about sexual misconduct.

			I was right there again, looking at a smile I wanted to stare at forever. We talked about meeting again but set no definite plans. My heart was no longer brave, though, and after he left, the distance made me feel anxious. Within two days, I knew I couldn’t handle being invested emotionally at any level, and I initiated a “goodbye forever” conversation.

			We said some bullshit about how it had been good to spend time together because it validated the love that we initially felt. We knew it was there. We wished each other well.

			I said goodbye even though I wanted to say, Stay, I will have the baby I don’t want to have if you let me rest with my head on your chest and keep me safe from the world. Stay, I am not the same woman I was before. I need help now. I am no longer strong and sure of myself. I am a sad girl who has no confidence. I’ve lost people and I don’t want to continue losing them. You have a larger role here now, stay. Fix me. Stay.

			I let the pleas make a home on my tongue and held them in my mouth until they dissolved. I may have been a sad girl, but deep down I knew when a situation would only make things worse.

			

			*

			TWO WEEKS AFTER he left me for North Carolina, I had a dream.

			I was in the upstairs of my house. My heart contorted and beat crazily in my chest. My son and family were there, and I came downstairs and told them calmly that I was having chest pains and to call me an ambulance.

			When the paramedics arrived, I told my family, “Don’t worry, I’ll be back before dinner is over.”

			As I lay on the stretcher in the back of the ambulance, the paramedic started to work on me. She gave me a worried look, and after a few more pumps on my chest, she stopped.

			“I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do for you.”

			“What?” I asked her, confused. I had a dinner party to get back to.

			“There’s nothing more I can do, this is it.”

			I realized that I was about to die. I began to pray. I called out to Mama in the spirit world. I wasn’t ready to die. I couldn’t leave my son alone in the world. He needed me. He was too young and there was too much unfinished business. Panic shot through my body.

			“How long do I have?”

			“Any minute now.”

			“Pass me your phone. I have to call my son.”

			As my shaking fingers were dialing the number to say goodbye to my child, I woke up.

			I cried in my bed that morning. The panic I felt when faced with leaving my son alone in this world reverberated in my chest.

			

			—

			For a week I lived in a state of hyper-arousal with a looming fear that I was, in fact, going to die. I shared the dream with my cousin, my auntie and my best friends, hoping each telling would bring me closer to the truth of what it could mean. I spoke with a person who was sure that someone out there was trying to harm me spiritually and I needed to protect myself. I was scared. I smudged my house with diamond willow fungus and prayed. I made a doctor’s appointment. I Google-doctored myself, reading long lists of symptoms of heart failure. The actual appointment turned up nothing.

			I prayed for more clarity, to be shown the meaning. Finally, a week later, I was given a second dream that offered me insight.

			In this dream I was in my bedroom, and I was weeping. A feeling of complete sadness and despair weighed on my chest, making simple movements feel laboured. I was aware that I had taken a bunch of pills that would end my life. I lay down in bed with intention—death.

			I woke up in bed. Once again, I could feel the remnants of the emotion in my body. As I lay there, tears streaming down my face, I realized that the dreams were one and the same. They were telling me my heart was broken.

			Sutzae aju wuujo.

			My heart is no good.

			There was work to be done.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE #9

			
				Life will break you. Nobody can protect you from that, and being alone won’t either, for solitude will also break you with its yearning. You have to love. You have to feel. It is the reason you are here on earth. You have to risk your heart. You are here to be swallowed up. And when it happens that you are broken, or betrayed, or left, or hurt, or death brushes too near, let yourself sit by an apple tree and listen to the apples falling all around you in heaps, wasting their sweetness. Tell yourself that you tasted as many as you could.

				—Louise Erdrich, The Painted Drum

			

			I HAVE A Charles Bukowski quote, find what you love and let it kill you, tattooed on my arm. The quote itself is said to be taken from a letter that Bukowski wrote his friend, though some people contest whether the words are his words at all. Contested or not, the lines resonate with me, and I sat in the tattooist’s chair, relishing every small pain that indicated I was alive.

			The meaning of the quote is not fatalistic. Instead, it reminds me that many things in this world will lead to death, so I might as well go down in a blaze of loving glory. I chose the quote because I was so scared of being hurt again. When the tattoo was finished, I looked in the mirror and thought to myself, Now I will remember to be brave.

			The tattoo did not make me brave. I still desperately wanted to retreat from the world and place a barrier between myself and anything that could hurt me. I could feel the restraint that originated in my own fragility. I started the work I needed to do, and found myself in counselling once again.

			“I don’t have another heartbreak left in me. It’ll kill me,” I said.

			“Why do you think it will kill you?” Viviane, my new therapist, asked.

			“I don’t have anyone left to help put me back together if it goes sideways. Another loss will leave me devastated.”

			“But haven’t you been doing that all this time?” she asked.

			“What?”

			“Putting yourself back together.”

			She was right, of course. I had been putting myself back together after loss. I kept surprising myself, surpassing my own understanding of my healing. I let go of men who weren’t meant for me, even when I wanted to hold on. I cried when I didn’t want to. I didn’t cry when I thought I would. I was built durable.

			What didn’t surprise me was that my healing has been weaved around my complex relationships with men. I grew up feeling like I was incomplete without a man by my side.

			

			—

			During the dinner for Mama’s funeral, Asu sat across the table in her wheelchair. Her mind was protected for a few moments from the bird that wanted to fly away with it. Asu was present.

			“Ajuuli dayzu?” she asked me. No man yet?

			“No, Grandma, aju wuujo dayzu.”No good men.

			Asu took my hand from across the table and raised it up. “I’m just going to yell out, ‘Will anyone take this girl? Anyone?’ ” she said jokingly.

			“Grandma, you know we are related to like, everyone here,” I laughed.

			

			—

			One of the last conversations I had with Grandma was about finding a husband. There was an open pack of Goldfish crackers on the hospital bed table, and I was tidying up Asu’s space.

			“Grandma, you want these crackers?” I pointed at the bag.

			“I’m going to save them…” she said, folding up the package.

			I nodded.

			“Save them for your wedding. We can have fish soup. But who knows, maybe they will go mouldy waiting.” She covered her mouth as she giggled.

			“Probably.” I laughed.

			Even surrounded by illness and death, I was reminded of my singleness. Mama had been obsessed with me finding a husband. There is a picture of me at age four in Mama’s wedding dress, the lace swimming around my tiny body, a stuffed lion in my arms. The seed of expectation to marry was planted young. Mama started buying glossy bridal magazines from the grocery store when I was a teenager. She planned out my imaginary wedding countless times. When I hit thirty and was still unmarried with no prospects, she stopped purchasing the magazines, but she would make hopeful comments about people I was only casually dating.

			“Oh, a farm boy? They make good husbands,” she’d chirp.

			Or: “A lawyer? He would be a great son-in-law.”

			I told Asu that she would have to stay alive to see me get married, and who knew when that would be, so she would have to live for a very long time. Grandma got tired of waiting too.

			Even Dad pressures me to get married, but he takes a different approach. As we sit across from each other at the table, he rattles off the names of women who did not find a partner as if it is a game of Russian roulette and each name is a bullet that dares to make me a spinster.

			Safia Elhillo writes, “We all outlive our beauty. It is currency we trade with men for their names, for a house, for someone to belong to.”

			Dad’s warnings tell me that I have an expiration date that is fast approaching. Soon I will have nothing to trade in order to belong to someone. I feel time slip through my hands as seasons visit and leave. I want only to belong to myself.

			

			*

			AFTER I LOST my matriarchs, I dipped my toe into the dating pool but knew it wasn’t time. I didn’t trust myself to not hold on to someone for the wrong reasons. Eventually, I came to a place where I was emerging out of grief and wanted to put in the groundwork so that I could fuck around and fall in love. I craved the feeling of having history with someone. But to even think about love again, I had to undergo some deep therapy. I tried EMDR. I cried it out. Screamed it out. I went to the water with prayers and offerings. I worked on changing long-standing beliefs that impacted my sense of self-worth. I became more aware of the generational sadness I had picked up that didn’t belong to me. I put things down. I picked more tools up.

			I went for walks in the sunshine and caught sunsets in the Peace River Valley. I went for drives on summer nights with my niece, and we rolled down the windows and howled like coyotes. I danced to reggaeton music in the morning and connected with my body. I laughed loudly and often. I cultivated happiness. I gave myself permission to quit a job that was meaningful but emotionally heavy and hard. I showed up and fought for myself every single day. I knew I didn’t want to die with so much love left in me, so I pried my ribcage open until all of me filled with light.

			And I did fall in love again. I fell in love with a beautiful Blackfoot man who could tell me all the traditional names of the mountains in his territory. He wore his hair braided, rode horses, went to ceremony and was patient and kind. We chased waterfalls together, watched sunsets and told each other stories over phone lines and while holding hands. He took me to my first rodeo and bought me beadwork. When I woke up scared in the middle of the night, he held my hand until I fell back asleep. We dreamt in futures together. We said I love you in our languages.

			One night, somewhere on his rez, I lost one of my beaded earrings as we slow danced to country music on top of Onion Hill, under the stars. When he went to look for it, I told him to leave it.

			“That way a piece of me will be here. And if we ever break up, you might find that earring up here and be crying around because a Dane Zaa woman broke your heart,” I teased.

			My earring is still on that hill in Blackfoot territory, and we broke each other’s hearts.

			I called my therapist after we split up.

			“Hello, Viviane? I’m happy to report that I did not die from heartbreak. I am still very much alive.”

			Even though Mama had been praying for a husband for me since I was a little girl, she always told me that I needed to make sure I could stand on my own two feet so that I would never be stuck in a relationship I didn’t want. Mama made sacrifices so that I could succeed and get an education. She went as far as moving with me thirteen hours away to help me with my son so that I could complete the last year of my social work degree.

			“I never want you to feel like you don’t have a choice,” Mama said.

			I was raised to be my own doorway, opening up to opportunities and independence.

			I no longer feel pressured to find a man. Instead, I feel content and know that I am the love that I need in my life, and anything else is just a bonus. I don’t really remember feeling this whole ever in my life.

			I go to Mama’s gravesite, which is two spaces down from Asu’s. I sit beside her, two coffees in hand, one for me and one for her.

			I whisper with a smile on my face, “Mama, I have learned how to do much more than survive. Mama, I have learned how to be happy.”

			So often, Indigenous people talk of intergenerational trauma and how many of us carry the weight of it around. Well, in that moment, all I feel is intergenerational joy. The women before me revelled in my wholeness.

			

			*

			ONE EVENING, I was looking at pictures from my trip up north with Asu, and I saw a photo that I took of a delicate yellow flower near Summit Lake. I thought about the woman I was at that time. She was still very much a girl. She was worlds away from me.

			I closed my eyes and took myself back to the moment when I stood in the hot springs with my son, Asu looking down at us. The steam dancing off the water. The rain dropping on our heads. My body recalled the feeling of what it was like to be watched over by her. Mama was still in the world at that time, and I recalled how I purposefully rested in the knowledge that she was alive as I stood in the hot spring.

			And maybe that’s all this ever was, the photos, the maps, the stories, the memories. Maybe it was all a record of being so that I could find my way back to them. This was never meant to be a pathway forward, because that was for me to discover on my own.

			I naively thought that, in writing this book, I would emerge with a set of guidelines for how I was to be in the world. I wanted structure and safety in a world of uncertainty. Of course, through writing, reflecting and dreaming I found my way to the real lessons.

			
				I found permission to become whoever I needed to be.

			

			
				I found permission to live a life and not just endure it.

			

			
				I found permission to belong deeply to myself.

			

			
				I found permission to lay the sorrow of the women before me to rest and to cultivate joy for us in its place.

			

			So many of our mothers lived within boundaries given to them based on their race, sex, class and where all those things intersect. So many of our mothers waited for permission instead of giving it to themselves. So many of our mothers didn’t even have the ability to grant themselves permission. Other mothers fought fiercely with love, ready to demand justice and equality—still, that is a life defined by privileges denied. I was living a life defined by oppression for so long.

			I learned to view my life as a chance to break cycles, heal and create change. My life was tethered to those who came before me in a way that made me feel responsible for healing generations of hurt. But after doing so much healing work, I have finally reached a place where I can begin to establish a life on my own terms. There is so much beautiful space.

			I am an Indigenous woman reclaiming her right to cultivate joy and experience soft moments. I am loving…and only a little bit ruthless. No matter what I become, I will always be a woman who belongs to the North. I am a woman whose heart is full of stubborn summer sunsets that don’t want to give themselves over to the night, and whose bones are full of place memory. I am spruce and pine trees. I am nourishing and unforgiving waters. I am living at the intersection of things to come and things to be remembered. I am the North, just as my mother was, and her mother was before her, and hers before her.

			Asu, sutzae wuujo.

			Grandma, my heart is good.

		

	
		
			DREAM

			I WOKE UP in my grandparents’ old trailer. The green one they had before they moved out of town to the rez. I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and headed down the hallway toward the kitchen, where I could hear people moving around.

			I turned the corner to see Papa standing over the stove, frying something. Potatoes, maybe; cabbage and onions, possibly. Papa promised June Bigfoot that he would cook for her, and he always kept his word. He kept his back to me, focused on not burning the food.

			Grandma stood beside him, her hair black and thick. She turned and smiled. I walked toward her, still feeling fuzzy from waking up.

			She stroked the hair on the side of my head. I smiled, taking in the warmth of being loved.

			“Did you have a good rest, my baby?”
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