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Opening Ceremony

“It is said, that the Great Spirit gave stars power to watch over
mortals on earth and impart to them spiritual blessings, they stand
between darkness (ignorance) and light (knowledge).”

—Viola Stevenson, Northern Star Workers’ Cooperative

This passage reminds me of a bridge. Any bridge must be built using a
strong, stable foundation.

In many ways, Indigenous peoples have been sharing stories about
healing for many years. Healing energy starts with the foundation of
self-awareness. With the following work, I attempt to build a bridge to
awareness by sharing my own story.

I have three authors to thank for influencing the construction of this
book. Eduardo Duran for writing Healing the Soul Wound, where I learned
the ancient healing power of conversing with Spirit; Elizabeth Gilbert who
wrote Eat, Pray, Love and shared her gift of structure through numbers;
and Shawn Wilson whose book Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research
Methods continues to create a space for Indigenous writing styles.

ix
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MyWriting style
I struggledwith intended audience at first, but thanks to authors like Shawn
Wilson andRichardWagamese whowrote for their children,² I understood
who this book was for—my gwiss [son]. Many of my original pieces have
you, the reader in mind. In other places I address my gwiss or my ancestors
and Spirit directly.

With so many conversations going on, I thought it would get confusing.
After some deliberation, I have decided to leave the stories as they were

written onmyblog exceptwith somedistinctions. The textwhere I converse
with my ancestors and Spirit will be written in italics; where I will address
my gwiss by name, I will use a heavier font style.

The Conversations
The stories contained here span fifteen years of my life. Many stories were
shared via my blog between the years of 2011 and 2013. During the editing
process I discovered other pieces written before my son was born and I
decided to include them. Over time, themes developed and it is with these
themes in mind that I collected the pieces together.

There are four different sections arranged according to the journey of
our Grandfather Sun: Full Night, Dawn, Midday, and Dusk. That spark
of life makes it possible for life to exist, and for the stars to shine. A
granddaughter needed the warmth and guidance of a Grandfather during
the editing process and those teachings eventually made their way into this
book. I included it because the teaching acts as a metaphor for my journey.

These stories are the result of many hours observing the world around
me, and looking within myself. They are a collection of stories describing
how I perceive the world, and how I used that knowledge to learn more
about myself. I wrote this book in hopes, that others may share in my
learning and we will continue our journey together— as family. As points
of a star, our story will continue to shine for our children and grandchildren,
guiding them through the darkness.

N’Gwiss, with greatest love, our story begins…

2. ShawnWilson, Research is Ceremony. RichardWagamese, For Joshua.
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AStarblanket teaching
“…A symbol of the Morning Star; the Starblanket heralds a new
beginning — the dawning of a new day. Among the Great Plains
People it was understood that if you saw the Morning Star; the
Creator had given you another day of life.”

—Viola Stevenson, Northern Star Workers’ Cooperative

I believe I was guided to the Starblanket teaching. As I started to research
the history and meaning of the Starblanket, I found synchronicity, and
guidance.

I’ve based the structure of this book on an eight-pointed star. Each
point consists of one large diamond housing sixteen smaller diamonds each
representing its own tale. In total, there are one hundred and twenty-eight
short stories. This is our star guiding the way to awareness and our bridge
between darkness and light.

In the midst of searching for the origins of the Starblanket teaching,
I came across a website for Northern Star Worker’s Cooperative based
in Winnipeg. They’ve made Starblanket quilts and their work honours
these teachings. I quote the teachings shared on their website and have
incorporated my own understanding of honouring ceremonies.³

My mother inspired this book.
She was a beautiful, strong Anishinawbekwe. Shortly before her death

in 2010 she shared with me that she was going to finish my blanket. I had
known that she had kept my baby clothes. She’d mentioned once when I
was a child that she planned to make a blanket out of them one day.

In 2008, she was diagnosed with lung cancer our family was devastated.
She’d had a cough for a long time though it never seemed to go away. She
thought it was a bad cold— it was not.

The doctors gave her five months to live. After the initial shock, our
family rallied around her and she amazed us all with her positivity and grace.

3. Arlea Ashcroft, Starblanket Aboriginal Women’s Co-operative. Message to the
author, 23 Oct. 2014.
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She inspired us with her will to live.
She endured a full round of chemotherapy those five months came and

went. A year and a half later as we all waited breathlessly to hear the results
of her fight—our father died.

We learned the cancer was still spreading, this time, to her brain and to
her spine. Mymother’s life long love had passed away to the spirit world and
it seemed her light dimmed just a little as the cancer took over. She seemed
so tired those last six months. In her lifetime she had buried her husband,
two of her sons, grandchildren, and many of her friends. She prepared to
make the journey home.

During one of my visits home she told me that my blanket was done.
When she brought it out, I didn’t know what to say. In stunned silence, I
gently received her beautiful creation. Working with a group called Tilley’s
toilers, she had made many, many blankets in her day. Diligently, she sewed
everyTuesday at the FriendshipCentre. I had a few of her blankets at home,
but this one was different. She had been planning this one for thirty-three
years and it was the last one she would ever make.

Our relationship was beautiful, we were not always close, though we’d
gotten to know one another better after she leftmy father. She choose a new
life for herself, one full of goodness and self love. This blanket, a message of
love for her youngest daughter, and one I’m sure she knew I would need.

I think she knew that I worried about losing my parents. She had
been a motherless teenager and she must have known how much a mother’s
embrace is missed. A mother’s smell and her touch are small reminders of
her caring warmth. Now that warmth and loving embrace are carried on in
the blanket she so diligently sewed as her poor body fought for life.

When I am hurting most, when missing her and needing a chat I wrap
myself in that blanket, I cry and I talk to her. I keep it safely wrapped in a
plastic protector. I can still smell her scent. Even though I miss her, I know
she is never more than a thought away. I understand how much she loved
me. How much she loved us all.

It is through that love, the love of a mother that I sit and write these
words tonight, with tears in my eyes, and abundance in my heart. She
wanted us all to know how much we are loved. She wanted us all to share
and to be together in that love.

It was such an honour to receive that blanket. In turn, I write this book
to honour my gwiss for his teachings. I want to let you know that you are
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never alone. You are so loved, every minute of every single day. I weave this
Starblanket for you all. Miigwetch, Ahow.

On Self-awareness

Listen.

January 31, 2012

Dearest Nokomissag [Grandmothers],
I am here, at last to share your teachings with those who wish to learn. Our

story is a small patch of fabric that helps to make up the beautiful quilt of our
family.

I like that idea — a quilt or blanket. Creativity inspired by the work and
talents of my mother and the creative format through which I will share my
stories. A blanket weaved together with words.

First, we choose our fabric, the thread and the patterns. What sort of
blanket? What is my purpose in writing this book? In what order do we place
the patches?
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I want to gift my gwiss, and to warm the hearts of my loved ones through
the cold dark times of their respective journeys. The quilt begins with one patch
at a time, and so, our writing begins, one story at a time.

Wednesday, March 10, 1999

Dearest Nokomiss,
I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately, wondering what you were like,

and wishing I had the chance to know you before you went on your journey. I
needed to write this letter in the hopes that in some way, somehow, you would
hear me. As I write these words, I pray that they will make their way to you.
Oh Nokomiss, you would be so proud of us — you’re grandchildren, and your
great-grandchildren, how fast they grow!

Time just seems too precious to me these days, to just let things flit by me. I
like to savour each moment, each second, like now; it seems almost as if you are
in the very same room, watching over my shoulder as I form each letter, guiding
my heart and hand.

I think my decision to write this letter stems from the fact that I was born
after you had passed on, thus feeding an insatiable curiosity to learn everything
I can about you, in the hopes that I will learn more about myself.

Grandmother, sometimes for no apparent reason I feel so lost, so alone.
Perhaps dearest Grandmother if I learn where I came from, I will find out where
I am going. So, the learning begins. From what I’ve heard, you were much loved
by all who knew you, and you are so missed by those who remain. Perhaps that
is why I need to discover who you were…

Dearest Nokomiss,
I share this because I think what I have to share is important for others to

hear. It is evening and the full moon is tonight. I have heard it called the Full
moon of the dead or the Harvest moon. It is nearly Halloween, and tonight I
feel you near me, as I did that evening once long ago.

My teacher tells me you are my protector, watching over me, guiding me,
and I am grateful. Grandmother, I am SO grateful that you are near; too often
it has seemed that I am alone, yet I know in my heart this is not true.
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Sometimes I wish I could hear your voice, when I think of others, who still
have their Nokomissag with them, I feel sad and a little envious. I feel like I
have many teachings yet to learn, so many difficult teachings. It hurts. Here,
now, Grandma, I hurt.

I think about what it is to be a woman. And I am at a loss, the choices I
have made are good and just for my family, yet here I sit, grieving and in pain.
I have been the woman who had enough strength in her for everyone else, and
yet saved I none for myself. I have been the woman who blamed everyone else
and could not look at herself. What is it to be me?

Sometimes I think about you and wonder how you got through, losing your
mom when you were so young, not yet four years old. I have heard many good
things about you, about the many things you endured. I wonder how you got
through. Grandmother, I wonder what this life is about. How can there be so
much pain and how will I know where to turn, when I need to lean.

I have been walking this path, doing the best I can for my gwiss, teaching him
how to treat women with respect, teaching him to be with his heart. I am grateful
for him. You would be so proud of him Grandma, today, my gwiss noticed I was
hurting, he asked me about my day and when he heard it was not such a great
day, he said: “Mom, I’m sorry to hear that,” He gives me great hugs when I ask
for them, and says he loves me even though I get angry with him sometimes.

I have been questioning myself Grandmother, what do I keep within and
what do I share with others. Who can I trust, and how, no, what is openness? I
know that the path I have chosen is the right one for me, how then do I continue
to work for, and be there for my people, when I don’t even know the first thing
about being there for myself?

What is the woman’s role, the home? Is it providing a future for her family?
What does it mean to be — the heart of the Nation? We were that, at one
time maybe, but now? I have found so much heaviness here. So much about
responsibility, taking care of others, keeping it all together, in the end, I see how
necessary it is to take time for me. I see how necessary it is to give myself the
permission to take time for me, and to create that support system within my
circles, with my gwiss. I have spent my entire life being there for someone else. I
gave so much until I had no more to give.

Month after month, day after day, I go on, keeping it all together. I have
learned to cry. I have learned to express, I have learned to care, and I have
learned to connect, still this life is difficult to keep up with. Everything moves so
fast, and so much time is flying by, how did you do it? How did you get through?
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Nokomiss, if I haven’t said it in awhile, I’m saying it tonight, I am so grateful
that you watch over me, I am so grateful for your guidance and protection, to
all of my Nokomissag for being there, listening, and hearing me. I think that if
I did not have you, I don’t know what I would do. Tonight on this most special
of nights, I send many warm thanks Chi-miigwetch Nokomissag.

Dearest Nokomissag,
I have learned that sometimes life chooses our path for us. I have often

wondered what is wrong with me, why do I not deserve happiness. Do I not
deserve a partner? Where is that person for me? Am I destined to raise my
gwiss alone? Is there no one to guide him and teach him to be a good man?

I have done what I could to find a good person to invite into our lives but it
seems I am not meant to have a partner.

Someone once told me that I don’t know what I want. I have discovered
that all along I have known what I want, I have just been too afraid to manifest
it. I was too afraid to hurt the feelings of others around me, so I hid my light. I
ignored it. I buried it so deep.

I recognize this week that sometimes a partner is not the best thing if he
cannot put others before himself. He must recognize that his job is to look after
the well being of his family, if he is putting himself first then his family suffers. I
used to think that I didn’t want to have to make all of the decisions by myself. I
wanted a relationship where my partner and I would discuss things and decide
our path together. Isn’t that worth fighting for? Isn’t that worth waiting for?

I have chosen a life where my body is the most sacred thing to me, and to
share myself with someone I need to know they understand what that means. I
have not shared myself with many men and I watch women around me exploring
relationships wondering why I am not the same way. Is that normal? Or am I
abnormal? I have watched you and my mother sacrifice so much for your families
and choose difficult lives with difficult partners. I fear I was headed down the
same path, but I chose differently. I hope with everything in me that I made the
right choice, for me, for your grandson. Nokomis, I ask what it means to respect
myself?
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Muska Moozohns [Little Elk],
I write this book at a time where you are beginning your journey into

manhood. You are still a young boy who is too old to play as a baby and
yet, too young to take on the responsibilities of a man.

As you enter the in-between stage, questions will fill your head. Your
body will begin to change, as you become the man you were meant to be.

I have tried to give you a solid beginning. Through your early years,
I have done my best to give you a good life. I have tried to teach you how
to be a good man, how to love and respect women.

As your first teacher, I realized that I first had to learn to love and
respect myself before I could teach you anything of the sort.

With this book— Starblanket, I offer you the humble stories and
tales of a woman on a journey to herself. I write in recognition of the
teachings you have shared with me. We start out in darkness, and with
guidance, faith and love arrive at understanding…





FullNight
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Chapter One

The ‘BeforeTime,’Darkness, and a
Time of Ignorance

“To give a Star Blanket is to show utmost respect, honour, and ad-
miration. To receive a Star Blanket indicates that the giver holds
you in very high esteem for your generosity and accomplishments.
It is also thought that Star Blankets result in good dreams and
prosperity.”

—Viola Stevenson, Northern Star Worker’s Cooperative

One
My father hit me once when I was very little. My mother said I was barely
walking and she didn’t remember why he hit me, but she remembered that
I cried so long and hard that it scared them both. He never hit me again.
Writing these stories has helped me to understand what happened that
day. My father always told me that he had prayed to God and asked for a

3
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daughter. I was born late in the lives of my parents, we were non-practicing
Christians and I grew up having no real understanding of who I am.

Come walk with me my friend together, we will learn what being
“Anishinawbe” really means.

I often think of my home, sitting in the solitary stillness of my apart-
ment. I live in a city so different from the little First Nation I grew up on.
In the city I hear sirens and squealing tires outside my window where I
once heard the rustling of many trees and the comforting song of bullfrogs
and crickets. I think of these memories and I feel so alone. At one time I
felt a need to get away from the stillness of my island home. For a time I
lived in North York, a beautiful but large city, where I earned a diploma in
Electronics. I tried to follow the path that my logic had chosen for me, but
the Creator had chosen another path for me and my then boyfriend and I
moved to Belleville. We married and lived there for twelve years. I was in
Belleville when I began to write.

I don’t know the exact date I began to dance. Sometimes it feels like forever.
I remember going placeswith our dance group anddoing exhibitions. Three
or four hours of dancing in buckskin, telling stories through ourmovements.
It was a good time. A couple in the community made these little excursions
possible. I remember dancing with my siblings, my cousins and all of us
were having such fun!

I don’t remember why we stopped dancing, but I was in grade seven. I
would have been twelve or thirteen. We got our pictures in the newspaper as
members of the Dance Group. That was my last memory of our little dance
group. I think thatwas the beginning of an age, most definitely the end of an
era. I floated around in dance obscurity for a time, until the local Friendship
Centre youth group. The Parry Sound Friendship Centre (PSFC) youth
group to be exact went on a trip to a Powwow. It was then that I discovered
the fancy shawl dancer, the jingle dress dancer, the traditional dancer, and
the drum.

I have since been lured by the rhythmic beat ofMotherEarth’s heart and
have often heard echoes of songs in my dreams. Although I have yearned
to make my own outfit, I never have. I began to make one; I think it was
my third year of high school I asked a woman whom I’d know for sometime
if she would teach me to make my own moccasins. She agreed to teach me



Chapter . The ‘Before Time,’ Darkness, and Ignorance 5

and I went over to her home one summer day. Three Anishinawbekwe sat
in the glowingwarmth of the sun, trading knowledgewe sat all afternoon on
the plush grass lawn outside her home and I learned how to make my own
pair of moccasins. I’ll never forget that day, nor will I forget the knowledge
that was passed down to me I cherish that memory every time I wear those
moccasins and I know now why I had so badly wanted to make my own
instead of buying them. I am to create memories that will last a lifetime.

Sitting here in my little apartment, five hours away from Parry Sound,
I am glad to have had such a life as mine. It was not a bad life there were
good parts. I was fortunate to grow up close to a town that had a Friendship
Centre, a place for cultural teachings. I owe a lot of myself to the Friendship
Centre and the people who flowed endlessly through its open doors. They
helped make me the person I am today, and probably a big reason I miss
my home so much as I do When I graduated from elementary school, the
first summer job I ever got was at the Friendship Centre I was youth co-
coordinator along with another girl from school. That first job was the
beginning of a whole new world for me; it was a world full of workshops,
friendships and the drum. Ten years later, I look back on my years at the
Friendship Centre with bittersweet memories. I think of all of the laughter
and tears. The knowledge and generations of stories, songs and dances
that saturate its walls and floors gives me strength and a sense of self. I
wouldn’t trade those years for anything and I envy those teenagers who now
experience these things for themselves I hope they cherish their years at the
Centre and I hope they learn just as much or more than I. That place will
play a defining role in their lives whether they know it or not.

I still remember my first interview for a job at the Centre. I was so
excited to get an interview and they gave me this little pamphlet with the
aims and objectives on it. I was told to study it because I was going to
be asked some questions about it in my interview. Well that night I went
home and read through the pamphlet. I studied and studied the aims and
objectives until the time came for my interview. I dressed my best and went
into the room where they were waiting for me I was nervous and excited
at the same time but the interview started fine. I saw the surprised and
impressed look on everyone’s faces when they asked me what the aims and
objectives of the Friendship Centre were. I recited the whole passage by
memory. I got the job and was well on my way to a great first summer job.

It is memories like these thatmakeme questionmy life and its direction
at this point. I always felt incomplete, partly because my first language is
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English and partly because I have had glimpses of what my life could be
if I was able to learn about my own culture. What is my own culture? Is
it going to powwows, listening to powwow songs, dancing a little, speaking
whopping thirty words of actual Ojibway and telling everyone that I am not
Spanish or Mohawk I am Ojibway, and I come from Parry Sound. Is there
something more, spiritual, and will I ever be able to learn it, immerse myself
in it until I can speak fluent Ojibway, sew my own moccasins with my eyes
closed while cooking a pot of corn soup and singing a song of my ancestors.

Will I ever truly be Anishinawbe? We’ll have to wait and see.
I often sit and wonder just what my real name is, my Anishinawbe or

Spirit name. Perhaps if I knew my Anishinawbe name I would not be so
confused about my life. I don’t know how to ask for one. Even if I did know
how to ask who would I ask? And what else is required of me. Do I have to
fast? Do I have to go to a sweat? I know I need tobacco, but what else do I
do? Where to start?

I don’t know why this is so important to me, I’ve never lived in an
environment that needed or required me to have an Anishinawbe name, I
think it is justmy desire to understandmy place in theCreator’s plan. What
is my purpose for being am I to carry out my life dutifully playing out the
drama of day-to-day life or am I destined for something else? Is life really
what I make it? I have so many dreams in my heart it seems impossible to
think I will be able to accomplish it all. I have the distinct feeling I am to use
my creative talents. More and more I am drawn to my writing, my art, and
photography. Ever increasing is my need to create with my own two hands.
Necklaces, earrings, chokers, chest plates, and shawls cry out to me from
the void, pleading for me to give them life. I lack the necessary knowledge
to breathe that energy into them. Although, I try to teach myself, it is the
feeling of skills being passed on that I miss. I regret not being able to share
my accomplishments with my teacher or an Elder. I miss feeling connected.

Perhaps this is why I have decided towrite this book. To feel connected,
to feel heard. You will guide me to my path, for I have strayed far from the
Creator’s plan for me. With this book, I feel I will be able to use all of the
talents I was given. My Writing, photography, artwork and perhaps even
my songs will make their way out to the world.

I often dream of singing my own songs, sharing stories and family
tales with everyone so that they may live on long after the people have
passed away. I suppose that is the purpose of most biographical and auto
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biographical works. Mine is no different except for the stories within. I
intend to share many aspects of my life with you. I hope you will one day
even be listening to me tell my story the way it used to be shared, through
Oral tradition. I hope to learn to speak Anishinawbeg while this book
is being written so that eventually I will prevent at least one person from
succumbing to the ways of the zhaagahnash [whiteman] and help to rebuild
our culture to the strong, proud Nation we once were.

Come now my friend, grab my hand, do you hear it? That sound, far in
the distance, the sound of the drum,No! Don’t stop, dancemy friend, dance
and be proud. Yes. You’ve heard this song before, in your dreams. You’ve
sung this song to the stars and to the moon, our Nokomiss [Grandmother]
the beautiful moon. Dance with me. Listen carefully now sing. Sing!

Here we come Nokomiss show us the way Nokomiss show us.

Two
I heard my father tell me many times how I remind him of my grandmother.
He tellsme she lovedmusic and song. Shewas a lovely singer and she always
wanted to learn to play the piano. We would talk about these things as we
sat in the semi darkness of the kitchen, the sound of the crickets chirping
outside and the glow of the forgotten television reflecting on the kitchen
walls andwindows. He’d always tell me that he thought of her as he listened
to me singing away doing the dishes or sweeping the floor. I never realized I
had an audience until my dad remindedme so, I always felt a little like a deer
caught in the headlights as he mentioned those little concert performances.

I always felt special when he compared me to grandma because he was
always speaking so highly of her. He had such a hard childhood, but he
always seemed to be able to find that respect and honour within himself
and speak nothing but love for his parents. This is part of the reason I
feel so close to my grandparents and wish with all of my heart that I had
gotten the chance to get to know them. My grandparents passed away long
before I was born, and I missed growing up with them. There has always
been a pang in my heart when friends tell me about the visits they had with
their grandparents and the wonderful things their Nokomiss had knitted
for them or how funny their grandpa is. I always said that I didn’t have any
grandparents or I shared what my dad said instead. I was always from a
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different generation than my peers and that set me apart from them in a
very real way. I couldn’t share the same experiences with them, but I tried.

I loved to listen to my dad talk about when he was growing up, or to
hear the funny stories he had to share when he was working on the Marina
road or silly things us kids did when we were small. I feel very fortunate to
have been so close to my Dad. He was a great man and I wish I could show
my siblings who he really was.

I was born very late in my parent’s lives and never got to know my
parents. I am the youngest of eleven children. When I was growing up,
I remember a very tumultuous early childhood, two of my nimiseyag [older
sisters] and were still living at home, along with three of my older nisayeyag
[older brothers]. We all lived in a three-bedroom house.

I was going into sixth grade when the administration office provided
new housing for a lot of the band members. My Dad had our house built
across the road from our old one because he didn’t know that we could
have our houses built anywhere we wanted. Needless to say moving was
pretty easy. The new house had all the modern amenities provided, fridge,
stove, shower, washer, dryer and four bedrooms. In the new house lived my
parents, my three nisayeyag and me. My childhood wasn’t ideal I witnessed
alcoholism, physical abuse and emotional abuse. I often feel bad that I never
experienced the type of upbringing that my siblings did. I don’t remember
being hit, or strapped. I mentioned this to one of my siblings, and he said
he was glad that at least one of us didn’t have to go through what they did.

I am not judging anything that my parents had done when they were
raising us kids. I witnessed first hand what happens when alcoholism takes
hold of a family; the effects are still ever present in the lives of my older
siblings. All I can do is try to understand them and to try and convey my
knowledge of my father to them so that they can see some of the father I
knew.

I hope that one daymyolder siblingswill be able to free themselves from
the shroud of their childhood and live happy and with understanding that
it was the alcohol that brought them up. Perhaps throughout the course of
my book, I too will have a greater understanding of the life my siblings went
through.

My father still struggled in the grasps of alcoholism the cold embrace
never strayed far. I kept telling myself that he drank because of loneliness
and it may have been a part of it, but there was a diseased part of him as
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well, that revelled in the haze. I wonder if he weren’t so alienated from my
siblings, would he have been able to overcome the disease. Would he have
lived a more sober senior life? I used to think people on my small home
Nation viewed my Dad as nothing but a drunk. I used to think I could hear
it like an ever-present hum.

I wondered if it was because my father wasn’t brought up in the ways
of the Midewin [Grand Medicine Society] , or because of the alcoholism. I
felt like few people cared to look past the week or so every month when he
had money. It seemed like hardly anyone visited him in the weeks when he
didn’t have money. His phone silent, his door closed. The only outside
contact he had was with me every evening and some odd calls from his
friends and relatives on neighbouring reserves. My father depended on
me to keep going; he looked forward to our phone calls back and forth. I
promised myself to always be there for him, because I knew I didn’t have
much time with him. I always felt so terribly sad when I thought about my
father dying. He always told me not to cry.

I will always be his little girl, even when I’m seventy with great grand
kids of my own. He will always be Daddy. In a lot of ways my Dad was
my best friend. We could talk to each other about anything and everything.
He really was a great man. All of the things he experienced, he carried a lot
of knowledge. He had a sixth grade education but dreamed of becoming a
lawyer. I probably inherited my love of reading from him.

Three
Dad told me a story once about when he went to school in Depot Harbour.
On nice days, the teacher would give a math quiz and who ever got the
answer first could leave. His teacher would write a series of numbers on the
chalkboard and the students were supposed to add them up as fast as they
could. Well for the first few days my Dad was always the first one with the
correct answer, and she’d let him go home until she figured out what he was
doing. Most of the kids waited until she was done, but my Dad added up
all the numbers as she wrote them down, thus he was always the first one
with the answers. After she’d figured this out, she started covering up the
chalkboard until she was finished writing the numbers. I always laughed
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when he told me this story because he was so proud of the fact that he was
able to outsmart his zhaagnaasheekwe teacher, for a little while anyway.

Stories like these are some of the reasons that when I used to have
something exciting to tell someone, my Dad was always one of the first to
know. Now it’s so different.

He taught about mindfulness when out hunting, think of the target,
but also think about where the bullet is heading, what is beyond your prey,
where will the bullet land if you miss or go through. My father had a lot to
share, and I’m not sure how many listened. My father taught me to keep an
open mind, be open to all possibilities, not to just accept what is in front of
me.

I remember very clearly the reason my parent’s chose not to teach
us kids the language. When my father attended the zhaagnash school
in Depot Harbour, in the early Forties, residential schools were still in
operation throughout the country. The school in Depot Harbour was not
a residential school, though they still practiced assimilation. My father
couldn’t speak a word of English when he started school and every time
he spoke Ojibway he received the wrath of the teacher in the form of a strap
coveredwith sharp studs across his open palm. Mydad spoke fluent English
as a result of the abuse. He swore to himself that his children would speak
English and only English.

The assimilation practice was successful not one of us can speak fluent
Ojibway. I believe each one of us yearns to learn. I feel incomplete without
my language. I do not blame my parents it is the monsters in the schools
and the policy makers, the assimilationists that brought these policies to
light. It is regular people who accepted them without question.

Today, Non-natives are taught by fluent Ojibway speakers and some-
times vice-versa. The fight to save our languages is far from over, it has just
begun and I intend to be on the front lines.

Four
I don’t think of myself as an anarchist; I only wish to understand why? Why
is it I cannot speak my native tongue and why is it that I do not know my
culture? Why is it that in order to experience and be part of my own culture
I have to go to powwows and conferences? My ancestry has been reduced
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to a show, and is practiced on the weekend. Customs that are supposed to
be an everyday thing are now once a year thing.

Why are our customs and traditions displayed like a costume? Is it
to hide the disgrace that this country brought to our people? Help me to
understand why I feel so lost, there is so much I want to learn and this book
will help me do so, I know it. I feel it.

I want to experience so much. There are ghosts weaving their untold
stories through the over grown sidewalks of our past, like those in Depot
Harbour. I feel so much history, stories and heartache craving to be heard.
I want to share with you how this book began.

For a long time I had felt the need to do something, my family has
always been at odds with one another and ever since I was little I wanted
to learn more about our family. I wanted to understand everyone around
me. A few weeks before my epiphany a feeling became ever more increasing,
I became restless, pacing my little apartment, watching TV then getting up
to do something else. Late nights where I got only three or four hours sleep.
Then suddenly one day it hit me. I was just lying down beside my husband
to try to get a good nights rest. I lay there in the darkness with my eyes
shut, serene and peaceful everywhere but inside my own head. I remember
thinking about my conversations with my Dad and how unfair life is for my
family then WHAM! It hit me. I am to write. Simple as that everything
fell into place, everything became so clear, it was as if someone had turned
the world into focus.

This is what I wrote that night:
I think I finally know my purpose! My whole reason for being! It came

to me— just like that, Poof! It was there. I’ve found my purpose and it
starts with my father. I need to tell his story, there is so much history there
that we can’t afford to lose it. I want to share my mom’s history as well. It
is my way of honouring them.

It would be a few months before I would write anything for my book,
but here I am living my purpose. I feel as if a part of me is so alive,
and as I continue along this journey I am awakening to this newfound
awareness. Another little tidbit that cemented the idea firmly into my mind
was an article I’d received from my cousin. The article was written by John
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Macfie, a Parry Sound historian and it was a story about my grandfather—
Johnson Tabobandung. Apparently he’d shared a story with Macfie about
the Windigo.¹ I remember my father sharing this same story with me. He
seemed so proud to be from the lineage of one that had slain a Windigo. It
is said to be very difficult to kill a Windigo.

I am compelled to visit the island mentioned in that story, it sparked
my interest and I wanted to know more. It was almost eerie the way
everything fell into place. I’d like to think that my Nokomiss heard me
when I wrote that letter years ago, I had intended to write this book then,
but I don’t believe it was the right time. I feel that my letter contains the
same, searching, like I was lost in darkness only I could see and amnow only
beginning to see the faintest of light.

I feel like I am on my way, with help from my grandparents whom I
know are watching me. I’m on my way to myself. I really don’t know who
I expect to be after this journey, but who ever I am, I will be sure to thank
those I encounter along the way.

Five
I think what I remember most about growing up was the hold that al-
coholism had on my family. There were seemingly endless parties and
drunken roars of anger, laughter and voices. I had witnessed first hand,
the ugliness of a person under the influence. I would like to attribute my
current sobriety to such a childhood. I hated coming out of my room when
everything was quiet and discovering my parents passed out at the table or
on the couch, floor, or in a chair. I would slowly begin the clean up process
empty the beer bottles, scrap the half-filled bowls of food into the garbage,
and wipe up the spilled drinks, muddied floors and sometimes even blood.

I also remember those rowdy parties where laughter turned to anger
and hugs turned to blows. So many times I’ve seen family members turn
on each other pushing, shoving, and hitting each other. So many times I sat
in my room, tears streaming down my cheeks, as I heard shouts and angry
voices crashing about in the next room. I remember being very small and

1. John Macfie, “It Was a Brave Man Who Could Stay off the Windigo’s Menu,”
Parry Sound North Star,May 29, 1991. p. 2
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seeing my father and mother shoving each other, yelling at one another, and
my nisayeyag jumping in to help pull them apart. Alcohol robbed us of our
innocence. I try not to dwell on the anger I felt toward my parents when
they were drinking, I know that they were not themselves and they would
say things they did not mean. I try to remain open minded about people
around me.

I wish I could say I know my siblings inside and out but unfortunately
I don’t. I try to keep in touch every once in a while I call or drop by when
I’m in town, and I really love it when one of them takes the time to come
and visit me. I’d like to think that with as many people as we have in our
family, we’re as close as anyone can be, but we are not.

I know we try to call each other on our birthdays and visit on holi-
days. Things like that make me feel good about us and just like any family
sometimes we wish we could have chosen our siblings. Just lately I’ve been
thinking about all of my siblings and I’ve realized that although I know
them, I don’t really know them, that is, our relationship seems very slight.
Now, this could be a result of the lack of communication between us, I, feel
quite a bit out of the loop because of the distance between us but I also feel
that there is a certain lack of openness. I don’t know my siblings as well
as I would know a best friend. This is the type of relationship I crave with
each of my siblings, whether or not this is a realistic goal given the size of
my family but I think it is important and is a good goal to strive for.

I feel isolated, there is a very real barrier between us all and it’s as though
each of us is locked in our own personal hell and none of us knows exactly
where we stand in the greater scheme of things. I believe, my parents tried
the best they could. Now is the time to move beyond our hell, collectively
and forgive our parents. We must do this so we can all move beyond as
one family unit. If we don’t, we allow ourselves to become victims again. I
am talking about the dark stranger who brought disease, pestilence, and a
weakness our ancestors had never known alcoholism.

I’m not sure where I will be when this book is published, but I hope to
have all of my family aroundme and that we will be together. It is my dream
that together we will begin to find the strength, honour and pride that once
belonged to our ancestors. It will be a long journey and it all starts here, this
is the key to our communication. I have already learned so much from my
siblings. I am doing what I am meant to do. I am a storyteller.

I have quickly adopted the old saying: “If you want something done,
then do it yourself; no one will do it for you.” Here I am, doing something,
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and I hope they will help me, help themselves. If I can understand those
around me, and those who came before me, I can understand myself and
make my future. I was listening to speakers one day as I attended an Elder’s
conference and it was like I was hearing myself. A teacher spoke of losing
history, losing loved ones before he’d had a chance to know them, and he
spoke of losing his language and working hard to re-learn it through the
Elders around him. I felt a great weight was lifted from my heart, and relief
that there was someone who was doing it and making it happen for him I
was hopeful that I could do it too. I felt the hope that by leaning on others,
and going to them for help, I could learn who I really am. I really am lost,
and now I’m reaching out for help.

Six
My husband and I have created new life. I am four weeks along, and it has
become increasingly clear to me that if I don’t do anything my gwiss will
not know who he truly is or where he comes from. I have done so much to
reconnect.

I have joined some local community groups and volunteer often. I
believe I am searching for something.

I woke up in the middle of the night; it’s my theory that pregnancy is
preparing my body for less sleep when baby comes. I began to think about
a number of things, one of which is government and the form it has taken
in today’s society. I remember something I saw on television, I believe I was
home bymyself and I happened upon a television series calledWalkingwith
Cavemen. Basically it was a nature show that depicted the early existence of
man. We were shown the different stages and the millions of years between
them. In the different stages, man evolved each millennium. One of the
later stages was in the era of fire. Man learned to harness fire.² Now, fast-
forward to the first encounter with the Native peoples of this land called
North America.

We chose a different path with technology than the Europeans did and
I believe it was because we chose not to harness fire and instead, we chose

2. BBC Television,Walking with Cavemen. http://www.bbc.co.uk/sn/prehistoric_
life/tv_radio/wwcavemen/cavemen1.shtml

http://www.bbc.co.uk/sn/prehistoric_life/tv_radio/wwcavemen/cavemen1.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/sn/prehistoric_life/tv_radio/wwcavemen/cavemen1.shtml
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to use it as our Creator gave it to us. Europeans chose to harness fire for
their own convenience. Without fire as a tool, we would not have been
able to melt or breakdown a solid, turn liquids into gases or burn down
our forests. Evidence of the power of fire has been witnessed through the
millions of years since man learned to harness this very powerful gift. What
the Europeans failed to realize when they came to the New World was that
they had a chance to make a different choice. They were looking for a new
start in life, and yet they chose to harness this weapon and ended up nearly
wiping out entire Nations of people. I am even more eager to learn.

After this realization, I am proud to know that we as original peoples
of this land still retain the knowledge that will allow us to live in harmony
with the Earth for she is all we have.

Our people chose not to harness the power of fire for ourselves, but
instead to live in harmony and respect the awesome power of the element
and honour our responsibilities to that being. We are living proof that
humanity still has a chance.

We must learn how to live in harmony with Mother Earth, or we stand
the chance of extinction.

We must start by deciding for ourselves which is more important, our
own comfort or protecting the Earth for the Creator entrusted her to us.
We are the firekeepers. We are her guardians, and without her, we are
nothing.

What I would really like to know about those prehistoric men is to find
out which ones are we descendants from. I believe that we are unique, even
to them. Imagine that, to come across people thousands of years supposedly
behind in technology and mistaking them for savages when our people had
such high regard for our environment that we would not sacrifice any part
of the Earth for our own convenience.

I am not willing to give up. I intend to instill in my gwiss the knowledge
of the great gift that he is to his father, my family and I. He will learn what
it is to be Anishinawbe, and so will I.

We may not be able to go back but we can start over. It all comes down
to the choice: Do we harness the power and go on as we are? Or do we
relinquish the power in recognition that we have lost our balance and need
to regain the teachings about respecting that gift of fire.
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Seven
I am a mother now.

For two and a half years I have been busy trying to prevent history
from repeating itself and I have lost myself in the process. I wondered
why the Creator had led me to a man who was unsure about his role in
his gwiss [son]’s early life. I thought back to the teachings I have learned
about women’s role in our culture. I remembered that children under the
age of five were often cared for by their mothers, aunties and Nokomissag. I
was trying to live the Western way of parenting and found myself unhappy.
I found myself angry and jealous of the freedom that I saw in my husband’s
life. I thought about the things that require hard work and long hours but
I am satisfied with the effort I put in and the results I achieve. In the end,
that’s what matters. Western society has affected our family units in such a
way that it is difficult to escape the nuclear family. I found that I needed to
listen. My gwiss has a good Dad. They will have their time. Now it is time
for me to lay the foundations for my gwiss to become a good man. I will
teach him when he is most receptive, what he needs to know and learn in
order to be a great man. I will show him that it’s ok to have feelings and to
express them. I will show him that it’s ok to cry. These early years are when
his aunties, grandmas and I will show him how to respect and honour the
women in his life.

The writer in me got me out of bed.
I’ve been thinking about something this morning, mostly just bits and

pieces. I had done an exercise called a Life map, whereby you map out the
major events in your life. All of my points seemed to come after high school;
I started to think about why none of the points included anything from
when I was little.

I’ve been sick, a lot this year and it always to do with the lungs. In the
spring, I had pneumonia and a lung infection in the summer. According
to a chart I received from my Traditional Practitioner, the part of my body
affected most is due to FEAR, it sits in the lungs. Not expressing your fears,
leads to complication. Events from this year have led to much fear.

I was always afraid I wouldn’t be able to support my family.
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I was afraid to lose my marriage.

I have a fear of failure.

I fear being alone.

Have I been afraid all of my life? I guess in a way I have been.

I am afraid of my parents dying (of death).

I was afraid of doing the wrong thing, saying the wrong thing.

I was afraid of drawing attention to myself by saying what’s on my mind.

I’ve been hearing my inner child a lot lately saying: “Big people scare me;
they’re so loud and tall, and angry. I don’t want to do that because someone
will yell at me. I can’t do that because I’ll get in trouble”. She’s still afraid.

Eight
When I encounter new learning, I practice introspection to discover exactly
what my trigger point is. In this case I notice I am using a particular phrase
repeatedly. “I’m sorry” are two fateful words to show my insecurities and
self worth. I tend to say this too much. I know this because people have
told me that I am too ready and willing to say sorry.

I am conscientious, yes. What I want to know is what is it that makes
me feel unworthy or sorry. I ask myself about the word—Sorry. What
is that? I research the meaning of the trigger points. What does “Sorry”
mean? How do I feel when I use those words, How am I using them?

According to the Oxford Complete Wordfinder, “Sorry” is an adjective
which means one of four things: pained, regretful, or penitent; feeling pity
or sympathy for (a person); as an expression of apology or wretched, in a
poor state (a sorry sight)

Now looking at some synonyms for “Sorry”: regretful, penitent, re-
morseful, contrite, conscientious, stricken, guilt-ridden, repentant, apolo-
getic, and penitential. Keep in mind what we have just learned about the
word “sorry”. I will attempt to illustrate the meaning of my use of this
phrase and we will inspect the outcomes. Example: I stepped through a
door before someone else had a chance to. That person was looking at me.
I looked at them and said a little sheepishly: “I’m sorry.”
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Using the first definition, what I really said to this person was: “I am
sorry that you have to wait for me to walk through the door.” I felt a range of
emotions from ‘Fear of reprisal’ I worried if this personwould thinkme rude
that I could notwait for them to go through the door first. I felt unworthy of
first entrance through the door. Upon reflection, I see I was over empathetic
for that person. Next time, I think I’ll just smile at the person. Not with an
apologetic smile though, because I have every right to pass through a door,
whether it is first, second or one hundredth to do so.

I will continue to use this affirmation when I encounter a similar trigger.
“You are special to me. You are worth my attention. You don’t ever let
anyone tell you that you don’t deserve something. Don’t ever let anyone
bully you. I will protect you. You are safe with me and I love you so much.”

Nine
Truth is a very hard teaching to face. The time for truth is at hand and I
tremble on the brink. Everything I have experienced until now has led me
to this place. Recently I told someone frommy past that I am sorry for what
I’d done to him. This person gave me his heart, trusted me to take care of
his feelings, and was brave and honest enough to share his truth with me.
In my fear, I chose not to see him.

Now I believe it is that same fear that led me into a relationship with a
partner who I love with my entire being, someone who cannot see or hear
me. I now realize that “sorry” does not even come close to repairing the
damage that was done.

Love that is freely given is not to be taken lightly. It is not something
that can be taken for granted; whether it is the love of a life partner, the
love for our children, and their love for us. We must learn to love ourselves
freely and openly. I did not love myself. I did not love myself enough to
believe I deserved this warrior’s love. I also believe my life partner did not
love himself enough to believe he was deserving of mine. Now, I stand on
the edge of truth. Wondering what lay ahead. Where is the path of truth to
leadme? Lovingmyself despite all of the things I have seen and experienced,
has become a challenge. But being able to see what others see, has made it
a bit easier. Living life in a good way has taught me about love, and the
completeness, purity, and truth of it.
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I see now that sometimes truth comes to us and our ability to see it
depends on our strength and wisdom. But we need to seek that truth in all
of its forms. We need to have the courage to love ourselves and in doing so
banish our fears.

Fear.
I have lived in fear so long that I don’t remember how to be happy. I

have moments of serenity. Fleeting moments of such freedom and good-
ness usually come after I’ve let my spirit free. The rest of the time I am
entrenched in a bog full of fear, worry, angst and control. I’m tired. I want
to be free. My spirit yearns for freedom and I don’t understand how to set
it free. Rather I do and I’m afraid. Am I afraid of joy? Love? or am I afraid
to forget? To forget who I am, in the pure unbound freedom. The freedom
comes with just being, and doing whatever my spirit wants to experience?

Mishomissag [Grandfathers], guide my spirit in my journey to freedom. Free-
dom from the dampening control that I have lived with for so long. Let my spirit
experience what it wants and help me to keep safe while doing so. Help me to
remember the teachings of my ancestors and those who guide from the unseen.
Remind me of what is most important that I do not forget my purpose.

Mishomissag, help me to face my fears and speak to them when they reveal
themselves to me.

Help me to breathe,
Help me to talk.
Help me to find my voice and sing.

Ten
She was eighteen going on nineteen when she met him, the love of her life,
The One.

How many stories begin like this? How many relationships? I’m
sitting here in the aftermath of my dangerous, and down right idiotic belief
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systems wondering what life would have been like if the first sentence began
something like: “She was eighteen going on nineteen when it happened.
She discovered that the love of her life—was her writing.”

Sixteen years and a codependency later, I have contemplated the strange
notion of just one perfect mate. There is some ideal floating around out there
in society, inflated by cushy little stories on the big screen. Hollywood style
blockbusters touting things like: True Love, Prince Charming, princesses
in need of rescuing, marriage as the be all and end all of life.

Yes! I fell for the romantic story of true love. Sadly, I agreed with all of
the stories that said that if I just did things the right way (whatever that is)
you know, find a nice man, settle down, get married, and live happily ever
after. At least that’s the way it went down in the fairy tales. That’s what life
is supposed to be like, isn’t it? The problem is that life is most definitely not
a fairy tale. Anyone else who says different is selling something, likely the
next romantic blockbuster. Life is just life. A series of unfortunate events,
designed to teach us more about ourselves, if we’re willing to look at it.

One of the things I do agree with and this is more rhetoric, is that the
parental units are the templates for all other relationships in life. The father
is an important figure for women and the mother for men it is from these
people that we learn about relationship. More importantly, our early lives
are where we learn about respect, trust, love, and boundaries or, disrespect,
mistrust, fear, and enmeshment.

Fear is a powerful motivator, and a strong silencer. Sometimes I look
back at the person I was—a woman that was fearful, insecure, controlling,
angry, and manipulative, among many other not so attractive qualities. It’s
taken a long time to grow, and I still have lots of work to do, but I’ve learned
a lot about myself along the way.

I look at the relationships in my life, and see how a fearful insecure
person acts in the face of true intimacy— she gets out of dodge! Run girl
don’t walk! Run away!

It wasn’t until I had absolutely nowhere to run that I had to stop and
face myself. I had a look at how I had contributed to the breakdown of
my marriage that incidentally was my first major relationship. After eleven
years, it had gotten to the point where I was fighting for my very spirit. I
realized that had become a shadow of my former self, and if I continued
down that path I might have become so lost and unknown to myself that I
may never have come back. Co-dependency.
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Denial of the self, As a result of fears and insecurities, I’d invited many
people into my relationship. It had gotten so crowded in my marriage that,
in the end I couldn’t even see the person I was, much less see my partner.
I told so many people my version of the truth. I shared our issues, and
troubles out there, openly inviting everyone into my problems. Everyone
knew my feelings on the matter, except the person that really needed to
know.

It wasn’t until much later that I understood the importance ofmaintain-
ing the integrity of the relationship. In my humble opinion, there are four
cornerstones for communicating in relationship: Confidence, Faith, Trust,
and Respect. Not only talking with the people that matter, but actively
listening as well. Now I understand what people mean when they say its
best to be friends first. I consider myself a good friend. I’ve learned to
choose my friends. I don’t let them choose me.

Important life lessons: Communicating honestly, and with integrity;
Courage to see things through to fruition; Making a commitment and
working through things, together. Spiritual connectedness; Working on
ourselves, helping one another to grow as a person, that’s how I see relation-
ship now. Companionship, friendship and interdependence are all valuable
things taught to me by John Rice, my teacher back home in Wasauksing.
Agreeing to be there for yourself and agreeing to be there for your friend.³

One of the first songs that came to me speaks about that teaching:
Respecting one another, self-respect, and bravery to face your self; Kindness
and Honesty with yourself and your partner. That is where true intimacy
begins.

Eleven
Relationship is a challenge— for a recovering co-dependent. Even after all
of the healing I have been doing, relationship is darn near fearsome. Or
is it? Lately, I have reflected on the people and relationships in my life,
full of expectations and fabrications. I didn’t come into the awareness of
fabrication all by myself no, I had help of a very dear friend whom I will call
the Musician.

3. John Rice, Personal communication.
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What do I mean by fabrication? Well, for me— it’s this sort of fantasy
I cook up in my head. A little story I tell myself about the direction that
the relationship is going to go, based on my expectations of what I think
has to happen. Something I’ve learned recently is that little bit of fantasy
could also be called ‘hyper vigilance’. For a child of trauma, the child will do
whatever is necessary to survive his or her reality.

One of those little tricks of survival is to ensure security— at all costs.
She must know the outcome in any given situation concretely. In doing so
she is able to assure her complete security in knowing what will happen at
all times. Without anyone to assure her, explain what will happen next,
whether it is parent or guardian; in the absence of such messages, the child
begins to do this himself. Essentially what he’s done is fabricate a false sense
of security. An alternate reality— if you will. I once envisioned myself
writing my life on a gigantic chalkboard and every minute of my life was
planned out.

Relationships are perfect situations for the creation of fabrications. I
have lived with the habit of re-creating all kinds of realities. I see this
happening all the time. I’ve done it a million times, with friends, family
and in relationship. Using instant messaging, texting and email as the main
vehicle in which to move relationships forward in my experience is one
method that allows fabrications to manifest in abundance.

The object of your affection isn’t there to clarify the meaning of her
words. You can take any phrase to mean what ever you want it to mean.
You can also hide behind the impersonal walls of technology. It’s a great
way to hide the parts you don’t want to reveal.

I’ve experienced that drama a couple of times—and it wasn’t pretty.
I had a close friend. We’d known one another for a long time, at least
five years. He’d moved away to Toronto and we kept in touch via Instant
messenger. He was a great friend and a good listener. He was funny and
always knew what to say to cheer me up. Well, introduce a bit of trouble
into the relationship I was in, and I began to rely on him more and more.

Finally, I found myself falling in love with the person I thought he was.
When I realized what was happening I back-pedalled and pulled away from
the friendship. I wanted to concentrate on the relationship I was in. I had
made a commitment and needed to honour that commitment. I tried to
make it work but I was just one person.

I resumed the friendship after my long-term relationship ended. Even-
tually I found that this person I’d know for years was just a fabrication built
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on the lies I toldmyself about him. I believed everything I toldmyself about
how he felt about me, but the person I had gotten to know all those years
wasn’t the person I thought he was. And he didn’t feel the same about me.
I asked him for more than friendship and he rejected my request. It was
painful, but I was proud of myself for asking. Unfortunately the friendship
didn’t survive the revelation andwe drifted apart. I reflect on that friendship
quite often. He had been such a good friend, and he someone that was there
when I really needed him but how much of that relationship was something
that Imade up? Howmuch of it was fabrication? Howmuch of it wasme—
telling myself what I wanted to hear, and ignoring what I didn’t want to see?
How well did I really know him, apparently, I didn’t know him at all.

That experience taught me a lot. I don’t use instant messenger anymore.
Email is more a tool for quick updates. Texting is texting. I’m very careful
about the personal information I give out, to whom and how I share myself.
I guard a lot about me until I’m sure I want that person in my life. And, I
watch out for fabrications. That moment when I begin to tell myself stories.

I have realized the value of getting to know someone in person. Cul-
tivating a friendship is important. It means that someone is really there,
telling me in his own words what my friendship means to him and showing
me how he values my time. That’s what I do now, when I want to let people
know I care. I’ll spend some time with them. Get to know them. It’s so
important. Time invested in growing a relationship or friendship. Now,
that is no fabrication.

Twelve
One of the very first teachings I received when I started my healing journey
was from a lovely and very kind woman who will remain nameless, though
I’m suremany families and individuals have receivedmuch needed guidance
and support from her. Miigwetch.

Wow, what an intro, I wonder what teaching she imparted? Blame was
the chosen topic of the day. Early on inmyhealing process, things seemed to
revolve around the self. What’s happened to me? What I was put through.
What he did to me. What she did to me. How selfish he was. How uncaring
he was. How unsupportive she was.
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As I went through my litany of complaints, my version of the events
and my side of the relationship story, my counselor listened attentively,
thoughtfully, and responded: “What happens when you point?” she asked.
I looked at her, uncomprehending. She then motioned with her hand, and
pointed at me. I observed her and was silent. “Well,” she said, “one finger
points at the person in question, but three fingers are pointing back to you”.

This moment was very significant to me, I then learned about taking
responsibility for my own actions, my own part in things.

I am reminded of something I read in Dr. Phil’s book entitled “Self
Matters” when he talks about a locus of control.⁴ (NO, it’s not the weird
insect things, those are called ‘locusts’). One of the ways I have come to see
this dynamic is such that an internal locus of control means that you— the
self, retains control over your own decision and actions.

At the time of this discussion with my counselor, you might say I had
more of an external locus of control, meaning that I let other things outside
of myself pull me around. I depended on those things to tell me how to
be. Blame, supports an external locus of control because it puts the onus on
others around the self. If it’s the other person’s fault, I don’t need to look at
myself, end of story. What I am thankful for is someone to show me that
I really needed to sit up and pay attention to what my part in the situation
was.

Oh, personal responsibility? What the heck is that? It was the first time
I’d ever realized that I could do something about the way things were going
in my life. I wasn’t just that person in the boat rowing around in circles.

Often, I would be on the other side, rowing in the opposite direction,
wondering why we were still going around in circles thinking “if he would
just turn around and just row the other way”—ya.

I forget how the rest of the conversation went that day but that simple
motion. A pointing of the finger, it was a simple message, yet truly pro-
found.

Since that day, I refrain from blaming people and look at my own
choices and actions in the situations I find myself. While I may falter every
once in awhile, or slip up here or there, I can now see two sides.

It is difficult to look at our contributions to certain situations especially
if we had been particularly difficult. It is not for the faint of heart, and it

4. Dr. Phil McGraw, Self Matters. p. 79.
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requires a certain amount of courage, though the rewards are vast and so
worthwhile.

This was a humbling experience and looking back, I would say that I
had great pride but no confidence. I would never ask for help, I couldn’t ask
for help. I needed stoicism. I didn’t need anyone else’s help, until I did.

There are other situations where I have come to understand that some-
times things happen for a reason. There are teachings that talk about
people passing through our lives to in order to teach us. According to these
teachings we choose those people in the before time. They agree to help
us, and eventually we meet up with them. Sometimes, they are there for a
specific purpose and when that lesson is shared the experience ends and a
teaching is left in its place. Is there blame in such a situation? If it didn’t
happen, would there have been things to learn? If it were someone else
entirely would it have taught you the same lesson? Everything happens for
a reason.

Ownership comes with humility. Do I know everything? Certainly not,
lately, it seems that I know absolutely nothing at all. Even writing some of
the things I have, particularly in this piece I am humbled. I’m not perfect.
I slip up. I do my best to stay aware of my actions and listen to myself and
when I need to make amends I take ownership. I try best I can, its all I can
ask of myself.

Sometimes I find myself confronted with particularly difficult situa-
tions requiring even more courage and perhaps that’s the quest. In my
experience, it seems that as you move through the healing journey, you
deepen the connection to self, and the challenges get harder. Thankfully,
after awhile, you can begin to choose how you see things. Is it a blessing or
a hardship? What would life be, if not to challenge us? Bless us? Help us
to grow and reveal the truer self through blessed hardship.

Thirteen
I sit encased in four walls. Tonight, the heat is almost unbearable. I’ve
tried to write a bunch of posts, deleted every single one of them. Tonight,
I have no wisdoms, no positive messages. No, uplifting words. Tonight, I
am disillusioned, disenchanted, and just human.
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My emotions run rampant. I give in and acknowledge it. I almost
believe I am unloved—Almost. It’s the darkest I’ve been in a long while.
This place is all too familiar a dark place with very little light. Sometimes
we have to delve into the darkness in order to know the light. Explore the
further recesses in order to fully embrace the openness and beauty of light.

The walls I’m building are so high I can almost reach out and touch
them. It’s a struggle to keep breaking them down to resist building them
and yet, I long to make them as high as I can. I tell myself to let no one in,
ever again, not ever. Still some part of me knows I am not that person either.
Exactly what kind of person am I? I guess I am the kind of person that will
endure this moment of dark, and finish this piece. I will smudge. Maybe
cry awhile. Smudge again. Drink some water. Curl up in the blanket my
mom made for me. Pray and fall asleep. When I wake in the morning, the
moment of darkness will have passed. I will remember what it feels like to
be grateful for my life.

I’m the kind of person that thinks about building walls, while doing
so ends up keeping everyone at a distance. I’m the kind of person that
doesn’t need walls because she’s so distant. In my humanity I wonder how
to overcome this moment. IS there anything to overcome? Or do I just
allow it to be. Let it rise, and dissipate, trusting that change is inevitable.

Fourteen
Today, I write about Relationships. More succinctly, I write about what
relationship is not. There is an interesting belief permeating contemporary
life, being single is not the ideal. I firmly believe there is absolutely nothing
wrong with being single. There is nothing wrong with me. I am a powerful,
independent woman with my own mind, opinion, and desires.

One of the things I’ve encountered on my journey in relationship when I
was in relationship is how much of the time I spent living someone else’s life.
I’ve said it before in many different ways before I started healing in earnest;
I lived life for everyone else and was to small, meek, and unassuming to be
myself. Until it came time to decide, what was the decision? Do I continue
to live an existence where I am in danger of losing myself completely, or do
I fight to become the person I know I am on the inside. Do I fight in order
to attain my full potential? What would you do?
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I decided to fight.
One of the toughest decisions I had to make in this fight for freedom

was the decision to stay or go. Stay in the relationship or leave. Upon
reflection, some might say this choice was made for me and I just didn’t
want to see it right away. Whatever the case, little by little the clues started
to trickle down into awareness.

We carry so many things from our past we are not even aware of the
many dangerous and self-defeating things we do to ourselves. One of the
things I have observed is ending up paying for the sins of the Ex which
happens when one partner has suffered a great trauma in relationship, and
instead of looking at this pain, living it and healing it, said individual will
ignore it, bury it, or deny it. That’s a very human response to trauma.
After this great trauma, the person carries on in life with an essentially
open wound. Enter a new partner and life is great except, there are certain
triggers that play out unknowingly as a result of the open wound. I have
observed these triggers as Insecurities expressed in the questions: “Who
are you with?” or “What are you doing?” Fears expressed in comments like
“Quit school so you can be with me” or “Quit community events so I know
whom you are with”. And doubts expressed in dramatic statements like,
“I’m not going anywhere with my life”, or “My life is S**t”.

As the new partner, you do your best to reassure, and instill confidence
in your love to the best of your ability. The truth of thematter is that you can
do your best to be supportive, but not to your own detriment. Eventually,
the person will just have to learn how to do this on his or her own.

I came into this awareness after years of demonstrating complete faith-
fulness and still my partner was asking similar questions on a regular basis.
It was beginning to be exasperating since I was going away for school,
working hard at assignments and hanging with my school chums. One day
I came home from a school session and was confronted by these questions
yet again. Out of frustration I finally askedmy partner “Who are you talking
to?” I have always been faithful to you, honest with you and I am dedicated
to our relationship. I don’t deserve to be treated this way. It was then I
learned that indeed, there was unhealed trauma and it was being enacted in
our relationship.

When I found out I was co-dependent, I knew I had to take time to
learn who I am, separate from anyone else. Separate from a love interest. It
is only through being alone, that I could begin to decipher my own tastes,
preferences, reactions, and thoughts about life.
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Fast-forward and here I am closer to knowing who I am, than I have
ever been. I have endured great loss, heartbreak and learning that I am the
catalyst. I have also learned how I have carried all of the things that came
from the people I loved. Whether love was returned or not, I carried it.
When I saw that I had heaped all of that stuff onto my back and was trying
to move forward, though with each relationship, I’d brought the new ex-
partnerwithme. In each new relationshipweremypartner, myself aswell as
a bunch of ghosts. All of the beliefs I had from those previous relationships
stayed with me. Until, I finally learned to let them go. I kept the things that
helped me to learn about myself in relationship and I let all of the rest of it
go.

I want to be myself in relationship. After going through this process,
I realized that I no longer want relationship. I no longer want relation-
ship, because I have a relationship. I am in relationship with myself, with
Creation, and with all of my helpers. In this moment, I have. Little by
little, I learn how to let go and continue to fall in love with myself, to
share unconditional love with others and I continue to move forward on
my journey. There are always new things to learn, and heal. The work
continues and I accept the challenges that come my way willingly, and with
the greatest love, gentleness, and caring. I’ve donemy best to be honest with
myself and others.

I leave you with this: What is one thing you can do everyday to show
yourself love? Me? I make my bed every single day so that I come home to a
neat, welcoming environment after work. Such a simple thing, yet it makes
a world of difference.

Fifteen
I never wanted to be a mother. I never wanted a child. Now, before you
scrunch your face up, go “What!” and start judging, hear me out.

Our teachings say, that we don’t speak ill of those that have passed.
When we speak of them, we speak only about the good in them, because
that is who they are now. Healing requires truth telling. Honesty. I lovingly
speak of my parents; I have many fond memories of them. In my heart, I
truly believe they did the best they could with what they had. We all have to
make choices; someof us choose a hard road. Taking personal responsibility
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into account, our teachings also say that we choose our parents. I chose
mine for a reason. After all that’s said and done I believe I made the best
possible choice for me.

Yes, I could have chosen a set of loving, successful non-native parents
and lived a very different life. I could have chosen to be adopted, never
knowing my parents. I could have chosen to be an orphan, with parents
who were both killed when I was a baby, raised on the streets. I could have
made many different choices about the kind of parents I wanted, who did I
choose? What sort of parents did I choose? What sort of life, did I choose?
Let’s have a look at that. I chose full blood Anishinawbe parents who were
fluent speakers of the Ojibway language. People who had hard lives, who
lived troubled early lives, with abusive or neglectful families. Hardworking
people who chose to drown their sorrows in alcohol. I chose people who
drank frequently, with a houseful of children and guns in the home.

I chose a life, whereinwider society, people killed each other in the name
of freedom. I chose a life where certain segments of society prefer not to
look into the closets, politely ignoring anyone who pointed out a closet door
asking “What’s in there?”, I chose a life, where Anishinawbe people were
nearly eradicated in the name of new beginnings. I chose an early life where
I grew up feeling like a recovering alcoholic. Neither wanting, nor indulging
in the lifestyle of such. So, no, I neverwanted to be amother. I neverwanted
a child. How could I? Why would I want to bring life into a world like this?

I also chose a small frail body. I weighed five pounds when I was born.
When I was young, my Uncle called me Angohns [Little Ant]. I kind of like
that. Ants live in colonies. Value hard work, community and can lift ten
times their body weight.

I chose a family where I would be an Auntie at one and a half years
old, started babysitting at age ten. I barely had a childhood. I enjoyed
babysitting, I would often clean the house, do the dishes of the family
members who went out for the evening. I was around babies all the time.
They were amazing, fun and lots of work, but I didn’t mind. After all, at
the end of the evening, I could give the kids back to their parents.

I think part of me wanted children but with my history and upbringing
I didn’t want to put a child through any of that. See, it was just a big cycle,
a never-ending circle. I chose the life of someone who had always been very
spiritual, since she was very small. I was a person who couldn’t bear to bring
a child into such horrid conditions.
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So what changed? Believe it or not, the words of a complete stranger
changed everything. A complete stranger who spoke to me only a handful
of times, looked at some papers I’d written, and gave me some keen obser-
vations about my work ethic, and skills over the phone one evening. What
did he say, this sage? How could someone change one’s entire life belief,
through such a small gesture? Encouragement, that’s how.

A complete stranger who was perceptive enough to see the quality of
work ethic, dedication and skills I held, who could make a non-biased,
frank observation. What did he see? Intelligence, beyond my years, or-
ganizational and analytical skills he said he’d never seen in someone so
young. He told me with those qualities alone, he could tell that I would
be a good mother, that I should go back to school, and that I should reach
for the top, because whatever I aimed for, I would achieve. All I needed was
simple encouragement. What happened after that conversation? I started
to believe. I started to believe in me.

What did I do? I chose to become a mother and with help I was blessed
with a gwiss, and I chose to go back to school. My gwiss, one of my greatest
teachers, is a very handsome, intelligent, and a very polite young man. He
is very caring, and empathetic; since he was very small, opted to be a friend
and protector of those younger than himself.

My education was long and arduous, but well worth every second and
I am ever grateful to all of those who assisted along the way. I’m not quite
finished with the educational journey yet. Such a series of coincidences,
serendipitous events, occurred to bring us to where we are today.

Sometimes, I look back on that fateful period in my life, and I feel as if
the Great Kind Mystery had sent a messenger. I like to look back and trust
that it is so. I am grateful for the choices I have made. I am grateful for my
gwiss, and grateful for the message. I share that story now.

I once worked in a retail store with few Human resource regulations. It
was a difficult place to work because the employees took advantage of the
employer and did not believe in teamwork. I was feeling the stress of
working with a difficult person, someone who was very disrespectful of the
employer. My emotions were rampant and the tension at the office grew to
unbearable heights, soon, she and I were outside the store in front of the co-
op students and customers alike. According to her I was basically ignoring
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customers and it was my entire fault. I was the cause of all of the things
that went wrong at the store. After the shouting match, I could not leave
work that day as I so badly wanted to and went on through the day feeling
horrible. That night I called one of my nimiseyag [older sisters] and through
many tears and much hurt she lifted my spirits. I believed that I would have
to find an Elder to help heal me spiritually, but I only had to look as far as
my eldest sister. Her wisdom and healing words helped me to see that I
was the stronger person and that my co-worker was the one that lacked the
inner strength she needed so she took my strength from me by not taking
responsibility for her own actions. My sister urged me to smudge and ask
the Creator for strength. I did so that same night. I smudged and asked
to be shown my path. I smudged and asked for the inner strength to be a
strong Anishinawbekwe. The next day I took sweet grass, a dream catcher,
and a craft in the shape of a drum to surround myself in my workspace - I
felt stronger. That argument was the first step into my own.

As a fledgling business alone and growing fast, we had didn’t employ
a lot of the business policies and rules that many businesses adopt. There
wasmuch strife and notmany solutions. We needed outside help and somy
employer called in the aid of a large company that deals with evaluation and
assisting businesses regain control. I felt a great weight lifted as I had always
urged my employer to have something in place to protect himself and his
employees. I’d seen more than one employee take advantage and insult him.

I’d learned that themanwhowould be conducting the evaluationwould
be along later that week and was asked to help him anyway I could. I had
completed many memos, surveys, and letters to my employer regarding the
suggestions I had for the good of the company so I pulled them from my
filing cabinet in anticipation.

Each employee was to have a one-to-one interview with the gentleman
and receive personal phone calls as well. All of us filled out employee
satisfaction surveys and that same night we received our call. My phone
call went well, for privacy, I will call the man Mr. B. Mr. B said that
from reading the documents I’d given him, he’d received a lot of help in his
assessment. I’d never met him before, though he told me that I seemed very
organized and he asked if I had children. Surprised at the question, I was
a bit amused at his next comment, that I would be a good mother simply
because of my work ethic and personality. He thanked me for my assistance
and said he would also be doing interviews later the next day.
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In my interview, Mr. B told me more about himself and he asked me
many questions about myself. He asked if I read a lot, and I said that I did.
Mr. B replied that he thought so, my intelligence showed and that sort of
intelligence only comes from reading books. He shared with me that out
of all of my co-workers I was the only one aware how to run a business
properly. As my interview went on, Mr. B asked if I’d considered going into
LaworHumanResources. I told him that I’d thought briefly aboutLawand
was considering Human Resources simply because I’d adopted many HR
processes in my current position. Mr. B told me that he’d never met anyone
so young with such knowledge, strength of work ethic and intelligence. He
encouraged me to get a University degree, “Go straight for the top.” he said,
“Because what ever you strive for, you will achieve, any company with any
brains would be proud to meet you at the end of that graduation podium.”
He said. I had never been spoken to with such frankness about my abilities
and I was shocked and elated. To this day, I hold him in the highest regard.
I will always thank him for helping me find confidence in myself and for
starting me on my path.

Afterward I learned that my employer decided not to implement any of
Mr. B’s suggestions. I learned that Mr. B wasn’t the original evaluator sent
to us. The individual who was to complete the assessment had a minor car
accident and had been detained. Mr. B was sent in his stead. It seems as if
I was meant to meet Mr. B. It is as if I’d spoken with the Creator that day.

During this same time, I was passing by a co-worker’s desk and saw
that she’d been crying. I stopped by and gave her a hug. We’d never been
very close, but being such as small office I felt that we should be closer. We
began to talk and in the next few weeks we became friends. She mentioned
a course at nearby school that deals with Native issues and public policy. I
applied for funding to attend. I was working two jobs, watched my family
and tried to decide how stop history from repeating itself.

My FirstNationwas able to fundmy schooling, and I asked theCreator
for strength and courage to see it through, I have big dreams and even bigger
hopes. To see my people strong and proud the way we once were, but it all
comes back to the same, family. Strong families, create strong people, strong
people are strong Nations. We can’t keep fighting one another if we fight
we lose. I am thankful for this experience, and for the intervention and
encouragement I received.
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Sixteen
Tonight, I’m reminded of the year we decided it was time to try for a baby.
I never wanted children, I loved them, grew up around babies, and took
care of my many nieces and nephews, and so, care giving and looking after
children was not a scary prospect.

What I feared most, was messing him or her up, with my own screwed
up perspectives. I knew that alcoholism was not a family trait that I wanted
to pass onto my child; I also knew that I had many unhealthy habits and
ways of being. So, the thought of bringing a child into the midst of all of
that, terrified me, the thought of bringing a child into the midst of a world
like ours, wasn’t helping things either.

Never underestimate the power of suggestion. The continuous ques-
tion, “When are you having kids?” became a litany. Eventually we decided
wewere ready. It was a planned pregnancy. I stopped smoking and drinking
the occasional social drink. I ate better and attempted to workout and
exercise more. As I felt the life growing inside of me, I became more and
more conscious about my choices and responsibility as a mother.

TheElders say that our children are our teachers, reflecting back on this
most sacred of times, my most precious memories, are the months I carried
my gwiss. The moment I heard his heart beat for the first time. I knew I
was carrying a boy. Feeling the first tiny movements inside is a moment I
will never forget. He began teachingme, even before hewas conceived. And
I am so grateful for this.

I’m not sure exactly when I realized it, but at some point during the
latter part of my pregnancy, I thought about my life from that moment on
and saw the huge responsibility I was undertaking. My gwiss, my beautiful
little boy, is one day going to be a man. As his mother, I am responsible for
teaching him about the world.

After all of these years with him, the thought that “I am responsible for
teaching him how to love and respect the women in his life” moves me to
my very core. I wanted to give him a life where he would grow up with both
of his parents in his life, fate, as it turns out had other plans in mind. Every
step of the way I have had his best interests in mind, and looking back on
my decisions, I know that I could not have taught him respect and pride
by staying in my fear state. I faced my fears and stepped out on my own,
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hoping to find myself. A self I could be proud of, someone who could be a
good mother to her gwiss and share with him the pride of his people.

Every step of the way, I have tried to provide for him the kind of life I
never had. A safe place that was stable and secure with no strangers and
loud parties every weekend. A secure place where I know the people he
would come into contact with, where I could watch over him and keep him
safe as he explores.

To this day, I try to minimize the impacts of the material world as best
I can. I attempt to impart values and beliefs that help him to be a good
person, so he will grow into a strong, caring man. I watch him interact with
the world around him and coach him through the rough patches. I’d like to
take some credit for the great amount of kindness, caring, and compassion I
see inmy boy, but I can’t, because it is all him. He, being the beautiful sacred
being that he is, has brought such healing, grace, and beauty into my life. I
have prayed so often for him to be supported by strong, capable mentors.
Men who would show him how to go out in the world and live in balance,
with respect, integrity, and faith in his ways and in his people.

I continue my journey, a step at a time, mindful of the influences in his
life, of the people I interact with andwho I invite into our lives. Such amost
precious gift he is. I am so conscious of the traumas I endured. I make sure
they are healed and transformed so they are not passed to him. I want to
honour his choice. In our way, he chose me to be his mother. He chose his
father. I am so very honoured that he chose me. The intelligent and well-
mannered boy, I see every day continually surprises me and brings laughter,
love, and light into my world. I am continually learning the teachings he
presents before me, and strive to impart to the best of my ability qualities
that will help him be the strong father and husband that he wants to be.
He told me once that he wants to be married, and at the very least he wants
children. I am so blessed. We are all beautiful sacred beings. Our children
truly are our future.

He has such a great compassion for the homeless in the city, a caring
concern for the little ones, a respectful attentiveness to the Elders in the
community. And with his boyish boundless energy he brings light to
everyone around him. What a wonderful journey this motherhood is, I
continue my healing. I learn how to live my life as an Anishinawbekwe
a whole being, responsibility for my own actions and myself. Respect for
myself, teaches him how to respect himself. While I may mess up here or
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there, I learn from my mistakes and show him how to do the same. And
so, I end this day full of gratitude for my boy, what did I ever do to have
such a sweet, smart, funny and altogether amazing little person in my life?
I watch as he grows into an even more amazing young man, truly a blessing.
Chi miigwetch.

Muska Moozohns,
My gwiss, I was walking down a street in our neighborhood today.

Thedaywas bright and refreshingly cool. I was deep inmy own thoughts,
thinking through the day, running through the mental to-do list when I
noticed this tiny disembodied voice.

“Hi!” a slight pause, then again, “Hi!”, bright and clear. I could hear
that special tone that belongs only to children, amazingly free and open.

I turnedmy head this way and that, looking for the source of that tiny
echoing sound.

Finally seconds later I spotted her, shewas just a small outline against
the darkness of her room. Shewaved at passersby from the comfort of her
home. She was so beautiful in her delight. I saw how she was exploring
the world through sound. She freely greeted the day, and shared her
wonderment, with everyone around her.

I smiled and waved at her as I walked by.
As I passed her home, I could hear children on the opposite side of

the street replying with a small chorus of greetings, sweet and innocent
in the clear morning. Sounds that followed me down the street. My
smile turned into a grin, and I turned the corner on the moment, ready
to start my day, smiling at the next stranger I saw. What a wonderful gift
I received today, an instant of innocence.

Reflecting on this moment, I understand that I have done my best
to maintain your childhood innocence. It was my hope that you do not
grow up too early, that you do not have to deal with complex issues all
alone. The stories you’ve just read talk about the darkness that comes
from shame, low self-esteem, fear, insecurities, self-doubt and the loss of
identity.
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The stories that follow capture just a tiny fraction of the real roots
of trauma as I understand them. It is a legacy we have inherited, though
the real power of healing is to recognize that your spirit can guide you
through even the darkest traumas. Have faith my gwiss and allow your
spirit to lead...


