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PHILIP KEVIN PAUL
A Quiet Matter
Reading through all the submissions, I found some excellent surprises in approach and many understandably predictable approaches. Among the predictable were those of overwhelming, though unpublishable, didactic verses and rants. I understand this. The anger’s still in me too. (Really?!?!? You want my perspective now?!?!?) Even at this point of my development as a poet, I find myself having to resist the temptation of just “putting it out there.” I’ve struggled for years with a poem tentatively titled, “Waterfront Mansion.” This started after visiting the house and garden my girlfriend tends in North Saanich. As the day progressed, I grew increasingly angry. No Saanich person, here in our own territory, could afford such a house in such a location. If we were to land on the beach, where we used to harvest crabs and sea cucumbers, we would likely be treated with suspicion, even hostility.
The surprising trend in the submissions was the amount of rhyming poems. Not only is rhyme difficult to do well, it’s difficult to “pull off” in this time. I was pleasantly surprised by the volume of prose poetry. From storytelling cultures, prose poetry somehow seems a natural leap. In addition, the tonal control exhibited by those who wrote prose poetry was impressive.
In the end, the most difficult poems to select or leave out, were those either self-conscious in their “Indian-ness” and/or over indulgent in their use of “shock value” when exposing the sadder realities of being First Nations people in Canada. In the former, I can understand completely the temptation to ensure that the reader is able to locate the writer in the place they are writing from. On the other hand, I believe strongly this occurs more naturally if one simply writes from where they are and doesn’t hint or nudge the reader into a corner. Similarly, the poetry over reliant on its shock value was often representing a subject matter that needs attention, but is too easily dismissed when poorly represented. In other words, subtext is a quiet matter.
RICHARD VAN CAMP
I Can’t Wait to See What They Write Next
Danat’e! Hello, Cousins! I’d say we have a treasure in our hands with this edition of The Malahat Review. Welcome! What a great time to be alive as an Indigenous author and storyteller. One of the best parts of growing just a little bit older every year is reading new work by authors who knock you on your hiney. It seems to me our trailbreakers like Jeannette Armstrong, Lee Maracle, Maria Campbell, Mini Aodla-Freeman, Thomas King, and Tomson Highway are all doing great, and there’s a new generation of writers out there like David Robertson, Niigon Sinclair, Carol Daniels, Daniel Heath Justice, Jennifer Storm, Rosanna Deerchild, Dawn Dumont, Taqralik Partridge, Tanya Snow, and Bren Kolson blazing their own trails—so it is a joy to share with you stories that spoke to my heart and spirit.
Joshua Whitehead’s piece “Jonny Appleseed” is fearless. I love the erotica, the devastation, the Ninja night missions with self and lust. Jonny, you can take me anywhere. I love your insight, your secret life, your hunger. The same goes for Lisa Bird-Wilson’s “Counselling.” From the first line to the last, all that’s here is a whirlwind of bravery, truth, intrigue. Natasha Gauthier’s “White Buffalo” is astonishing, mysterious, and we are proud to announce that this is her first published piece! Darlene Naponse’s “She is Water” will haunt me forever. Wow. This is a wicked blur of something dark, something magic. I can’t wait to see what she writes next. Darrel McLeod’s “Maci Manitowi (The Devils)” is a history lesson for us all. I love how birds warn Mosum something is wrong at home: the devil is at the door wanting the children. Terrifying and true.
As I write this, the Standing Rock and the Muskrat Falls protests are in full effect and social media is helping to bring global awareness to what’s happening here in Kanata. With writers like these and for everyone else who sent their writing in, we are standing together in a time of Revolution. And I am grateful to be standing, writing, reading, and sharing for a better world for all. Mahsi cho and with respect.
LEANNE BETASAMOSAKE SIMPSON
A New Generation
Indigenous creative nonfiction writers met the Malahat’s open call for submissions with excellence, from a place of uncompromising strength, and with a commitment to Indigenous practices of storytelling so often marginalized within the canon of Canadian literature. I was flooded with submissions that were more than worthy of publication, and this wonderful reality made my responsibilities as editor both easy and excruciating. There are so, so few places for Indigenous writing to be published on our terms with Indigenous editorial support, particularly for Two-Spirit and Queer writers, particularly for women writers, and particularly for creative nonfiction. The calibre and number of submissions for this project is reflective of this reality.
Lindsay Nixon is a nehiyaw-saulteaux-Métis writer living in Montreal. Her piece “Windigo”speaks back to the violence that tries to smother Indigenous life in its beautiful refusal of colonial power. Alicia Elliot is a Tuscarora writer from the Six Nations of the Grand River territory. Her essay “A Mind Spread out on the Ground” considers the impact of dispossession on our bodies and minds, eloquently reframing depression inside of Mohawk thought. Siku Allooloo’s “Caribou People” immerses us in the world of family and caribou. The fire of this essay lies in her caribou love as she fights to protect the caribou nation from elimination. Siku is an Inuit/Haitian Taino writer and Dene family member from Denendeh and living in the north. Helen Knott is a Dane Zaa/Cree writer from Prophet River First Nation in British Columbia whose love of her homeland dances off the page as she brings voice to the parts of her threatened by the construction of the Site C Dam in her piece “The Land As They Knew It.”
It was a privilege and honour to read all of the works submitted overwhelmingly by emerging writers. This makes me feel proud. I chose the four pieces in this issue because they spoke to both my heart and my head, because they affirmed struggle and my experience as an Indigenous person, because they provided a flight path out of the violence of colonialism, and because they all come at the world from a place of grounded Indigenous strength. These writers refuse to be victims. They refuse to parade our pain out for the consumption of our audiences. They represent a new generation of Indigenous writers.
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LISA BIRD-WILSON
Counselling
“I like to be in charge,” I say. “I pretend I like watching him jerk off, just so I won’t have to touch him. My commitment level is kind of low on this one.”
Kal doesn’t even flinch when I say this. Instead he looks inquisitively at the sunglasses resting on top of my head. He asks, “Is it sunny out there now?” Kal’s office is in the interior of a downtown business building and he has no windows. It’s been raining for days, hence his question re: sun.
His diversion question makes me laugh. I have a royal, attention-getting laugh big enough to be heard in Kal’s waiting room. Which is good. I want anyone waiting to know Kal and me are having a great time. Try and top that, sucker. That’s what my laugh says to any waiting client I’ve subconsciously dubbed a rival for Kal’s affections. And by “anyone” I mostly mean the dyed-blonde, high-heeled, bronzed, and polished “Karen,” whom I’ve seen on one occasion leaving his office and stopping to make an appointment on her way out, and another time, waiting for Kal when I came out. In an effort to make Kal even more uniquely mine, when I use Kal’s name I try and say it as if it has an “h” in it: “Khal.” So far, he shows no sign he’s noticed.
I carry on with the chitchat about my new boyfriend. “I say the dirtiest things to him, Khal. To get it over with quicker. That’s why I say those things.”
He nods.
“Why are guys always so turned on by the idea of coming on your face?” I pause so he can think about that one. Kal’s divorced and has recently started dating. He often tells me personal things about himself as a way to relate to what I’m going through. Because of this, he’s my favourite kind of counsellor. I always listen carefully to his disclosures.
In my experience, the people who stress things the loudest or the most are the first ones to break their own rules. That’s why I always like to hear one of my counsellors say they would “never” date a client. When they say that I can’t help but think, Great. Now we’re getting somewhere.
I always fall for my counsellors. That’s the point, really. I mean here’s this person and they only have eyes and ears for you. How can you not be crazy about that? You get to be in a room alone with someone who listens hard and cares about what you’re saying. Take Kal, for instance. Kal is one of many in a long line of counsellors. To clarify, I’m counsellor-monogamous, as far as that goes. That is, if monogamy means one at a time, one after another. At least I’m monogamous in that part of my life. What I really like to talk to my counsellor about are my many complicated love relationships, which all coalesce around my avoidance of general anxiety and sadness. I hate to be alone. My latest drama is my former boyfriend, Dana, the devil I keep inviting back.
Today Kal and I are four sessions in and I’m trying to decide if I’m going to renew with him. That is, if my insurance will allow it. Six is the upper limit on the first assignment and I got six because “my stepdad died.” Which is not really true but, as far as I can tell, insurance companies have no truth-auditing process. I don’t even have a stepdad, but they don’t need to know that. I mean, you know, if I did have a stepdad he potentially could have died, because he’d be old, right? My parents are old, because I’m adopted. They’re like the same age as my real grandparents, and by “real” I mean “birth” grandparents. So if my parents were even divorced in the first place and then my mom re-married someone else who was even older than her, which he likely would be, well then he would be so old that he may have died. In that case, it’s entirely believable that I have a stepdad who died. I’m even starting to feel a bit sad about the whole thing.
My options with Kal are to try to renew my insurance so I can stay connected to him, or I can be brave and make a move on him soon. I just don’t know if he’s ready. And then, just as I’m weighing all these options, during appointment number four, Kal says this: “Do you want to book your next appointment at my home office? I find it quieter and it might be a nice change of scenery for our discussion.”
Ah ha. Up to now, we’ve always met at his downtown office where there’s a chaperone. I mean secretary. At his home office I imagine there will be no one but him and me. In his house. This is looking promising.
I arrive exactly fifteen minutes early because if there’s some Karen before me I want to see her leaving. But there’s no one. I’m relieved to see Kal’s house isn’t smelly or desperate. Or worse yet, too clean. It looks pretty ordinary, overall. As he leads me inside I point to a yellow sombrero hanging on the wall between the kitchen and living room.
“Nice,” I comment.
He laughs. “Mexico. Last winter. I should probably take it down.”
“Don’t you dare,” I say. “It’s the best.”
Hoodies on the coat pegs and sneakers near the backdoor provide evidence of his kids, who are older teenagers. He shares custody with his so-called “ex.”
Once, during appointment three, when I talked about my irrational devotion to Dana, Kal told me, “I understand how you feel. I’m still in love with my ex.”
“Are you? Would you go back with her?” I asked. This turn of events had never occurred to me before. I had taken at face value his previous pronouncements of “Ex,” whom I had started to think of by that name, Ex. Ex, in my mind, was a final-given-strongly-held identity. Now she was all wound up like a jewellery-box ballerina. Who knew which direction she might end up facing? One minute, he says “Ex” as if he means it, the next he’s pining to get her back. I realize I don’t even know her real name.
We stop in the kitchen while he finishes making two cups of tea.
“We drank a lot of tea as kids,” he says. “With loads of milk.” Drinking milky tea is a Métis thing. I love that Kal is Métis, like me. Only I didn’t grow up with my “real” family.
“I bet you were a cute kid,” I say, and fill the room with my big laugh. Kal just smiles and pours the tea.
We settle into his office, which is more like an overstuffed den with couches and a big chair. I sit on the couch with its back against the wall. I notice right away the Métis sashes draped over the end tables and along a shelf. Blown-glass ornaments are lined up on the sash on the shelf, and more glass works are scattered on the side and coffee tables. Bowls, paperweights, ornaments, colourful blues, oranges, greens, and purples, swirls of molten glass now hardened shiny and cold. On the table beside the couch sits a perfect, round, glass boulder-marble, the size of a golf ball, or slightly smaller, clear glass, with a purple-and-green flower trapped inside. Ex is an artisan, a glass blower. These must be hers.
After some general small talk, Kal asks me an unexpected question.
“Tell me what kind of kid you were.”
“That’s a great question,” I say. I’m a big believer in warranted compliments.
He smiles a bit despite himself. Then prompts, “So? What were you like?”
“I was a serious tomboy,” I say. “I had short hair and I dressed like a boy and ran wild. All my friends were boys and all I wanted to do was play sports and smoke cigarettes and break shit.”
“What do you think that was about?” he asks.
“Khal. You’re too obvious,” I say. “It’s like I can read your mind.”
He blushes!
I love him even more.
I’ve had this kind of question before. About the tomboy thing. I say, “You’re thinking I’ve got some repressed transgender thing going on. Some disorderly non-binary-masculine-female something-or-another.”
He just looks at me the way a “good” counsellor is supposed to, to encourage me to answer my own questions.
“That’s not it,” I tell him. “I’ve thought about that and I really don’t think that’s it,” I say, not wanting to discount his insightful suggestion. I do, after all, have short hair and sometimes present as if I’m the boss of the world. “What I really think is that I saw boys getting all the good stuff and I wanted to get it too.”
“Like what ‘good stuff’?”
“Like cap guns and hot wheels and radio sets. Walkie-talkies. Jean jackets. All the cool stuff.”
“Penises?” he asks. Boy Kal’s really full of surprises today.
“Okay,” I nod slowly. “Even penises, I guess. Only because I had no idea what my parts were all about.” A thought pops into my head. A memory. I laugh gloriously, sitting forward on the couch. “I asked my mom,” I laugh again and start over. “When I was little, I asked my mom when it would happen that I’d grow my penis so I could pee standing up.”
He smiles too. “What did she say?”
“I can’t remember. Probably sent me to my room or something.”
As we’re wrapping up Kal asks me to fill in a questionnaire about how useful the session was and how close I feel to resolving my issue, on a scale of 1 – 10. I don’t want to make Kal feel bad by giving him a low score, so I give it an eight, but on instant reflection I know that’s too optimistic. I definitely think we made some progress today though—he invited me to his house after all.
When he turns to his filing drawer to return my file, I do something I had no idea I would do. I palm the glass marble. As he’s turning back to face me I look for my car keys, dropping the marble into my bag at the same time. I give Kal an award-winning smile.
When I leave he gives me a hug at the front door. Kinda paternal, but still. Physical contact. I squeeze good and tight but not sexy tight or needy tight. Just I appreciate you tight.
I decide to walk. Kal lives in the east end of the city and I’m in the west. I walk down one of the city’s busiest arteries, full of bars, restaurants, tire shops, love shops, you name it. The day has warmed up and I feel light on my feet. I consider whether I should text Kal to say thanks for today’s session. I think I probably will. I’m feeling so good I decide to stop at a small local pub. When I go in, I sit boldly at the bar. It’s only 4 p.m. and there’s hardly anyone there, so maybe I’m not as daring as I imagine, but pulling yourself up to the bar alone is not for the shy.
I order a pint of beer and enjoy the first cold swallow, anticipating the spread of warmth that’ll let my shoulders relax and eventually fill me with curiosity and cuteness. I fish out my phone to text Kal now, before I have too many drinks. Two things I’ve learned to be careful about. One, I always lie to my counsellors about drinking—some of them have their own hang-ups about alcohol and drugs and I don’t want any of them confusing their issues with mine. The second thing I’ve learned is don’t drunk-text, drunk-email, drunk-Facebook, and so on. Best to get any follow-up texts to Kal out of my system now, pre-drink. But before I have a chance to do that, I sense someone occupy the barstool next to mine.
“Next one’s on me,” says a familiar voice.
I close my eyes for just a second. “Dana. Oh my god,” I say, as if I am not at all surprised. “I was literally just talking about you.”
He looks confused.
“Yeah, to my counsellor,” I say.
“All good things, I’m sure.” He laughs like we’re a couple of corny business buddies and not ex-lovers with a hot and troubled history. As if I’m not still in love with him. As if he’s not really bad news.
“Actually, I was saying how when I first met you I wondered if your beard would give me razor burn when you went down on me. But then, after you did, I found out that wasn’t true at all,” I laugh my spectacular laugh, so he can remember what he’s been missing. “You were my first beard. You took my beard-virginity.” I laugh again and gulp my beer.
He looks around the bar like he’s anxious to see anyone else. “How you been keeping?” he asks.
That’s it? I think. After everything?
“How’s your beard doing?” I ask instead. “Looks about the same. No worse for the wear, so to speak. Still soft?” I reach out and pet him like a chia.
“Yep,” he says, riding his barstool like it’s a horse, leaning forward and really digging his elbows into the bar, as if he hopes to hurt himself. The flash of his teeth and his full bottom lip catch my eye. I think of the grovelling I’ve done. Imagine lying down on the dirty floor so he can walk over me on his way out. Imagine his hands gripping my wrists above my head, holding me down because I told him to. I think about calling him dirty names the whole time he’s on top of my splayed body.
When the bartender comes by, Dana orders another round. The bartender plunks a new pint in front of me. Dana says, “Big head on that one.”
“I don’t mind a bit of head,” I say, taking up my line like there’s never been a break between us.
“You wanna get out of this place?” he asks.
I diffuse my enormous laugh all over the bar. “It’s gonna take a lot more than two beers to get me out of here.”
Deep into my fourth pint, Dana wanders off to the toilet. I know other women watch him as he makes his way through the bar. Part of me wishes he wouldn’t come back.
I pull my phone out of my bag to distract myself and remember I was going to message Kal. I text: “I felt better after talking to you today…thanks, man in the yellow hat.” I have to close one eye to get the words to work out straight.
He texts back almost right away: “No problem I am happy to help.”
Not quite the stellar conversation I’d hoped to start. I order another beer and decide to ramp it up with Kal.
“I know we only have one session left but maybe I can see you outside of that?” Send.
Dana comes back to his seat and occupies it in a way that’s similar to blocking the sun, if there was sun in this bar, which there is not. His presence is heavy and full of our bodily knowledge of one another.
“I thought Crees couldn’t grow beards?” I tease Dana, examining his nearly black beard, his low hairline, and dark hair, still thick.
“What is it with you and my beard?” he asks. “Do you want it that bad? You want to feel it here.” He makes a drunken grab for my crotch, more or less misses.
“There,” I say, pointing my finger, letting it graze his chest. “There it is. That’s more like the Dana I know.” I hate that I’m slurring my words now. “Your beard is a Métis beard, isn’t it?” I turn back to the bar, sip my beer. “That explains it,” I say to the bartender standing nearby, my eyes big. “The Métis needed beards to stay warm.” I shrug my shoulders. “I forgot.” My tone implies I’m stating the obvious.
Kal hasn’t responded to my text. I imagine him thinking his way through my question. I realize only one of us has had the benefit of alcohol to facilitate this conversation. Finally he texts: “We can try to get more sessions approved, if that’s what you mean.”
“Not exactly,” I send back.
“I’m not sure what you’re asking,” he texts, ever the professional.
“I never really wanted a penis.” Send. “I was just unaware of the options.” Send. And finally: “You know too much about me.” Send.
From him, silence. Then he says: “That’s the problem.”
“I think I’m falling for you.” Send. “That’s the problem.” Send.
I order a round of shots for Dana and me. The shot glasses are full of a red, sweet concoction, so we have two rounds. Then three.
“Let’s go for a walk,” Dana says, sliding off his barstool.
“Okay. Let’s walk.” I puddle off my seat. “I can’t walk,” I say. “You’ll have to carry me.”
The next day I wake up at Dana’s, in his bed, naked from the waist down, my eyes gummed shut and my shrivelled tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. My collapsed brain cells cry for water. Slowly I remember the stumbling walk from the pub, the taxi, getting sick outside his apartment building. More drinks inside, his bed, me straddling his face in muscle-memory mode, rubbing myself all over his beard so I would smell myself later when we kissed. Him on top of me, coming, telling me to slap him, “Harder. Harder!” My palm striking his bearded cheek. Slapping him, taking him deeply.
I don’t remember using a condom so I get up to look for evidence of one, a wrapper, the thing itself, the ripped edge of a wrapper even. I look all around the bed, under the pillows, in the garbage, in the bathroom, in the kitchen. No sign of a condom. There are burnt bits of hash all over the stove, bits of tinfoil, and two blackened knives wedged in the cold burner rings. I drink from the kitchen tap, look around for pain meds, find a bottle, take four.
I go back to the bedroom. Dana is asleep, curled on his side. I lie down beside him, don’t touch him, just watch. He’s snoring lightly so I know he’s not pretending. My impulse is to caress him, wake him, take more, get more, demand something, extract all I can. I resist the urge. Sick and willing and almost overwhelming, I resist the longing to press myself against him, to get as close as possible as if I can absorb him, fill up on the parts I long for. I know engaging this physical desire will not produce satisfying results. Instead I think fill, fill fill as my eyes trace his tragic cheekbones, swollen brown lips, vain penis withdrawn now into its dark pubic patch. Finally, I get up and leave. Last one in, first one out.
I start running, a dog barks, and I stop to throw up in the hedges beside the sidewalk. I walk after that, all the way home, a solid five kilometres. I listen to music on my headphones. The first song up on the random shuffle: “Sweet Dreams,” Eurythmics. I laugh my tremendous laugh and walk faster.
I keep my next appointment with Kal. I don’t tell him about the night with Dana, about later texting Dana with condom questions and getting no response, about going to the clinic to get tested. Instead, I tell Kal about the feeling I have of wanting to fill up on other people. As if I can’t or won’t get enough. As if the people I love might just disappear or be withdrawn at any moment.
“What do you mean, ‘fill up?’” Kal asks.
“Watch everything, memorize details, absorb it all.” I think about the stolen marble. It occurs to me that a single transgression like that could possibly ruin everything. I feel ridiculous for having risked my relationship with Kal. Foolish for thinking it meant anything for me to have that piece of Ex’s glass. Or for him not to have it anymore.
“As if you’re empty,” Kal states.
Captain Obvious, I think. I search my bag for a tissue.
“What’s the matter?” he asks.
“I have allergies.”
“So you’re not crying?”
“No, definitely not. Not crying.”
“Are you sad?” he asks.
I look at Kal straight and hard. “We’re all sad,” I say, surprised he doesn’t know this already. “We’re all fucking sad.” I wipe my eyes and laugh my above-average laugh.
I look at Ex’s ornaments, the blown glass, the cold hardness. I wonder about Kal, if he’s just as predictable as the rest in the end. “Don’t settle for something,” I say. I don’t even know anymore which of us I’m talking to. “Just don’t settle,” I repeat. Kal looks at me, then to the spot where the marble once was. I close my eyes and remember throwing it, throwing the clear glass marble with its silly little flower. Drawing my outfielder’s arm back and letting it fly, hard, at Dana’s apartment building. At his bedroom window. Then running away, the sound of shattering glass at my back. A dog started barking but I kept on running.
I tell none of this to Kal.
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