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YOUNG’S POINT

I WAS BORN IN A SMALL SASKATCHEWAN TOWN called Balcarres. The town had given itself the nickname, the “Pride of the Prairies,” which is a pretty bold statement for a community that boasts more boarded up stores and businesses than regular ones.

Shortly after my debut, I was relocated to the Okanese reserve via a ride in our grandparents’ car. Okanese is Cree for Rosebud. The reserve doesn’t really have a nickname although many people have called it the “armpit of the universe,” usually after they lost an election.

We lived on the Okanese reserve in our green house on the hill with our mom and, sometimes, our dad, until our parents broke up for the 6,945th time. As they say, the 6,945th time is always the charm and Mom really committed herself to this breakup. She packed up our belongings in black garbage bags and moved me and my three siblings — my older sister Tabitha, my younger sister Celeste, and my younger brother David — six hours away from our home to The Pas, Manitoba.

The Pas calls itself the “Gateway to the North,” as though that was something people were actively seeking. The word Gateway is a misnomer. The Pas, with its movie theatre that showed only one movie at a time, its grocery stores that didn’t sell ripe vegetables, and community centres devoted to the holy religion of hockey, closed off more opportunities than it opened. Of course, The Pas had plenty of other stuff; it was abundant in opportunities to wear toques, balaclavas, and long underwear.

When we first got to Manitoba, we stayed with my aunts and their kids. They provided us with a single bedroom where we slept together in the same bed, all of us arranged around our mom to get maximum contact with her body. When Mom managed to find a house to rent, our aunts helped us move in their big pickup trucks. Moving day was quick because we had so many helping hands and because we had so little.

Our new home was located in Young’s Point, a small community about ten minutes outside of The Pas. Young’s Point had a square shape, with a skinny dirt road encircling it like a running track. In the centre, facing outwards, were tiny homes with one or two bedrooms. Some had running water; some did not. The sign that led into the housing complex read, “Young’s Point, God Lives Here.” Despite all evidence to the contrary, we took this as a good sign-sign.

All of our cousins declared that our two-bedroom bungalow was “cool,” though most adults would generally agree that it was dump. One of our older cousins, Norman, showed us how our kitchen window would serve us. “You could see a tornado coming through this window and then you could run out the back door!” He demonstrated by screaming and running out the door.

Norman was one of our favourite cousins because he liked to wrestle and he made us laugh all the time. He lived with my aunt and uncle as a foster child. He was with them for so long that he felt like a full cousin.

“Norman is so silly. Everyone knows the only place you can hide from a tornado is in the basement!” I told Celeste.

Celeste looked thoughtful. “Where is the basement?”

We went through the house opening and closing doors. Finally we went to our expert on everything housing and non-housing related. “Tabitha, where’s the basement?”

“There isn’t any.”

“Where do we go when there’s a tornado, then?”

It was Tabitha’s turn to look thoughtful. “I could always tie you to a tree.”

I suspected she was kidding. She didn’t smile so it was possible she was telling the truth. I would have tattled on her but a part of me wanted to be tied to a tree. Then I could see the tornado and be safe. Celeste agreed.

Our fear of tornados was not unfounded. Even though we were living in northern Manitoba and there hadn’t been a tornado in about a hundred years, we were originally from Saskatchewan where they were a regular occurrence. Mom brought her fear of tornadoes everywhere she went. “Look at the cloud, look how it’s turning black and making a funnel. That’s how they start. Next thing you know, your house is flying through the air.”

Celeste’s eyes lit up. “Like The Wizard of Oz?”

“No! Like . . . like . . . a horrible, bloody car crash.” Mom wanted her kids to share her fears.

Every week a water truck drove onto Young’s Point and pulled up in front of the houses to fill the tanks sitting at the back. My siblings and I were small and watched the water truck from our kitchen window, our cereal-smeared faces lit with glee to see any vehicle larger than the two door beaters that dominated our neighbourhood.

Tabitha and I went to school every day on a big yellow bus that roared through the complex every morning. It dropped us off at the Opasquayak School located on the south end of town. As a Kindergarten student, I wasn’t allowed to play with the big kids at recess. We had our own place to play, a small fenced off yard with two half-full sand pits that reeked of urine and boredom, and one set of swings — if you were lucky enough to get one of the swings, you stayed on it until recess was over, no matter that your legs went dead. On the other side of the chain link fence was the big kids’ area. They had multiple swing sets, slides, a merry-go- round and ball diamonds. Older kids ran through the area screaming with an exuberance not seen since ancient Greece banned bacchanalia. I yearned to be on the other side of the fence. But I was mindful of the rules and even when my older sister commanded me to crawl through a hole in the fence separating the big kids from the little kids, I shook my head and yelled, “I can’t. I’ll get in trouble!”

She called back, “Quit being a brownnoser and just come!” I stared at the hole and willed my body to move. It was no use; I sincerely believed the sky would fall on me if I broke the school’s rules. So instead, I stood there on my side of the chain link fence staring at my sister while she and her friends watched me from the other side, with a “What the hell is she doing?” look on their faces until the bell rang. The worst part was seeing the disappointment written into the chubby cheeks of my sister’s face — I hated letting her down.

Kindergarten was a confusing time. I spent most of my day trying to figure out ways to please the teacher but always ended up annoying her. She asked us to rotate our way through the toys, rather than hogging one to ourselves. I did what she asked with enthusiasm, even going to the point of prying toys out of other kids’ hands when I felt they had played with them long enough.

The teacher laughed when another girl’s lisp made her say “shit” instead of “sit.” She didn’t think it was funny at all when I said, “hell” instead of “hello.” As a result of my failures to impress my teacher, I spent many afternoons sitting in “The Corner,” which had its own cubicle walls so that you could enjoy your punishment in privacy.

At the end of every Kindergarten day, I rode the bus home with my sister. The seats were huge and my feet would dangle freely. I enjoyed looking at the reflection of myself in the driver’s oversized mirror. Here I was sitting and kicking my legs and there I was, much smaller and off to an angle doing the same thing. “Stop kicking,” Tabitha said.

The small girl in the mirror stopped kicking and looked sad.

To distract me, Tabitha asked me about my day.

“Today Teacher . . . ,” I began.

“Did you forget your teacher’s name again?’

“Yes. Today Teacher gave us all cookies and Casey’s cookie got broken in half and she started crying.”

“Over a cookie?” Tabitha rolled her eyes.

“Casey cries a lot. So Teacher says, ‘look Casey it’s like you have two cookies now.’ And Casey stopped crying. So then I took my cookie and broke it into lots of pieces. And I said, ‘Teacher, I have lots of cookies too.’”

“And what did she say?”

“Stop making a mess.”

“Did you tie your shoes yourself today?”

I nodded my head. And the little girl in the mirror nodded her head too. Both of us were lying. Learning to tie shoes was turning out to be a nightmare. I had discovered it was easier to loosen the knot and slip off my shoes. Then at the end of the school day, I’d slip them back on and tighten up the knot again.

To distract her from my lie, I asked the question that was always guaranteed to generate an answer. “Where is Dad?”

“I already told you. He’s in Saskatchewan at our other house.”

“When is he coming here?”

“I don’t know. Stop asking everyone, especially Mom. Okay?”

“Okay.” I made my mouth big when I said it so that the girl in the mirror agreed with me.

You could see everyone else on the bus in the mirror. I made a face at myself. Then I saw an older boy staring at me through it. Caught, I quickly looked out the window. When I dared to look again, the older boy was making faces at me.

I tapped Tabitha on the shoulder. “There’s someone staring at me.”

“Where?”

“In the mirror.”

Tabitha looked in the mirror. Little kids picked their noses. Some boys bullied another boy. Girls sat backwards and flipped their hair as they talked to their friends. The older boy in the mirror was gone.

“What did he look like?”

“Big. Like he’s too old for this bus.”

“Well, I don’t see him.”

He had ruined the mirror game for me. Now all I had left was the window. I could barely see the little girl there.

I tapped my sister on the shoulder again.

“I need to go to the bathroom.”

“Why didn’t you go in school?”

“Teacher wouldn’t let me.”

Bathroom breaks were orderly ventures in Kindergarten. Like a short, co-dependent football team, we did everything together. When it was time to empty our bladders, we stood in straight lines and marched down the hallway.

That afternoon our teacher had read us a book about a little boy who was adventurous. “Little boys are always so naughty. I wish I had a little boy!” she had commented to our class, thus kicking off every little girl’s journey to self-hate in the room.

Inspired by the naughty boy, I climbed onto the sink and looked over the side of the cubicle. Casey was in there, doing her thing.

“Surprise!” I called down.

Casey looked up, screamed and — predictably — began to cry. She pulled up her panties and stalked out of the bathroom. Before I even had time to climb off the sink, the teacher was there waving her finger at me. I found myself back in “the corner” before I remembered that I still hadn’t used the toilet.

Tabitha rolled her eyes at my stupidity. “It’s only two minutes to our house. You can last two minutes, can’t you?”

I shook my head. I knew without looking at the little girl in the mirror that panic had spread across my face.

“Too bad cuz you have to wait.”

Tabitha was my guide to the world and as such was infallible. This time, however, she was dead wrong. I did not have to wait. The bus hit a bump in the grid road and the decision was made for me. My bladder released its heavy load. I felt sweet relief and my first thought was, “That’s not so bad. Actually it’s sort of warm and pleasant.”

The good feeling was quickly swept aside as my sister’s proclamations of “Gross!” informed the rest of the bus’s occupants to my accident. Soon, the kids were echoing my sister’s comment and adding new ones: “What a baby,” “that kindergarten baby peed herself,” and “I wish I hadn’t waited until now to eat my peanut butter sandwich.”

Fortunately it happened right outside our house. The bus door opened and Tabitha ran inside and announced my shame to everyone. I followed at a much soggier pace. Mom led me into the bathroom and sat me on the slop pail. The slop pail — if you need any further explanation — was a metal pail about three feet high that served the same function as a toilet, except of course, it did not flush.

“What’s the point of that?” Tabitha asked. “She already peed all over me!”

As it turned out, there was more detritus that needed voiding. My bowels relaxed as their burden was unloaded.

“See? There was a point,” Mom laughed and David and Celeste joined in. Even I laughed.

“This is the grossest house ever!” Tabitha stalked away.

The slop pail was uncomfortable but Mom claimed we were lucky to have it. “Hell of a lot better than when I was kid. Back then you had to freeze your bum off outside.”

“You peed outside? Like a dog?” I asked.

“No! In the outhouse. We weren’t animals, for God’s sake.”

“What’s an outhouse?”

“A little building that’s outside the house where you go to the bathroom. You kids don’t know anything about roughing it, that’s for sure.”

The slop pail was the next step up on the bathroom evolutionary ladder. While never a pleasure to use, it was even more difficult to operate if you were short. My hands would have to go down first, on either side of the slop pail, and then I’d have to jump a little and get my butt on. But very carefully because when it comes to slop pails, failure is not an option. If you slip, you might fall in the murky waste — bum first — or, much worse, tip it over and decorate the bathroom with the contents. That’s a mistake you only make once in your life. (Or if you are my brother David, every single day for a month until Mom decided to move him back into diapers.)
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Despite the slop pail challenges, our cousins loved coming to visit us. Young’s Point was off the reserve; it was undiscovered territory and they were eager to make their mark. The highlight of every visit was walking through the woods to a convenience store so small it was basically amounted to an enterprising hippie couple who sold chocolate bars and potato chips out of their kitchen.

“We could get mugged,” Norman said, peering into the trees. “Up in the city, people get mugged all the time.” Then he etched his name into a fir tree with his knife.

I stared into the dark woods trying to discern the muggers. On a walk with Tabitha, she dismissed my concerns. “As if. There aren’t any muggers here, just bears,” she said as she practiced smoking with a twig.

Tabitha not only knew everything, she was willing to try anything. Her long legs discovered a stream running through the woods and she immediately began to wade into it. “What about polio?” I asked her, even as I scratched the huge polio vaccine scar on my arm.

“There’s no such thing,” she said. “Now get in here and wet your feet.”

I moved slowly, entering only one foot at a time, sucking in my breath as the cold water found its way through my runner, through my sock to my foot. “I got a booter! I got a booter!” I cried.

Tabitha shook her head. “I told you to take your shoes off!” she said, as she ushered me and my wet feet home, sloshing all the way down the muddy path.

Walks with Tabitha were important for figuring out the world.

“You know Tabitha, I can’t tie my shoes. Other kids can do it, but I can’t,” I said, on another trip to the junk food store.

“Did you try the Bunny ears?”

“Yes, I tried the Bunny years.”

“E-ears.”

“I thought you said, Y-Years.”

She kneeled down. “You make two loops, each one looks like a Bunny ear. You see?” she explained.

I sighed in relief. “Oh right. I thought I was going crazy.”

“You’re not crazy.”

“I have another question. How come I can’t ride my bike yet?”

“Cuz your legs are too short,” she said.

“So when they grow, I can do it?”

Tabitha lingered on her answer for a few seconds. I waited — my heart clenched. Oh please don’t say I won’t ever ride my bike, I have to ride my bike! Please don’t say there’s something wrong with me that can’t ever be fixed.

“When your legs grow, you’ll do it.”

“Thank goodness.” I let out my breath. “I have another question. How come the priests take our money?”

“I think they . . . use it for God.”

That didn’t answer my question exactly. I figured there was some stuff people had to figure out on their own. So I thought about it that night and by morning I had my answer.

I decided the big sister thing would be to share my newfound information with my younger sister, Celeste, who was badly in need of some world knowledge. Over our cereal bowls the next morning, I pontificated on the subject of priests and our money. “You see, Celeste, priests take our money because they are stupid.”

Mom dropped a pot in the sink with a loud clang and spun around. “What did you say?”

“Priests take our money?”

“The other part,” she growled.

“I love you?”

“What did you call priests?”

I looked at Celeste for help. She was smiling into her cereal. “Uh . . . stupid,” I replied in a small voice.

“How dare you! They are good and holy men who help spread the word of God.”

“How come they can’t use their own money?”

“Hush! God is listening to everything you say and he will be angry at you for insulting his workers. And you don’t want God to be mad at you.” Mom was understandably upset. Her parents, graduates of the residential school system, had grown up with a healthy fear of the clergy and it had been passed on to their children.

My mom’s anger was the reason I ended my religious teachings. I wasn’t scared of God’s anger. If he was like Santa, he never listened when I asked for things, so why would he listen to anything bad I had to say about him?

I was annoyed at Mom for interrupting my lesson because it undermined my credibility with my younger sister. Celeste had had a smirk on her face during the exchange. Although to be fair to Celeste, I think her face was just like that.

Mom was going through a stressful time. She was attempting to re-make her life. She was in her early thirties and she’d wasted enough years on a dead-end marriage. She had moved to The Pas to start over, and although it was hard, things were starting to work out for her. She had her kids in school, a welfare check coming in every month and a good job cleaning motel rooms that paid under the table. She had two sisters who had married guys on the nearby Big Eddy Reserve who were also willing to help out when needed. Mom felt like life was finally moving forward. It was the longest time that she had ever left my dad.

Mom was a new woman, an independent woman. And why shouldn’t she be? Times were a’ changing. It wasn’t the seventies anymore when women took shit. It was the eighties. Women didn’t need to stick around and get beaten by their husbands; they had choices. Hadn’t Mary Tyler Moore proven this? Sure Mary wasn’t a single mother burdened by the demands of looking after four children under the age of eleven, and true, she didn’t have to contend with racism, but the message was the same: women could do things on their own.

Our next-door neighbour was also a Mary but she wasn’t a spunky go-getter like the television Mary. She was a shy, thin Cree woman who was too timid to even knock on our door. When she was in the mood for gossip, she opened her door and lingered on her front steps until Mom noticed her and invited her in for coffee.

Then Mary would smile and gather her children around her. Her kids were like her, thin and shy. They were shadows next to our pudgy shapes. They crept along behind us as we played in the centre of Young’s Point in our “playground.”

The playground consisted of one piece of equipment — a huge slide. Nothing else, just an empty field and a giant wooden slide rising out of the earth like Ayers Rock. No one knew where it came from or how long it had been there.

I overheard my mom and her sisters discussing it. “I didn’t even notice it when I rented the place. I just opened my curtains one day and there it was,” Mom said.

“Looks dangerous,” one of my aunts commented.

“I might as well forget about keeping the kids away from it. I could scream myself silly and they’d still run over to it. Look around, there’s nothing else to play on for miles.”

It was true. The slide was the only thing in Young’s Point that looked like it might have been built with kids in mind, although there was no evidence that kids were supposed to enjoy it. For one thing it was at least three storeys high, a height that was challenging even to teenagers. My aunt’s teenage boys had to dare each other to climb it.

“Go on Norm, try it out.”

“Why me? You’re the one who wants to do it,” Norman replied.

“Cuz if you don’t, we’ll tell Dad we saw you smoking.”

“Assholes. Here, hold my smokes.”

Also, the slide was made completely out of a raw, unvarnished wood, and reinforced potato sacks were necessary to its enjoyment. We had none so we slid down on our bums and jackets. Each time you went down, you crossed your fingers that you wouldn’t get a sliver in your hand or worse, your butt. Prayer doesn’t always work and more than once I would find myself next to Tabitha as she gently pushed a sliver out of my palm.

“Stand still!” she ordered.

“I’m trying!” I said even as I stamped my feet in a hypnotic dance of pain and pleasure. It was scary to have a piece of wood in your hand but it also felt good to have her hands pressing it out. A sliver was so easily healed that it was the best of childhood hurts. In the hands only; a sliver in the butt was not so easily cured. Tabitha refused to work on those ones. Those were Mom’s realm and saved for bath day.

Our quiet neighbours followed along beside us and did whatever we did with far less enthusiasm.

“How come they’re so quiet?” I asked Tabitha.

“It’s cuz they’re from the north,” Tabitha explained.

I couldn’t wrap my head around that completely. “We’re already north.”

“More north.”

“Like the North Pole?”

“No. Just north.”

Mary laughed at everything my mom said, which made her mom’s best friend. She would laugh into her hand like a little kid, her laugh escaping in a squeak. “Eek, eek, eek.” She laughed especially hard when my mom would say something naughty . . . like about men.

“Go play!” Mom yelled at us as we stood at the doorway from the living room.

In the kitchen they would talk, my mom’s bossy confidence slowly overtaking the woman. Soon Mary was opening up to my mom. She talked about how she wanted to move back to her reserve in the north. She said her husband had come down here for work but he had changed. He was no longer nice to her. She felt the need to say these things even though her bruised face and timid manner had already told everyone the story.

“Well, if it happens again, you can come here,” Mom said.

I shuddered as I listened around the corner. Mary’s husband was the size of a bear. Our dad’s anger was a scary sight to behold but Mary’s husband was terrifying even when he was smiling.

Mary laughed at Mom’s bold words. It wasn’t the “eek, eek,” it was a full laugh that came from her gut. “No,” she said still laughing, “I couldn’t come here.” Her eyes climbed up the walls of the house, lingering on the narrow beams and thin drywall, the windows and the door with only one lock.

Every day before five o’clock rolled around, she packed her kids up and rushed back to her house. Mom stood at the door and watched her go. She turned to Tabitha — who sat in as Mom’s confidante when there were no other friends or sisters around. “If I hear about that man hitting Mary again, I’m gonna rush over there and knock his head off. I swear I will.”

“How will you know if he hits Mary?” I asked from around the corner.

“Was I talking to you? Go play.”

I took a step backwards into the living room and pretended that I couldn’t hear my mom’s conversation. Adult conversation was interesting, if confusing. How come women always got mad when men hit them? Yet when David hit Celeste or me, Mom never got angry. She’d say, “Let him play with you and he won’t get so mad.”

Celeste and I had already agreed that David was no fun and that was that. He would never play with us.
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Dad showed up one day. There was no phone call to warn us, but Mom didn’t seem surprised when he filled the doorway with his broad shoulders.

His arrival was like Christmas to us kids and not just because he arrived on Christmas Day. Without hesitation, Celeste and I launched ourselves onto his lap. We were his girls, his pony-tailed bookends of love.

We also sat there because we were able to push David away with our feet when he tried to get close to Dad. David toddled up to Dad with his chubby hands held expectantly over his head, his tight striped T-shirt slowly working its way up his big belly. He stopped at the base of Dad’s chair, and looked up, baring his big dimples and deep soulful eyes rimmed with dark eyelashes only to find himself facing the business end of a stocking foot.

“What a suck David is,” I told Dad, as David’s cry rang out.

“He is always crying,” Celeste added, her eyes crazy with delight. It was hard for her to hide her love of making David cry, especially since she was so good at it.

Tabitha and Dad had a different relationship than the rest of us. Their relationship was one of going places. Tabitha’s small head looked even smaller next to his as they pulled away in the truck.

“Chips and a drink! Chips and a drink!” Celeste and I sang from the doorway. We were unable to cross the barrier of the doorframe and we yelled our orders by leaning our heads out like flowers straining for the sun. We were confident that Tabitha would deliver our requested goods and we stood at the front door waiting until they returned.

It was in the kitchen that Mom and Dad negotiated their relationship. Neither was good at words so they used silences instead. My mother’s long pause as she took a sip of her coffee and stared out the window told him that she would not go back to being hit whenever he felt like it. And he better lay off his damn drinking, too. Dad stirred milk into his coffee cup. The gentle turn of his spoon told her that he was a different man.

Back in the living room, we played happily, as if our toys were brand new. Celeste and I barely fought and we allowed David to sit next to us. Having Dad around made us feel like we were complete. Everything before he came had been an experiment and now our lives were real. We didn’t know our new family was built on insecure promises and assurances. To our way of thinking, if Dad was here, then he was staying and now everything would be perfect forever and ever.

Except for one thing; I still couldn’t ride my bike. Mom had explained the mechanics of it. “Get on and drive it.” Since she didn’t know how to ride a bike herself- that was the extent of her advice.

Tabitha was a pro and had demonstrated the basic maneuvers. “Peddle like this. Push down, pull up. Keep moving and you won’t fall over.” She would ride past me, turn around, and ride back and brake in front of me. “See?”

My dad added his sage wisdom. “You gotta just do it.”

“Uh, huh.” I nodded as I took in all their bicycling tips. I also examined my palms, which were pockmarked with gravel from the last spill I had taken. Every fall made me question my desire. “Is it really necessary to know how to ride a bike?” Why couldn’t I just run everywhere? Or get Mom to drive me?

Watching Tabitha fly by, I knew it would be impossible to keep up with her if I didn’t learn. And too, I could feel a pair of brown eyes watching from the steps. I didn’t have to turn to know what I would see there: a pudgy little girl with golden hair. Celeste’s eyes told me that she was determined to do whatever I could do, and preferably better. When we weren’t working together to thwart David, Celeste and I were competing with one another to be the cutest, most loveable girl in the world. I knew this without knowing this and it was a powerful motivator. I could not give up.

I grabbed my green bike with its banana seat and began my journey. I pushed it beside me around Young’s Point. I jumped on the bike, and rolled forward with it for a few second. It began to sway to the left so I jumped off. “Crap,” I said.

I ran beside it for a few seconds before jumping on again. I went around the Young’s Point circle a full time without pedaling a single complete revolution. I imagined that everyone in the little houses was watching me and noting my failure.

“How you doing?” Tabitha called from the front yard where she was pumping up her tires. They were covered with patches but they still went flat every twenty minutes.

“Almost there,” I answered, as I jogged past.

I glanced at the kitchen window. Celeste sat cross-legged on the kitchen table watching me like an envious Buddha. Her eyes gave me a jolt of energy and I ran a little faster.

I tried again, the bike swayed heavily to the right and I jumped off. This was hard. My face felt red and sweaty and I was on the verge of giving up when I felt it: a warm hand on my shoulder. I looked behind me. There was no one there. I didn’t feel scared because I knew what it was. A guardian angel. I had learned about these in my catechism class held in the church basement. Everyone had one and they were there to protect us, and, in my case, to teach me how to a ride a bike.

A few seconds later, I jumped on my bike . . . and didn’t fall off. One moment, I was running beside my bike and the next, I was riding it. I could feel the wind in my face and the gravel being crushed beneath my tires. I whispered my thanks to God and then added a small apology for calling his helpers stupid. I had every reason to be magnanimous; I had my bike, my family, and Young’s Point. I was unstoppable now.



I SLEPT THERE

FOR MOST OF MY YOUTH, MY FAMILY and I were nomads wandering from province to province. My siblings and I were experienced road travelers before the age of five. We knew what to pack for a trip, and what snack to bring. We knew how to balance our pop intake with bathroom breaks, though we were kids and the odd accident sometimes occurred, which is why David wasn’t allowed to sit in the middle of the seat. We could play all day in the car, sleep in it all night without ever, not even once, getting carsick.

It’s our destiny to travel; we’re Nehewin, more commonly known as Cree. It was the French who started calling us Cree, which meant big mouth. I’m going out on a limb and assuming it was meant as an insult. The name caught on and everyone started using it, including us. There are a few Native organizations that still use the word “Cree.” That’s like the French calling their government, the Association of Frogs. The Nehewin weren’t exactly innocent when it comes to name-calling. Eskimo is a Nehewin word, which means raw meat eaters. This name also caught on, for many years much to the chagrin of the Inuit.

Traditionally, the Nehewin had no cities or towns, just places they visited depending on the season. Our territory stretched from the centre of Canada up into the early arctic, south into the Dakotas, east to Quebec and west to the mountains of British Columbia.

The tribe members were not random wanderers; their travels had a point. They were following the buffalo herds. This animal was our tribe’s primary source of sustenance, shelter and fashion. The Nehewin’s travelling habits were curtailed when the buffalo population, once an ocean of brown on the plains, withered to a few hundred. The Canadian government stepped in and created protected reserves for the buffalo where they now grow fat but remain wild. Then they created reserves for the Native people where they grew also fat and remain a little wild.

The travel agent for all our childhood excursions was a fun-loving young woman with a wild laugh; some may have called her daring, others reckless; we called her Mom. She followed no buffalo herd; only a desire for a better life that she felt was a hundred miles in the other direction. Mom was also a nomad for another reason; sometimes it is the only way to leave a man — this man being our dad.

“Shhh . . . get your shoes on. We have to go.” Mom would shake us awake. We would climb out of our warm bunk beds, without complaining.

From an early age, my siblings and I were practiced in the art of getting dressed in the dark. We’d pull on our jeans and t-shirts discarded the night before beside our beds, and stealthily slip on our jackets, like pudgy ninjas. We were a well-oiled machine . . . except when it came to our shoes. They were always the hardest to find. They would wander from the sides of the bed into the laundry hamper or find their way to the porch. Too many times I spent rummaging through the shoebox with my mom’s angry whisper behind me, “C’mon, c’mon!”

We’d tiptoe through the dark hallway past the tall man snoring with his head on the dinner table. We’d head for the side door, still half asleep, and find our way to the car, warming up outside.

While we slept, the car transported us through time and space in the blink of an eye. The last sound we heard was the clicking of the turning signal as Mom turned off the reserve onto the main road. And the next sound we heard would be the dinging of the car door as my mom reached inside the car and carried each of us to our temporary home.

On one of our trips, Mom ran out of steam between Manitoba and Saskatchewan. She had driven ten hours straight and needed sleep so she pulled into a farmer’s field. In the back of the car we bounced along as the car drove over deep ruts and potholes hidden by the grass. Then my brother’s body bounced high enough to hit the ceiling. He cried as all of his older sisters laughed at him. We were enjoying the ride a little too much and Mom threatened us with lick’ens until we stopped laughing.

She drove the car deep into the field behind a bale of hay. The bale was twice the size of the car and I told David that it fed giant horses. “And little boys,” I added. This comment elicited a cuff to the side of the head, Mom’s arm unerringly finding her target from the front seat.

We felt lucky to be in that field. We never went camping, as my mom feared the woods and everything in them. Camping also meant planning, something at odds with her spontaneous nature. It meant finding a tent, with poles. It meant reserving a spot and bringing sleeping bags or at least blankets. It meant packing food for three or four days. It meant knowing where you wanted to go and how long you wanted to stay there.

The pasture was more Saskatchewan than Manitoba with its flat land and sparse trees. The sky was full of sleeping sun when my mom set the car into park and turned off the motor.

“Wait till I tell our cousins,” I told my sister Celeste as we ran to another bale to pee before bed. “They will be so jealous.”

Our cousins led sedentary lives compared to us. They went to bed at night and when they woke up, they were in the same place. Their lives were not marked with any extended visits to Manitoba or midnight runs back to Saskatchewan. Mom blamed my dad’s drinking for our travels but her sisters had also married alcoholics.

Mom said the difference between herself and her sisters was that she wouldn’t take a lick’en, definitely not in front of her children. It seemed like we had two dads: the funny guy who loved to spoil us with trips to Chinese buffets and KFC, and the other, a stranger with explosive anger and hooded eyes who showed up after midnight.

We kept going back to him or he kept coming back to us. We would be on our own for a few months and then we’d hear a knock on the door. He’d be standing on the threshold with a sheepish, hopeful look on his face. Mom would invite him in to talk and before we knew it, Dad was back in his place at the head of the table.

Other times their re-attachment had a different pattern. Mom would go out with one of her friends to blow off some steam. Inevitably, they would run into Dad at a party. She would mock him with her independence. Intrigued, he would offer her a drink. She would ignore him and talk with her friends, pretending not to notice when his hand slipped around her waist. The next morning Dad would be home and we would celebrate with a trip to the local KFC where he would regale us with his adventures. This is probably why the smell of fried chicken reminds me of my dad’s laugh . . . and vice versa.

I didn’t mind the leaving or the returning. My only frustration was the lack of good reading material. There was nothing worse than arriving at a relative’s house and finding that their library consisted of heavy metal magazines featuring stories like “The Inspiration Behind Motley Crue’s ‘Smoking in the Boyz Room’’’.

At home we had books everywhere. My mother was a voracious reader and finished a novel every two days. I followed in her wake, picking up her books and sneaking them back into my lair, the bed that I shared with my younger sister, which pissed her off. Celeste was always complaining about the hardcovers left in our bed. “I slept on this stupid book and now my spine is broken!”

I couldn’t stop myself. Reading was my addiction and I read from the moment I woke up until I fell asleep at night. There was that moment before I learned to read when I used to trace my hand under the words, understanding that this symbol meant this thing in the picture above. And then there was that next moment, when the code was broken and everything was clear.

Books inspired me, which was easy since I was impressionable, to an unhealthy degree. After a spending a few minutes around a person with an accent, lisp or other affectation, I began to mimic it.

“Stop that,” Mom said, after we left the grocery store.

“Stop . . . doing . . . wwwhhhat?” (The cashier had had a stutter.)

“Keep it up and I’ll make it permanent.”

Characters in books also inspired me. While reading Anne of Green Gables, my personality underwent a dramatic change. My normally pouty outlook became perky and personable. My natural tendency to stay inside, avoid chores and read while sprawled out on my bed, was replaced by an inclination towards singing made-up songs and improvising dances while I dusted the living room. My family noticed and said nothing; they didn’t want to jinx it.

I read that my red-haired doppelganger gave fantastic names to local sights like the Avenue of Shining Lights. So I took my sister Celeste on a high-energy jaunt through the woods where I named all of our favourite haunts. The garbage pit became the Mountain of Lost Dreams, the local cesspool became the Lake of Smiling Waters, and our playhouse became the Mansion Over-Looking the Smiling Waters. Being Anne was tiring, and inevitably I returned to being myself.
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We loved our orange and brown wood paneled station wagon. It wasn’t just a mode of transportation: it was a bedroom, kitchen and playground. As Mom drove down the highway, my siblings and I would hang backwards over the seats until the blood rushed into our heads. From this view the world rushed towards us upside down. Sadly, like most fun things, if you did it too long, you’d end up throwing up.

Mom gossiped with her friend or if no friend was available, Tabitha, in the front seat while we played “Not It,” “Freeze Tag” and “Tickle David until he cries.” The backseat was our country and we had free rein over it as long as no one awakened Mom’s attention. Eventually someone would start crying (usually Celeste or David) because someone had been too mean (usually me). Then Mom’s yell would invade our territory and we’d have to sit up straight and face frontward, seat belts slung over our waists. We could not fasten them; the seat belt claps had broken years before. Safety wasn’t the concern, seat belts were merely indications that we had heard and would behave.

In the summertime we never knew where the station wagon would go. A trip to town might become a glorious two-week journey to northern Manitoba or just a no-thrills ten minute trip back home. We’d never know for sure until we saw which direction the hood ornament pointed. If turning left led back to the reserve, then we would whisper, “right, right, right.” Up front, Mom’s hands would drum on the steering wheel until her internal compass pointed her in the right direction.

During the school months, road trips weren’t eliminated but they were shorter and tended to be inspired more by necessity than lark. Most of these trips were of the midnight run variety and as I got older they became more complicated. It’s tough to explain to your teacher why your homework isn’t done, tougher still to explain why you left all your books at home and that you don’t know when you’ll be going home to get them. Extra points if you can explain all this without referencing your dad’s alcoholism.

One night our trusty station wagon stalled on us. We were at the t-stop where the reserve ended and the highway began.

It was November in Saskatchewan, which is a recipe for frostbite. Mom reluctantly opened the door to investigate under the hood. Tabitha slid over into the driver’s seat and all of us in the backseat envied her.

We watched Mom by the light of the car’s beams, jiggling the battery cables with a pair of pliers she kept stashed in the glove compartment for such emergencies. Then she asked Tabitha to start the car.

Tabitha turned the ignition. No comforting roar, no encouraging grunts. Even the inhabitants of the backseat knew that was bad.

Mom moved the cables around some more. “Try again,” she yelled, her voice sounding lonesome in the cold wind.

Nothing.

Her knowledge of cars fully spent, Mom slid into the passenger’s seat and blew into her hands. “It’s cold out there,” she shivered. “Colder than the tits on a witch.”

We giggled in the back seat.

As she formulated a plan, Mom lit a smoke. “Well, no big deal. We’ll just wait for someone to give us a boost.” Once again, nicotine had failed to quicken her synapses.

Tabitha looked out the driver side window at a light far into the distance. “Is that a train coming?”

Five heads turned in unison. David, Celeste and I got on our knees and looked out the windows. The light was huge and coming closer. It shone like a flashlight, except several hundred times brighter and scarier.

I looked at Mom. “We crossed over the tracks, right?”

Mom nodded her head. “Of course.” Then she got out of the car and checked. She jumped back in. “Lots of room.” Nobody sighed in relief. We were all too busy reviewing everything we knew about trains in our heads.

For years Mom had been telling us that trains could suck you under. According to her, it wasn’t even safe to stand ten feet away and throw rocks at the train. To back up her point, she would tell the grisly story of her uncle who had graduated from the seminary and was travelling home in his long priest robes. A breeze had blown his dress too close to the wheels and the train had sucked him under. “They had to close the coffin for his funeral,” she’d finish. Everyone would shudder at this part, silently imagining what the closed coffin held.

The moral of the story was that trains were dangerous, even to the very good and holy. For years I thought it was a warning not to become a priest or a nun — those long dresses were a menace.

The train roared again. I could almost feel the engineer’s annoyance at our car. I’m sure he was thinking, “What kind of idiot parks that close to the tracks?” But he did not stop and soon the train was practically on top of us.

Trains sound loud from miles away and when they are fifty metres away, you have to cover your ears. David lunged over the front seat and perched himself on Mom’s lap.

Ignoring our mom’s admonitions to stay still and put on our seat belts, Celeste and I jumped over the back seat and got into the back-back. (Well, Celeste did it first and being the older sister, I felt obligated to do the same. At times like these it really sucks to have a brave younger sister.)

There we lay on our tummies, our faces in our hands watching the train lumber past us. Unlike celebrities, sports heroes and priests who shrink with proximity, trains get a lot bigger up close.

Celeste counted every car. I silently observed our position on the road and watched to see if the train was pulling us closer. When the car remained stationary, I was pleased to conclude that trains had no magnetic or gravitational pull, at least not where station wagons were concerned.

“How long is this damn train?” Mom wondered from the front seat.

When the caboose finally sailed past, David cheered happily from the safety of our mom’s chest.

Mom celebrated with a deep drag on her smoke.

It was hard to decide which was more exciting, almost getting run over by a train or getting to see a train up close. Probably the latter because we all hoped that another train would come by soon.

“Our cousins are going to be so jealous.”

“I know, we are the luckiest!”

“Are we going to sleep here, Mom?”

This road was busy as it was only one of four main roads leading into the reserve. In no time at all someone, probably a relative, would pull up beside us and offer their aid. This time, however, help came from an unexpected quarter.

On the edge of the reserve lived a family of Mormons. The land they squatted on belonged to the local town and was dirt-cheap for the simple reason that it was near the Indian reserve. However that suited the purposes of the Mormons for they saw the reserve as an infinite wellspring of converts.

They were often seen driving from house to house, fighting off rez dogs and having tea with the house’s inhabitants. The Native population tolerated them well. It was nice to be visited by a white person who smiled a lot and treated you as their equal. Their church also had the best picnics — or so I heard. We could never go because Mom was fiercely loyal to the Catholic Church that her parents had raised her in. Her brother, our Uncle Larry, felt no such loyalty and belonged to the Mormon, Catholic and United Churches. His kids loved picnics.

Mom recognized their truck as it stopped beside us. “Oh shit, it’s the Mormons.”

Two neatly dressed men stood outside Mom’s door. They were tall and slim with cashew-coloured hair. Standing next to one another beside our car, they looked like that photo you get with your picture frames before you pull it out and insert the one of your sloppy relatives.

The man addressed her: “Ma’am, do you need some assistance?”

In the backseat, Celeste and I whispered to each other.

“How come he called Mom, Man?”

“Are Mormons the same thing as cops?”

“Why are their pants so neat?”

Up front, Mom considered her options: wait for help in the cold car or take help from strangers? She looked in her rear view mirror. There were no car lights coming up the reserve road so she reluctantly admitted that our car would not start. We were transferred to their truck in a few minutes.

The Mormons lived nearby in three large trailers. Even though we were poor, we associated trailers with poorer people. For instance, Uncle Larry lived in a trailer.

The Mormons were well off. They lived in trailers because the conversion business sometimes had them moving from place to place in search of a better source of souls. They had not yet established a permanent church on the reserve (and never would) but when they did, the trailers would be sold and they would set down roots and basements.

Their trailer was welcoming. We were astounded by the size of their living space. Not for the last time I realized that trailers were like icebergs; you will always underestimate their true size by forty per cent. Even more shocking was the realization that they had no TV. My siblings and I noticed this immediately, but we were too polite to mention it.

Two lady Mormons greeted us at the front door. They took our jackets and hung them up in the closet. My mom, suspicious, kept her jacket by her side.

One of the women offered us some cold juice. With the minus twenty-degree weather outside it was an odd choice. Perhaps the Latter Day saints do not feel the cold.

My mom thanked the woman. I could tell she was troubled because Mom drank only coffee from morning until night. However, she was respectful of other people’s beliefs and instead of complaining, said, “Orange juice, what a treat. Yum, that hits the spot.”

After the sharing of juice, the Mormons stared at us and we stared back at them. With no TV, we were at a loss. They had children but they were in bed as it was way past six pm. One of the Morman ladies brought my brother a blanket as he fell asleep on the floor. First, of course, he bounced his head rhythmically for about two minutes before finally dropping off into unconsciousness. With nothing else to do, everyone in the room watched him. The Mormons looked from David to Mom, back to David again.

Celeste kicked David. He grunted and continued knocking his head on the floor.

“It’s how he gets to sleep,” Mom explained.

The women continued to stare at him. None of us thought they were being rude. It was a strange thing to witness; even we thought so.

After David fell asleep, the silence in the room threatened to crush our skulls.

“Do you have any books?” I asked the Mormon lady nearest to me.

Mom glared at me. We were under standing orders not to make a fuss in someone else’s house.

I couldn’t help myself. Unlike Anne of Green Gables, I had no imagination. I had to be constantly entertained with cartoons, a book or a wrestling match with one of my siblings. Already I could feel my shaking hands creeping towards my sister’s long hair.

One of the women smiled broadly and left the room. She returned with a large book, the Mormon bible. Eagerly, I grabbed it from her hands. I loved its heft. Inside there were no pictures but there were words, oh so many words. I began to read immediately. The woman was overjoyed, Mom decidedly less so.

“We’re Catholic,” Mom said suddenly with no small amount of defiance.

The woman nodded. “We respect all religions.”

“She’s . . . made her first communion, y’know, the ceremony where children commune with God.” Mom was reaching and she knew it.

“That’s wonderful. However, it is important to allow children to explore.”

Mom gave up. She was no match for someone who had been trained in evangelical tactics since she was ten years old.

I read until my eyes began to glaze over, the whole time aware of my mom’s glares boring into the back of my head.

Finally the men came in from outside. They had recharged our battery, fixed a tire that was going flat and done a quick oil change. They were truly miraculous, these Mormons.

Mom offered them some money. Of course they would not take it. For them the giving was the reward. And the chance that it would lead to new converts was a possible secondary reward. Mom picked up my sleeping brother, pushed my sisters towards the door and dragged me away from my bible. The woman pressed some pamphlets into my hand as we left. “Come back anytime,” she said joyously.

Outside Mom smacked the back of my head. “What were you thinking?” she asked, “You have a church.”

I shrugged. If the Mormon lady had handed me a copy of Satan’s Bible I would have read it. If she had pressed a copy of Mein Kampf in my hands, I would have given it a go. For me, the real reward was a book to distract myself from our ever-changing landscape. No matter where we went or how we got there, I wanted to know that I could depend on a book to centre myself. Books were my cigarettes.

We drove out of the Mormon’s yard back onto the main road. Mom turned the wheel north towards our cousins who lived in the valley. We would either go visit my auntie Squaw and her kids or my auntie Bunny and her kids where we would stay for a night or a week or a month. Those decisions would be made in the front seat, and the inhabitants of the back seat would accept them, knowing that it did not matter where you rested your head as long as you woke up with family.
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