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A Note from the Editor
The tone of this issue is perfectly encapsulated by the work of our 

featured artist, Matt Dyer: playful and often humourous, inspired 

by slices of life layered over with personal memory and cultural 

reference points that capture our attention, draw us in, and take 

us to surprising depths. Dyer spoke to us about his interest in life, 

the clumsy interactions that happen, and in human nature and our 

awkward efforts. I love this frame as a way to think about the rest of 

this collection, in the poems and stories that reflect human nature 

through its quirks and contradictions, grace and inelegance in equal 

measure, whether on the grand scale or the personal, mundane 

details. The desire to connect and enjoy the company of other 

people is on display, even when the efforts to do so are awkward 

and uncomfortable, or leave something to be desired—see, for 

example, Shelley Stein-Wotten’s humourous nonfiction piece about 

the perils of potlucks for the “nontraditional” eater! Some pieces are 

light-hearted, others more poignant, but no matter what we hope 

the writing and art in the issue bring a lift and some light to the 

remaining dark winter days as we look forward to the longer days 

of spring and summer.

• April Ripley



Active Pass Drama by Phyllis Schwartz
PhotoBased print
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MATT DYER is an artist living 
and working in Tofino, BC. In-

spired by people, community and the 
environment, Matt has an unusual 
eye and a unique way of interpreting 
the natural and unnatural world sur-
rounding him. Using colour, line and 
space, Matt paints as a way to record 
and explore the ideas, actions and the 
feelings of this amazingly dynamic 
world.

S&C: Where are you located? Does 
your location influence your work?

MD: I was born in Los Angeles and moved to Victoria, BC when I 
was seven years old. When I turned 20, I headed back to California 
and lived outside of San Francisco for a couple years, then on to Se-
attle, to Honolulu, and eventually back to Canada where I have been 
living in Tofino for the past 10 years. I feel like all these places have 
been incredibly influential to me as a person and without a doubt in-
fluence the artwork that I do. Each of these places has a unique style 
and feeling. They have a colour palette and an energy about them, 
and this creeps into my artwork on all sorts of levels.

S&C: How would you describe your style as an artist?

MD: I am an abstract artist who loves graphic design. I consistently 
like to play around with space and colour, and usually end up creat-
ing something that is slightly dark, but playful at the same time—of-
ten, but not always, with a slight narrative quality. I’m drawn towards 
that, I guess. I like there to be something grounding or familiar in my 
art, and then I wander out from there. I think familiarity is a good 
place to start a conversation or an idea. I don’t need this to be the 
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case, but I like it when it happens. 

S&C: What medium do you prefer to work with and why?

MD: I work mostly in paint, but I will pretty much use anything that 
I can think of, if need be. I use both oil and acrylic, depending on 
where and what I am painting. Both paints have their pros and cons, 
and part of the challenge and the fun with any form of building and 
creating is working within the resources that you have available. I 
will use pastels and paint sticks of various types, as well.  Sometimes 
I will photograph a painting and then use components of that in 
digital work. 

I am particular in a lot of ways. I look for a specific quality of mark, 
and then need to figure out how I can achieve this. I look at colour 
closely and I constantly want to expand in these two areas, trying 
different paints and techniques in an effort to grow as an artist.  

S&C: What is your creative space like?  

MD: My creative space...varies. Tofino is a tough place to find space 
to create. I have built a small dry studio in my backyard, which I 
love. But at the moment I have turned three-quarters of my bedroom 
into my studio. I enjoy working in the space that I live in because I 
get to spend so much more time just looking at my work as it moves 
along from start to finish. For me, it is important to look at what I am 
doing throughout the day, to see the painting during different times 
of the day and in different mental states. I think looking at stuff when 
I am not specifically sitting down to work on it is a good thing. This 
often leads to surprising turns and important changes, moves that 
I think would be hard to figure out if I were more focused or being 
more intentional.  I guess I kind of like to catch my mind off guard. 

S&C: What sparks the ideas and inspiration for your works?  
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MD: I love people and life and the clumsy interactions that happen, 
or could happen, between us and our world. I don’t shy away from 
the gritty and the unproductive moments; I think a lot of the mean-
ingful parts of life ride there. I like to ponder the unlikely, sometimes 
the mystical. I love the underdog. I think that all my work starts with 
this interest in human nature and our awkward efforts. Sometimes 
our fantastic efforts. I then mix in some aging, barely lingering, visu-
als of 1960s office supplies, black and white television shows, some 
old dark fairy tales, and somehow this ends up in a colorful and 
abstract painting....

Emotionally speaking, which for me is also an important creative 
component, I feel the most inspired when people and communities 
act in kind ways, when people treat each other with respect and 
open-mindedness, open heartedness. I love simple things like young 
people interacting with elders, holding doors for each other, eye con-
tact. I like odd couples. I love people being challenged, not so much 
physically, but mentally. I love seeing humans become softer and 
slower and stronger.  

To sum it up, I have had an amazing and interesting life and it is 
still going on with lots of twists and turns along the way. I pull out 
images and feelings of my past and lay them over what I see in front 
of me and what may be real and may not be real and go from there. 

S&C: Do you have narratives in mind as you paint, or is it more 
about communicating a sense or a feeling? What do you hope people 
ultimately take away from viewing your art? 

MD: I often have narratives that my work gets built around. Some-
times it’s easy to see in the finished piece, but sometimes it evolves 
past that and ends in a feeling. Having a narrative helps me keep 
moving forward in a constructive way, especially when I am stuck. 
Following a narrative or building on a feeling is a great way for me to 
not get lost while working on something. Getting stuck and lost are 
ever present and important parts of my process, so I need tools to get 
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through. Narratives can be really helpful for me. 
I need to check myself, though. Letting go of the narrative at some 

point can often be the most important step in finishing something. It 
can allow me to make the decisions on a painting that end up finish-
ing it. It’s cool how it happens. I think life works like this, too.  

I am not sure what people take away from my art. I hope they find 
interest, and a way they can relate to it beyond just looking at colour 
and line. I hope it leaves people with a feeling more than anything, a 
curiosity. I think this is why the arts are so important: they commu-
nicate things that are not easily put into words. It doesn’t mean that 
the ideas or feelings I’m trying to address are complicated; art just 
sometimes does a better job at communicating things that do not fit 
well into words and traditionally correct sentences. 

S&C: Has the content and style of your artwork changed over your 
career?  

MD: Yes and no. The ideas and themes that I play with have not 
seemed to change that much in thirty years. I definitely focus visually 
on different things and experiment in different areas, but the under-
lying feelings and stories that I like to explore today seem to be gen-
erally consistent with what I found interesting and have been curious 
about in the past—broadly speaking. 

There are changes though—my style and my colour palette are 
good examples of this. I am inspired by other artists and study other 
people’s work. So, if I see interesting things going on somewhere I 
will play around and see what happens when I run things through 
my own personal filter. I don’t want to ever just keep doing the same 
thing over and over. I am self-conscious about that. However, I do it 
to some extent, and I admire people who can do this well. I feel like 
this is an important and complicated part of art making.  

S&C: Are there any other artists that influence you or that you par-
ticularly admire and wish more people knew about?
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MD: Oh, there are so many artists’ work that I find interesting; I 
think it is really important to keep exploring the old and the new. 
Here are a few of the standouts that come to mind at this moment 
(just a note, I don’t know these artists as people and have little to 
no idea how they carry themselves or carried themselves on this 
planet): the figurative work and landscapes of Richard Diebenkorn; 
Fritz Scholder’s colourful and strong portraits; and more recently, 
Xavier Kelly out of Seattle. I think Derrick Adams’ work is amazing. 
I recently saw some work and a short video on Faith Ringgold, who 
my sister introduced me to. I definitely encourage readers to look at 
these people’s art. 

S&C: Do you have any new projects on the go that you are excited 
about?  

MD: I am excited to just keep pushing forward as an artist. I want 
to keep painting. I always have an idea in the back of my head to 
work with prints and printmaking. I love the versatility and mark of 
prints. I also would love to get more involved with building things 
on a small scale, like ceramics, and work with other artists on larger 
scale installation pieces. I’m always interested in community build-
ing work as well.  Wow, I have a lot of things to get going on.  But for 
now, I will just keep painting. 



The Serpent by Matt Dyer
Acrylic and chalk on paper
18x24 in
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A Boy’s Life of Crimes
Danial Neil

I

When did I know the taste of rain
was nourishment for me?
Why did life cheer me on, then beat
me down for nothing but a dirty mouth?
How was I to know that rules would
change everything, that it was safer
to never confess my crimes?
A boy knows nothing but grows still,
from the heat of a hand, a temper, a look,
learns how to appraise and discern and to beg

II

Running in November rain— 
you know you are alive
The rain cuts, arctic slices passing through the layers, 
finds the white bone of you and chills like nothing else, 
not even standing on lake-ice heaving the gelid trout
I am talking about a West Coast rain, how it drives
the incomers like inconsolable lambs
into the warm pens for sensible coffee
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It is the boy in me, of course, who cherished 
such shocking immediacy, who listened to
the bathing forest drip by drip, who sought out the sizzle 
on slow moving streams,
who made rain his sanctuary, 
and who secretly wept for its deliverance

III

The umbrella conceals me,
shelters me from the day, its black inversion
receives the tapping pearls—recounts the sounds of childhood,
the downpour on the roof of our ‘65 Ford Fairlane,
the thrum of summer thunder on our tent
that has its own nostalgia—the long-gone smell of canvas 
that holds part of me—impossibly, memories safely
transformed by the rain—alchemy or mercy
It is the solitude, the empty streets
and the full measure of reflection that feels
meaningful, glorious and holy as if the answers 
have been sent by the charitable gods
All is happiness now as my life of crimes
seeps away into the forgiving earth, 
into the past and future, 
into stillness
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Crows
Danial Neil

I would like to be a crow if nothing else 
garbed in a sable cape 
Huddled like a shrouded miscreant 
eager to torment hawks and owls 
to ease the boredom of liberty 
 
I would join the ranks of grinning things 
in flight like black arrows sailing 
for the common places 
Such joy to strut with royal clones 
rolling chicken bones down wooden shingles 
with an eye to the stupid dogs 
 
I would bow before the sun 
then surrender to the flighty winds, 
rise like smoke with my shadowed fiends 
Most pleased I would say 
to chuckle away the permissible days



Reflective Bird by Phyllis Schwartz
PhotoBased print
16x20 in
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Two Ravens
Marlene Dean

I want to write poems about
what birds think—
because they do, you know,
think—
the two ravens, for example,
who live in the woods
at the end of the road.

When my neighbour walks there,
they follow him home, because
bread crumbs fall from his hands.
As they hop behind him,
they look so deferential,
if they had caps
they’d be doffing them and
calling him “Guv.”
Yet,

after the handout
they rise up, 
their wings like velvet oars
rowing through the blue air, and
I hear them conversing 
in that odd language they have, 
which sometimes sounds like the
ancient tongues of pottery bells, and
sometimes like wooden bats 
striking metal tubes.
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They are saying,
as they look down,
how small the man looks
when you can see the big picture.
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Black Wolf
Marlene Dean

I want to write poems about wolves,
tell their side of the story.
The black wolf I saw in a field
beside a road:
when I stopped the car to look
into his eyes
I saw inside them
the fire of the universe, 
before he turned and fled.
I longed to call after him
that it was okay,
but it never is,
not with humans.

I want to tell you
how I saw him again
on the front page of a newspaper,
posed with the man who shot him,
the man’s arm around the wolf
as though they were pals
sharing the moment, and
how the man’s eyes
looked blank, like
the eyes of a man who would
shoot the stars from the skies
just for target practice
if he got the chance.
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Word Crafter/
Oficio de Palabrera
Lidice Megla

Rustic loves,
figures of smoke,
men of flesh,
tell them
I was theirs
but do not keep.
I belong more 
to the words, 
the snails,
the disorder of things,
the restless 
light greening earth.
Yes,
tell them
I was theirs
forever
(although not entirely).
I give myself
in a drip,
living
in a gesture
of spaced giving.
Still, 
tell them, sister—
rustic lovers,
figures of smoke,
men of flesh—
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that I gave according to the exact
price at the exchange,
but again, 
I left it all by
the flower of paper.
All for the office of word crafting,
transformer of simple things into miracles.
Yes,
tell them, 
I was theirs forever,
so they can remain
in the impermanent 
ebb of the moment.
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It’s Still Raining Over the
Shearwaters
Lidice Megla

Regions of elegance against the gray beach.
Floating torches landing on their retrices.
A green sedge lurks inside the damp solitude of a cedar,
volume written by the forest lying truncated by a hand like mine.
Marine juices and foam churn inside its cave.
Morning hints over the sun’s orange cape.
Yet, the shearwaters chant for more rain, the peaks fast. 
The wings skim closer to the waves.
You’ll hear them soon!
A terror of seagulls advances on the meat 
that looked upon last night’s stars.
I have seen its death,
an added brilliance that bypassed the sublime land of dreams.



Distant Sailboat by Phyllis Schwartz
PhotoBased print
16x20 in
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After a Poem by Robert Hass
Mary Ann Moore

If I said, remembering that winter, a lipstick kiss
on his tiny cheek when he was handed to me,

If I said, a Turkish kilim sent home one May morning,

If I said, my ankle after the surgeon’s cut,
the plastic surgeon’s graft,

Or a field of poppies and a bus load of women, 
a red scarf over her blonde hair—

She was a minister from Norway. We were remembering  
the goddess in all her forms, on a women’s tour of Anatolia.

How could you not love a woman who walked with you 
into the sea, called you from Bergen when she got home?

Red, I say. Red.



Red Black Blue Shoreline by Matt Dyer
Oil on canvas
39x39 in



Beach by Matt Dyer
Acrylic on paper
22x20 in
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Postcards
Cate Sandilands

I. 

M – 

Just landed. What a day. Plane three hours late because of 

all the YWG snow. Bumpy ride, which you know I hate. 

Going to the residences now. So tired! Wish you were here. 

Miss you already. 

Love, C xo

The second she felt the plane come to a decisive stop at the 

terminal, Claire unbuckled her seatbelt and pulled her bag 

from the overhead bin, with or without the flight attendant’s 

permission. She changed her watch. 8:15 Winnipeg time, but 

only 6:15 in Vancouver, so there was a chance the airport store 

would still be open. She drummed her boot on the floor as the 

rows of passengers in front of her disembarked. She wished 

again she were the sort of traveler who could afford business 

class. Her university was strict about expenses, so she had to 

wait, fidgeting, along with everyone else in economy.

When she was finally free of the plane, she rushed to the 

store and bought five postcards just as the cashier slid the 
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door closed, one for each night of her stay: Vancouver at 

night, a closeup of English Bay, Grouse Mountain, and two she 

thought Mel might like of BC wildlife, an eagle and an orca. 

She chose the whale to send first, put a stamp on it from the 

supply in her wallet, addressed it to home, and wrote it quickly 

in one of the departure lounges. It might not get to Mel until 

Claire was already back home, but that wasn’t the point. 

She picked up her suitcase from the carousel, found a 

mailbox, and slipped in the card before hailing a cab out to 

UBC. In the car, she exhaled. It was raining, and she ignored 

the driver’s sporadic attempts at conversation to focus on its 

soft, metallic pinging on the roof. It made her feel safe and 

self-contained. 

After the desk clerk checked her in and handed her the key, 

Claire found her suite, unlocked it, and closed the door behind 

her with a satisfying click. She turned on the light and looked 

around: at least she could claim one of the nicer, private 

apartments for her research at the archives. It was more than 

she expected. There was a kitchenette with a table and chairs, 

a couch across from a large TV, and a double bed through a 

sliding door. She tested the bed and felt the glorious crisp-

ness of fresh, tight sheets. She looked around the walls at the 

vaguely tasteful, West Coast prints: anonymous and abstract, 

which pleased her. She checked the drawers and cupboards in 
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the kitchen: Corelle cups and plates, basic cutlery and pots, a 

tea towel, some dishwashing liquid, paper packets of salt and 

pepper in a bowl. Simple. Perfect. 

No food, of course. She looked at her watch and, for a 

second, considered ordering a pizza. There was a phone beside 

the couch, but no directory. Mel would no doubt take yet 

another opportunity to chastise her for her refusal to get a cell 

phone—Mel had, herself, just bought a fancy 2009 BlackBerry 

Flip as soon as it hit the market—but Claire didn’t mind the 

occasional inconvenience as a trade-off for privacy and quiet. 

She would get some groceries and investigate takeout tomor-

row; tonight, she could go out. She found the folding umbrella 

in her suitcase and ventured into the rain, in the direction of 

the campus pub she had seen from the taxi. 

The pub was full, but the hostess found her a small table in 

a wood-paneled corner. From the chalkboard menu on the 

wall, Claire chose fish and chips and a pale ale. She listened to 

the chatter of students around her as they complained about 

the amount of homework they had been given over Reading 

Break. She smiled, thinking about her own undergraduate 

class and their assignment, Anne Marie MacDonald’s Fall 

on Your Knees, which would keep them busy for a while. She 

didn’t have to respond to them, or anyone else, for five whole 

days. The fish and chips were mediocre. The freedom was 
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delicious. She ordered a celebratory single-malt and sipped it 

slowly as she pored over her research notes in advance of the 

archives tomorrow, stretching out the evening as long as she 

could.

II.

M –

Great day in the archives so far! Letters to Jane from 

Marian Engel, Margaret Laurence, Ann Cameron, Marga-

ret Atwood. So much more to do, I’m not sure I’ll get 

through it all. Residence suite is OK: comfortable but basic. 

Will check into takeout for tonight. The archives are cold! 

Should have brought your cardigan. 

Love, C xo

The next morning, the clock on the bedside table buzzed at 

7:00, waking her from a deep sleep despite the time difference. 

She made the bed, showered, dressed, gathered her things, and 

added the umbrella to her bag even though it wasn’t raining 

any more. She found coffee and a cranberry muffin at a Star-

bucks in the nearly empty Student Union Building food court 

and perched on a stool to finish them. She made her way to 

the basement of the library building—the Learning Centre, 

they called it—that housed the university’s archives and special 
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collections. She locked her coat and bag in a neat cubicle, took 

her camera, pencils, and notepaper in with her, and asked the 

archivist to bring out the twenty-six boxes she had requested 

by email over a month ago: Jane Rule fonds, Correspondence 

series. – 1947-2000. 3.72 m of textual records.

The archive reading room was empty except for a 

young-looking man in a pale blue sweater, already intent on 

his papers, in the far end of the room near the rare books 

display. Claire chose a place at one of the long, wood tables 

and waited. She considered going out to the locker to get 

her coat: it was almost colder in the room than it had been 

outside. She shivered and pulled down the cuffs of her shirt. 

As she waited, she wondered in passing what the young man 

was studying. Then her thoughts turned to Mel and how her 

day was going, how she would be wondering what Claire was 

doing. She considered what Mel might want to know about the 

room, the rain, the dinner she had last night, whether she had 

met anyone interesting. She willed away the distraction and 

tried to focus on what she was here to do.

The archivist arrived, at last, with ten of the file boxes on a 

rolling cart and reminded her, again, to be careful handling 

the papers. 

“Pencils only,” he said, pointing to her yellow notepad. “And 

no post-it notes.”
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As he walked back to his glassed-in office, Claire took a 

moment to look at the cart. It always felt like Christmas, that 

first moment in a box of papers, and she didn’t want to rush 

it even though she knew she only had a few days to work 

through dozens of files. She chose a box from the top of the 

cart, likely not the most important one but still exciting, 

placed it on the table, and pulled out a file from the front.

Three hours later, she realized she was not only cold but 

also stiff and hungry. She stood up, stretched her arms over 

her head, and wheeled the cart back to the archivist’s office to 

take a lunch break. The sun had come out while she was in the 

basement, so she took her food court tuna wrap outside to sit 

at a metal table on the patio. She reveled in the unexpected 

warmth and pulled out the second postcard to write. It would 

be beastly cold in Winnipeg. She decided against mentioning 

to Mel the camellias coming into bloom around her. When she 

finished her lunch, she dropped the card in the mailbox by the 

Learning Centre. 

Claire arrived back at her basement locker to find the young 

man also there, stowing his coat and preparing for the after-

noon’s work. She avoided eye contact, wanting to get back to 

her files, and busied herself with her pencils and paper so he 

wouldn’t have any reason to notice her.

“Hi,” he said to her over her shoulder, piercing her bubble 
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of invisibility. “I’m sorry to intrude and I’m sure you’re really 

busy, but I’m always interested in what other people are doing 

here. I’m researching Chinese-Canadian business history in 

Vancouver for my PhD at U of T. I’ve spent so many hours in 

this room I’m bored with my project and fantasize everyone 

else is working on things that are so much more interesting, 

like maybe someone really famous.”

Claire looked up as he paused for a second. She wasn’t sure 

whether, or how, to respond: would Jane Rule be famous 

enough for him?

He didn’t give her time to decide. “I haven’t seen you before,” 

he concluded. “Why are you here?” 

Claire chose to reply in as few words as possible. “I’m writ-

ing about Canadian women writers’ friendships. Jane Rule’s 

papers are here.” 

The explanation came out like a dismissal and, when his 

face withered with embarrassment, she immediately regretted 

it. She didn’t want to get friendly with anyone on this trip—

goodness knows it would complicate things—but she also 

didn’t want to be rude, especially to a breathless, eager gradu-

ate student. 

She felt compelled to add: “I’m just here for a few days. You 

know, a flying visit to see what’s here. I’m in the middle of 

Jane’s letters from Marian Engel. They’re really good. Jane was 
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friends with Margaret Laurence and Margaret Atwood, too—

and a lot of other famous writers—so I’m looking to see what 

they wrote and how they supported each other. Engel had a lot 

of stuff going on, and Jane was really there for her.” 

 “Oh, that’s so great!” His face brightened again. “I wish I 

was working with interesting letters. I’m mostly looking at old 

financial records.” 

He seemed to finish the thought. Claire smiled, closed her 

locker, and moved toward the door to retrieve her boxes from 

the office. 

“Hey,” he said as she turned away. “I’m Kevin, by the way. 

I know your work is super important and all, but maybe 

we could get dinner tonight, after work? I don’t want to be 

presumptuous or anything, but your project sounds great and 

I could really just use some conversation with a live person to 

get out of the heads of all my dead people.”

Claire had planned to go to the little grocery and takeout on 

the corner for supplies and dinner, to take wonton soup back 

to the simplicity of her suite, to call Mel, to go to bed early 

with her dog-eared copy of Jane’s Contract with the World for 

inspiration. But she found herself saying yes. Really, why not? 

It was all perfectly innocent. Such a nice student. Maybe a 

future research connection about Vancouver Chinese writers. 

How could Mel object? Still, she felt a bloom of anxiety in her 



 Sea & Cedar | winter 2024     41

throat.

“My name’s Claire,” she smiled, swallowing it down and 

extending her hand, “and it would be great to have some 

company. It’s good to meet you, Kevin. I bet your research is 

interesting, and I look forward to hearing about it.”

The afternoon was full of letters. Long ones, short ones. 

Mary Meigs, Joy Kogawa, Nicole Brossard. Timothy Findlay, 

whose letters Claire read even though he was not strictly on 

her list. Business arrangements, personal conversations. Arch 

professional prose, surprisingly intimate detail. Claire took 

as many photos as she could but, still, her hand ached at 4:00 

from writing copious pencil notes. 

Kevin was waiting for her at the lockers.

“OK,” he said. “You’re at the residences, right? Let’s meet up 

in front in an hour and get on the bus. There’s nothing inter-

esting here, but I have some great restaurant recommendations 

in town. Do you like Thai? I’m craving a good green curry. The 

pork buns from that takeout are not the greatest.”

By the time she’d dropped her bag, triaged her email for 

anything urgent from work, and made her way to the court-

yard in front of the residences, her trepidation had turned to 

anticipation. She never got to eat Thai with Mel, who didn’t 

like spicy food.

Over spring rolls, Kevin explained that his research was 
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inspired by his great-grandparents, who had lived in Vancou-

ver in the 1920s and been part of the tight Chinese business 

community. 

“They helped open the Mon Keang School. It was one of the 

first Chinese schools in Vancouver. Most of my family moved 

to Toronto in the ’70s before I was born, but I’ve always felt a 

connection to here.” He gestured to the street with his chop-

sticks. “So I decided to write my dissertation about it.”

Claire nodded as she speared a roll with the fork the waiter 

had graciously put by her plate. “Aren’t you worried,” she asked 

as she bit into it, “about writing about something so personal 

for your PhD?”

Kevin’s response surprised her. “Isn’t your work a bit 

personal, too?”

The question hung in the air as Claire chewed. 

She chose not to answer. Instead, she effused about the 

freshness of the spring roll. “I can’t wait to try that green 

curry,” she added. “You were right, Kevin: this is a great 

restaurant.”

III.

M –

Another great day in the archives! So much material. I 

may have to rethink the paper because the letters from 
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Findlay are intriguing, maybe even more than Atwood’s. 

Bed at the residence is not so comfortable and I’ve had 

zero exercise despite our plan so I’m blah today. Missing 

you! 

Love, C xo

Claire put the third postcard in the mailbox before she went 

down to the Learning Centre basement. She only had three 

more days, and she was determined to get as much done as 

possible. At the lockers, she thanked Kevin again for a nice 

dinner, but didn’t want to encourage him too much. She 

angled past him into the office to get her boxes. 

The morning went by quickly. Claire tried not to get 

distracted by the many other letters in Jane’s files, the ones 

that were not from other writers. It was hard, though, not to 

get sucked in. The best ones were from Jane’s readers: mostly 

women, and many who had experienced Jane’s early books as 

epiphanic: how important it was that she had written novels 

and essays with lesbian content, how brave she was to publish 

them in the 1970s, how life-changing her books had been for 

so many people. Reading them made Claire feel like she was 

part of an elaborate web of women’s lives and voices, traced 

through letters sent back and forth long before the internet 

made it so much easier to connect with people who shared 
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ideas and experiences. Maybe someone would read Claire’s 

papers, some day, and feel that kind of connection. God knows 

her emails were not archival quality.

At lunchtime, Claire ducked out before Kevin finished 

for the morning. She went back to the food court patio 

with a salad in a plastic clamshell and reveled in the quiet, 

surrounded by sun and camellias and the little tinge of salt 

on the breeze from the ocean she couldn’t see but she knew 

was there, all around the university. She closed her eyes and 

breathed deeply.

She jumped when Kevin appeared at her table. “Hi!” He had 

an enormous, steaming coffee cup in one hand and a sandwich 

in the other.

“Sorry to startle you, Claire. I didn’t see you leave for lunch. 

Mind if I join you?”

Claire did mind. She wanted to make a list of files to look 

at in the afternoon, to decide if she had time to look at some 

of Jane’s letters to Helen to find out if, to her life partner, she 

wrote about her writer friends as much as she wrote to them. 

But there were no other free tables, so she resigned herself to 

company and nodded to him to sit down.

“Good morning’s work?” she asked, politely. It wasn’t that 

she had no interest in what he had, over dinner, told her he 

was reading: something to do with an importer-exporter who 
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helped build the school. It was that she knew, already, that 

Kevin would talk about it whether or not she asked. At least it 

kept the conversation away from personal questions.

Right now, she would rather think about the young writer 

in Iowa who wrote to Jane in the late ’80s because she had 

nobody else to talk to about her hesitation to publish a lesbian 

novel: Claire wasn’t sure if the italics in the letter meant a 

shout or a whisper. Or the genuine love and concern with 

which Timothy Findlay—Tiff—wrote to Jane about Marga-

ret Laurence’s addictions and failing health. Or how Jane was 

clearly not amused by a well-meaning teacher’s request to use 

one of her stories for educational testing, for free: she had 

mimeographed a long, brittle reply and cc’d the Writers’ Union 

of Canada. She let the letters scroll through her mind as Kevin 

talked. 

“I guess we should go back?” Kevin’s question nudged her 

away from her thoughts.

“I suppose so,” she replied and started out of her seat, but 

Kevin wasn’t finished.

“Listen, I know you’re focused because it’s a short trip and 

all, but I’m going to see a play tonight at the Firehall. The 

music director is a family friend and she gave me tickets. It’s 

called Urinetown—yeah, I know it’s about pay toilets, but it’s 

supposed to be really good—and I wondered if you’d like to 
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come?” 

Claire loved theatre. She also cherished the idea of going to 

bed with her book and some soup—after checking in with Mel 

from the hotel phone, of course, which she still hadn’t done 

since she arrived, and about which Mel was likely not happy. 

Kevin dialed up the eagerness. “It won a bunch of Tonys 

when it ran on Broadway. C’mon: you aren’t going to be still 

thinking about your letters at 8:00, no matter how interesting, 

are you?” 

No, Claire conceded. She wouldn’t. And, she reasoned, it was 

just a play. She could figure out how to justify it to Mel later. 

Urinetown was exactly the sort of thing Mel would have 

hated: satirical, intertextual, cleverly self-deprecating. Claire 

couldn’t remember how long it had been since she laughed so 

hard. “Urine Good Company.” Ha! She chuckled as they left 

the Firehall, giddy with the simple fun of it all, and was easily 

persuaded when Kevin suggested a drink at a bar down the 

street.

“So,” she asked him when their glasses arrived, “what did 

you think?” She knew he would have a lot to say.

He did. As Claire sipped her single malt, he told her his 

thoughts about the play’s strange ending and something he 

had read comparing it to Brecht’s Threepenny Opera. Then, 

slightly flushed from his margarita, he proceeded to tell her a 
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funny story about an experience he’d had at a public toilet in 

Paris when he was there on a high school exchange.

“There was an actual person at the entrance who pointed to 

a jar, which was full of ten-franc notes. I paid it, and then my 

billet laughed at what a gullible Canadian I was. How was I to 

know it only really cost one franc to pee?”

Claire grinned at Kevin’s lack of professional boundaries. 

She genuinely liked her own graduate students, but none of 

them had ever discussed peeing with her. Of course, she never 

got to go for drinks with them, either: at least, not without 

Mel. It was bliss just to relax and listen to his stories, which 

washed over her like warm waves. Tonight, she didn’t have to 

worry about whether her laughter was too enthusiastic or her 

eyes too focused on something they shouldn’t be. 

When the server came past again, Claire signaled for 

another round and leaned over the table toward Kevin. 

“Remember you asked me yesterday whether my research was 

personal?”

He raised his eyebrows and nodded.

“Well, I can’t tell you any good stories about public toilets, 

but I can tell you about the time in my early twenties when I 

got lost on Galiano Island trying to find Jane Rule’s house. I 

wanted to meet the woman whose work I admired so much, 

and her neighbors kept sending me the wrong way. On 
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purpose!”

She found out Kevin was as good a listener as he was a 

talker, and the stories kept coming.

IV. 

M –

Don’t know where the days are going! One minute I go to 

the archives with my list, and next the archivist is shooing 

us out! Lots of notes. I’ll have to come back, for sure, but 

today was a goldmine: Jane and Helen talked a lot about 

their writer friends. Weather has been much nicer than 

home but the rain started again today. Wish you were 

here! 

Love, C xo

Claire overslept her alarm and only made it to the Learn-

ing Centre, after a quick stop at the Starbucks, at 9:15. Today, 

she was determined to make it through most of the remain-

ing boxes on the cart: a lot more writers, a lot more possible 

angles—and also Jane’s personal correspondence with Helen. 

Kevin wasn’t in the reading room. Perhaps last night’s large 

drinks hadn’t sat any better with him than they had with her. 

He had weeks to finish his work and was probably still asleep. 
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Claire, with only two more days, was envious but dogged. 

She wrapped her sweater tightly around her chest and started 

on the next box, wishing she could have brought her coffee 

in with her. She skipped over a few files to get to where she 

wanted to begin: Helen. 

One of the things Claire loved most about the archives was 

reading the letters and imagining their writers, writing: where 

and when they were, in time and space, what they were think-

ing and feeling. She imagined she could see moods change 

in their handwriting from one letter, or even one paragraph, 

to the next: a surprise, a fight, a reconciliation. As she looked 

through the files with Helen’s letters to Jane, though, there 

was just page after page of tidy, even script, all addressed from 

their house in Kitsilano to, Claire supposed, Jane in residence 

on Galiano given some of the gossipy references to people in 

their island community.

There weren’t a lot of letters from the 1980s onward, as Jane 

and Helen spent most of their lives together in the same place. 

But in the few there were, the intimacy was extraordinary. Of 

course, Claire noted the liberal peppering of “my darling” and 

“beloved” throughout. But what struck her even more was the 

absence of a greeting at the top of many of them. There was 

no need for a “Dear Jane” or “Dear Helen”; rather, it was as if 

they were simply in the middle of an ongoing conversation 
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that had begun in person, slipped seamlessly into writing, and 

would soon be resumed in person, perhaps over dinner, when 

they were together again. The letters included precise times—

Wednesday, 8:55 pm; Sunday afternoon, 2:30—and expansive 

topics: a past conversation, an event that happened when they 

were apart and needed to be recounted in detail, an ongoing 

preoccupation that merited another thought in their shared 

process of understanding, a book they were both reading. 

So many books. There were aftermaths of past arguments 

and probings of ongoing disagreements; there were private 

jokes Claire couldn’t understand; there were raw confessions 

and careful reflections on personal decisions. As she quickly 

photographed pages to savour later, she found herself marvel-

ing at the deep trust reverberating through the words even 

when they were about difficult things, a trust that allowed 

them to write knowing the other was listening.

I think, now, that it was good for us—for me, and for 

you—to find our own ways through these past months. I 

imagine you find this observation amusing, as you often 

have whenever I speak of myself as in any way less than 

determined! I know how different we are. I also know 

that my love for you stems from a place of pleasure and 

respect, not from obligation or sameness or destructive 

dependence. 



 Sea & Cedar | winter 2024     51

I know because sometimes I find myself smiling, just as if 

I’d caught an unexpected glimpse of you through a crowd. 

No matter what, you are my delight.

It was nearly 1:00 when Claire finished the box. She sat for a 

moment, looking at the signature on the last letter, xxx H, and 

felt like she often did at the end of listening to a symphony, 

reluctantly coming back into her body while her mind contin-

ued to float in the event in which she’d just been enveloped. 

She needed a break from Jane and Helen’s intensity before 

moving back into anyone else’s correspondence. She also 

desperately needed another coffee, so she packed up her things 

and returned to the Starbucks where, to Claire’s surprise, the 

barista recognized and greeted her. Her nametag, which Claire 

noticed for the first time, read “Lily.” 

The weather had turned, so she chose a seat inside. Between 

sips of French roast, she pulled out the fourth postcard. Star-

ing at the blank space to the left of her home address, she felt 

sadness pour through her like the heavy rain on the other side 

of the window. She couldn’t write that she’d imagined seeing 

Mel and smiled, because she had come to Vancouver partly 

to get away from her wife’s incessant criticism. She couldn’t 

make a thoughtful addition to an ongoing, difficult conversa-

tion because Mel would find a way of twisting her words into 
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something Claire would never have meant, but for which she 

would somehow be responsible anyway. Hell, she couldn’t even 

mention Kevin, no matter how ridiculous Mel’s simmering 

jealousy might be. Claire’s eyes filled with tears, as they did so 

often when that inner door opened and she came face to face 

with everything she and Mel had become. 

She willed the door closed and scrawled some words 

anyway, because she had to, because the postcard might buy 

her a day of relative peace at home. 

She returned to the reading room—Kevin was still nowhere 

to be seen, thank goodness—and started in again. It was a 

good afternoon. There were some letters from Phyllis Webb. 

Maybe, with the Audrey Thomas connection there, too, there 

could be a second paper on women writers in the Gulf Islands? 

When she got home, she’d have to check to make sure some-

one else wasn’t already doing that research.

V. 

M –

Last day. I made it through what I came to look at, but I 

think I’ve found some other possibilities for the future. Too 

much to explain here. I’ll tell you about it at home. 

Love, C xo
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Claire packed up her things and said a reluctant goodbye to 

her quiet, pleasant room. She left her suitcase at the residence 

front desk, greeted Lily when she got her morning coffee and 

muffin, and returned to the archives for one more day’s work 

before getting on the evening flight back to Winnipeg.

Claire had more than enough material for a paper on Jane’s 

friendships with other women writers; there were only a few 

relevant files left in the remaining boxes. She knew she would 

write this paper, that it would get published, that it might 

even spark some minor interest in the arcane world of Cana-

dian literary history. She finished the files, took some notes 

about possible cross-references to other writers’ archives, and 

checked through all the boxes one more time to make sure 

she hadn’t missed any younger writers with whose names she 

might just not be familiar.

She hadn’t. It was only 11:30. 

She did what she’d wanted to do last night as she clicked 

through the images on her camera of Jane’s and Helen’s letters: 

touch the actual sheets of paper again. She pulled out the file 

and, one by one, leafed through them slowly, thinking about 

how some letters might dance around the truth, but how these 

ones were part of a very large and enduring one. When she 

saw the archivist go into the back room behind his office, she 

lifted a letter to her nose and inhaled deeply. She thought she 
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could smell a faint trace of Jane’s cigarette smoke, mingled in 

with something sweeter: perhaps Helen’s perfume. 

She put the letters away and stacked the boxes back on the 

cart. As she stood up to leave, she caught Kevin’s eye across the 

room and gestured for him to meet her at the lockers.

“Are you going?” he asked when he joined her.

“Yes, I am,” she replied. “Back to winter tonight. But I 

thought we could have lunch before I say goodbye?”

“Sure,” said Kevin. “Just let me put my files back.”

As Claire waited, she thought about going home. She 

thought about Mel, who may or may not, depending on her 

mood, be at the airport waiting for her. She thought about Jane 

and Helen and the letters they had carefully saved to be read 

again and again, and the kind of trust it took them to let even 

the hard parts of their loving live on in the archives.

She pulled out the last postcard from her bag, the one with 

the eagle; she would post it to Mel from the box outside the 

SUB on her way to lunch. She looked at what she’d written on 

it that morning. She smiled, thinking about the many other 

possibilities she’d found.

*Note: “Postcards” is part of a research-creation project, Dear 
Jane Rule, that explores the life, work, and extraordinary 
epistolary relationships of the iconic lesbian, west coast author 
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Jane Rule (1931-2007). Rather than describe and discuss the 
reach and impact of her letters and published writings, the 
project aims to animate these relationships by imagining some 
of the lives of her correspondents and readers as they inter-
acted with Jane and her work. Although the stories are entirely 
fictional, her impact and legacy are not. 
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The Other Hand 
Richard Youds

Not the one that leads, 
highest on the axe or sledge, 
weighing against the tiller, 
selecting the ripest blackberries, 
or perhaps indolently pushing back hair. 

Not the one that uses the knife, 
eases open the throttle, 
or twists and pulls the cork: 
no, that second hand, following, 
the slowly realized companion... 

The sun-bleached hairs on its arm, 
skin now darkened and drawn by dryness, 
a scar just above the outer wrist, 
its arteries raised by the heat— 
the one easily tended hand in waiting. 

The one checking the water’s warmth, 
caressing your thigh or cheek, 
steadying the steering wheel 
on weaving roads or in reverse, 
less apt to reach but just as able. 
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Like fishfin creasing the calm sea, 
or birdswoop for insects at dusk, 
motions more than themselves, 
it reaches for the worn rail 
to steady its owner in the climb. 

This hand quietly grips the ageing summer, 
the textures of metal and wood, 
so that along the planes of possibility, 
it, too, sharing the impact of diving, 
can be part of the hope and thrust.
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Age 
Richard Youds

I have come to believe a stealthy tailor 
sews into my clothes each night 
an array of worn river stones. 

I believe the stitching is perfect, 
yet the lagging cuffs and collars 
suggest where the weight sits. 

I believe the rocks slowly play 
against my movements and turn 
the days’ ease into effort. 

I am sure each rock 
is a geography unto itself 
and a universe of atoms within. 

I am sure the rocks were swept 
from shaded banks of clay, 
agate, and ages past. 

I am sure they were selected 
with care from the inside curves 
of beautiful, rollicking rivers. 
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I am sure that the rivers 
are of no mind to miss 
any of the specimens I carry. 

I am equally sure you are visited 
by the same subtle tailor 
with his unseen heaviness.



 Sea & Cedar | winter 2024     61

Metal Man
Erica Keen

In the basement
a snowmobile

dissected
exposed tracks

like a tank
undressed.

Nuts
bolts

bullets
sprawl across

the kitchen table:
a mechanic’s bouquet.

The front yard
a spread of cars
with windows

pressed out
ignition boxes missing
gifted to another cause

closer to driving.

I never knew a man
who so loved machines

moved so fast
broke so many bones

who never sleeps.
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November cold snap
he spits blood
on white snow
from the metal

now a part of his lungs.
Years of welding

other people’s dreams
Tokyo to Mexico

cruise ship wasteland.

Never once did
the metal man

dip into the ocean.

Would he sink?
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Hypothesis 
Camilla Arnold

I stopped writing.
I stopped writing and my soul was eaten by a thousand fire ants.
I sat watching from above, mildly amused,
inert.

I looked for meaning in coffee stains, their imperfect crescents 
reminding me of historic brazenness.

I looked for meaning in the moss, pressing into it until it bled 
morning dew: the only impressions that matter.

I looked for meaning downtown, wore hooker boots with glimmering 
buckles while nobody looked—
made and served one whiskey sour behind the bar on a Wednesday 
and got devoured. 

I dreamed I was careening off a cliff but somehow dodged 
my happy ending,
then danced while the treefrogs sang a chorus both nostalgic and new.

One day maybe science, blushing, will admit that everything is placebo.

And that’s what makes this all real.
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The Fungus Gnat
Jonathan Moskaluk

Through The Dead Sea Poems we swam, 
our silent wings and colossal fingers—
careful not to fold, flick, or fumble—
pinching the narrow spine wide open.

Far from the monstera sticky traps,
and somewhere between Chapter and Verse,
the pages sealed like two horizons
and the unbleached pulp of sky folded

around you, the weight of former words
stamping you there, near the upper edge
of page thirty-two, ironically 
positioned above The Two of Us.

The ink of your body—no larger 
than a comma—is more prominent
in death than in life; the way it goes.
I pause briefly for a pressed flower,

dead in a sea of poems.
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Grief Played – First Movement 
Ian Cognitō

in my recollections 
the dramatic feelings— 
the anger, the anguish 
the frustration, the betrayal—
loom large 
step out in front 
take all the oxygen 
for this act of recall 

while the softer feelings— 
the love, the patience 
the persistence, the grace— 
hold back 
whisper for attention 

that is what they do
they require a keener ear 
one that can lean in 
to kindness 
to forgiveness, to… 

you know the score
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First There is a Molehill, Then
There is No Molehill, Then… 
 paraphrased from Donovan

Ian Cognitō

these molehills of his 
can buckle up so seamlessly 
into mountains 
succumb to subterranean forces—
tectonic shape shifters, molten 
memory pressure cookers 
doing what it is they do 
below the surface 

innocuous mounds breech quickly 
confoundingly 
into imposing monoliths 
outpacing geological time 
by eons 
rendering clear passage
near to impossible
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No to Potlucks, Yes to One-
Cook Dinner Parties
Shelley Stein-Wotten

My friends, I come to you with a proposition—nay, 

a call to action. The potluck must be held ac-

countable for its discrimination toward allergy 

sufferers and the diet restrictive. We must have justice for 

these people who walk among us.

Allow me to tell you the story of a young woman, a young 

woman who is smart, thoughtful, and only slightly caustic. 

Folks, this woman is me.

I grew up in 1990s suburbia. From certain angles it didn’t 

seem like suburbia because it was hugged by pockets of forest, 

still diverse in native flora and fauna, but the human element 

gave it away, for it was a monoculture of European-descended 

flesh eaters, lovers of pale-coloured vegetables, and all shades 

of meat.

I was brought up in a vegetarian household—a rarity at the 

time—by a mother who had danced with vegetarianism in her 

pre-children life, and a father who preferred power tools to 

whisks and simply ate what was in front of him.
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“So, you’re vegetarian…do you eat chicken?” was a common 

question from the parents of my friends. These people had not 

heard of legumes.

As lacto-ovos, potluck gatherings were problematic. My 

mother was calculated about each dish she would bring; it 

needed to be a complete meal for our family of four since all 

the other offerings plunked down on the vinyl tablecloths 

contained some sort of meat in ball, disc, or tube form. We 

had all been contestants in the guessing game of, Is there meat 

underneath that layer of melted cheese? Most often, we ended 

up the winners of a surprise flesh deposit into a napkin. To 

avoid that fate, lining up for mealtime became a mad dash to 

the spot where Chef Mom’s Pyrex sat to assure its contents 

weren’t missing before we wended our way to its location.

The other event guests would stiffen when they saw your 

single selection plate. I guess my buffalo ranch chicken dip isn’t 

good enough for you, Linda-from-the-school-carpool’s eyes 

said. So when I told you everyone loves my hamburger chili, that 

wasn’t enough of a consensus for you? Lance-from-across-the-

street’s eyebrows asked.

“The bacon is only on top, just flick it off,” Laurie’s mouth 

blurted.

It was a real bonding experience where everyone felt heard 

and understood.
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But that was the ’90s. Now that basing meals around plants 

is common, if not verging on de rigueur, vegetarian options at 

a potluck are easy to come by, and few flinch when you pass 

on their prized sausage rolls.

Injustice solved, you may say; but that’s only half the story, 

my good people.

I’ve been packing an EpiPen since 2006, when the peanut 

let it be known that its deleterious effect on my systems would 

become ragingly worse with each accidental exposure. Since 

then, I’ve had the displeasure of stabbing myself twice and 

have drowned myself in Benadryl on at least four occasions to 

ward off the above-mentioned stabbing.

I make a hard pass at any bakery that displays peanut butter 

cookies. I skip out on restaurants that have a thing for peanut 

sauce. But the potluck remains the greatest minefield of all.

I politely line up with everyone else, plate in hand. The 
other guests are tantalized by the mounds of culinary 

creations, loading up their plates, ready for a taste explosion. I, 

meanwhile, scan for the food that’s raw and undressed. Pickles, 

crudités, fresh fruit. These are the safety foods of the severely 
allergic. Once or twice I’ve taken a chance on hummus, 

though the anxiety-induced heart palpitations weren’t worth 

it.

I settle in at a table with my sparse little plate, considering 
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how I can make six carrot sticks and a wedge of cheddar last 

as long as my table companions’ plates of noodle salads, spicy 

rice, and deep-fried cauliflower.

“No wonder you’re so skinny,” Miriam teases.

I give a half-hearted laugh, but dare not say I’m not eating 

anything that has more than one ingredient because I have an 

allergy. If I do, I am invariably confronted by the Helper. The 

Helper insists on telling you which dishes don’t have peanuts 

in them, running a spoon through each casserole dish to 

proclaim, This one looks good! The Helper takes your hand and 

wanders over to each table to ask who made the eggplant, and, 

Maryanne, your baked tofu doesn’t have peanuts in it, does it?

A nice gesture, you may say. No, my pals, it is not. It’s what 

we in life call crossing boundaries. The Helper takes it upon 

themselves to save you from the terrible pain they perceive 

you are in. The Helper doesn’t check in to learn that, yes, I am 

more comfortable nibbling on a cucumber for an hour, then 

heading home and snarfing a grilled cheese. Besides, no matter 

how assured the Helper may feel by confirming with Moshe 

that his enchiladas are peanut-free, the Helper is not the one 

who may have to barf in two hours and feel her throat start 

to close up, leading to the reacquaintance of her thigh muscle 

with a sharp metal object.

I do not ask for the potluck to change, but the ubiquity of it 
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must diminish. In our hot-to-be-inclusive world, the potluck 

doesn’t live up to standards. The dinner party, my friends, 

does.

The dinner party is a planned affair. It has a designated 

cook. A curated menu. A host who inquires about dietary 

needs prior to guest arrival. And, because everything written 

from 2020 to present must somehow relate back to COVID-

19, the dinner party is pandemic-times approved, assuring 

serious cleanliness control. (For a fun pre-dinner activity, you 

can invite your guests to watch you wash your hands before 

tossing the salad.) In short, the dinner party is thoughtful and 

sensible; plus, it doesn’t run the risk of dolmades being served 

alongside sriracha taco casserole.

Citizens of the world, the potluck purports to create 

community through the equitable sharing of food, but how 

great is this community if it isolates people like this kind, 

sophisticated young woman whose story I just shared? And, 

really, how equitable is the friendly potluck when Rafael 

dumps a bag of pretzel sticks in a bowl and Roopa cooks a 

huge biryani?

My people, say no to the potluck. Let this radiant young 

woman be free of the paranoia of multi-kitchen prepared food. 

Say yes to community, to connection found through a shared 

meal, but at a dinner party prepared by one fatigued cook. 
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And if you really miss that mixed plate, of having hot cheese 

dip flow into your pineapple pandowdy, I’m sure the cook is 

open to requests.
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Kerberos Means “Spot”
TJ Radcliffe

There is an island in the Acheron
where Charon sometimes stops to have a beer
and throw a ball for Spot, who’s supposed to guard
the Gates that lead off to the Other Place,
but mostly rides along and greets the dead,
hoping for some kindness. Don’t we all?

He is a dog prodigiously out-sized,
playful, stern, and loyal, all at once:
three heads make for a complex kind of beast.
But he has one heart: it is a dog’s,
and many souls are gladdened by the sight
of his one tail that wags in greeting as
they board the ferry over to the far
and strangely distant bank. For now the dead
are on the final leg: their destination
is that place where once they were, before.

Is it a nothingness? A grey-lost gloom?
A place of misery? Or Paradise?

I’m not allowed to say. But it’s a place
where after disembarking from the punt
a happy dog gambols along and hopes
that some kind soul will pet this head or that,
and often is rewarded.
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Sykes Bridge
Scott Lawrance

Translating the speech of the land,
a tricky business—first you got to hear it!

Two juncos precede me on the trail.
I cross Sykes Bridge.
When last here icy treacherous
now it’s the bikers to dodge.

While mind rattles on let body listen all the time
til they’re one. Forest listens to you as you listen to “them”.

How translate the cries of grief
into a tongue that still speaks?
The wind ohs and the ahs fall out of the empty frames.
And this is how you grow again
as you have never done before. Slow
learning me too. Wolf
if I get real quiet
will you pad through
the forests of my flesh
& stitch together
the sundered halves of my heart?



 Sea & Cedar | winter 2024     81

Voluptuous Blade
Scott Lawrance

When the vehicle is prepared
the path is empty.

Thirteen ways of looking at a Dipper,
aqueous inadequacies.

Getting through each day,
moment to moment,

tasks for a heart of lion.
The trees are made of fire.

Dipper, though immersed in river,
never gets wet.

I forgot everything
I wanted to say.
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Late Winter, in the Kitchen
Joshua Catt

the old wood house has people living upstairs
snow melting on the roof
people live below the people
who live beneath the sound of rain, 
the sound of melting snow

between each footfall on the ceiling downstairs,
the sound of rain, the sound of melting snow
that space between one sonorous step
and the next
when she has both feet on the floor
in the quick times between movements
the sound of rain, the sound of melting snow

the fridge has come of age,
and aged still more, and the compressor gasps,
and grinds, strains to keep things cold
the world was frozen in solidarity 
beneath the noise,
the sound of rain, the sound of melting snow

they call it the background, this place 
of rain, of melting snow
back there is where I hear it,
and it is only heard when it returns,
back to the ground: splat, the gentle hiss
of rain, of melting snow
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444 Light-Years From Earth
Joshua Catt

Do you know what the Pleiades sound like?
Just now they sound like a truck,
throaty, coarse, the timbre of outlasting the ban on leaded petroleum,
the bed of which knows the language of deer blood,
the driver of which only knows one volume as he helps his friend get 
their van out of the stuckness of old snow.
Only one volume, louder than a constellation.

Do you know what the Pleiades sound like?
It helps to look at them while you listen. 
Now they sound like the absence of truck:
sharp air, and the particular whisper of a half-moon 
as she turns the ice into even more stars,
these ones yet unnavigated to,
these ones sound like crackling, like dripping
in the dark.

Do you know what the Pleiades sound like?
Soon enough,
these ones will sound like the sigh of relief
from trees who spent days bowing in unavoidable homage
to the halting moisture,
resonant creaking and patter,
as they shed their own personal snowstorms
and conspire again with the sneaking of raccoons.
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I know what the Pleiades sound like:
They sound like dancing, like beer, the police being called,
nudist percussionists warning us to care for the skins of our eardrums;
they chime the ringing in my ears from every gig we played,
back in a land where these stars are upside down,
if they exist at all.
Those songs linger here, heard only by me,
not deaf, not yet—just a single piercing hum
an echo of every other sound I’ve ever heard,
once too much to bear, now lingering only faintly,
is the sound of the Pleiades.
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Bruised
Mary Alissa

I didn’t knock over the peaches, and yet my body
will not let me forget the way
my neck turned, chin quivered,
eyes watered—still looking away—

feigning indifference.
Faced with the inevitability of
picking up the now-bruised fruit.
I didn’t knock over the peaches, and yet I hold

the shame, and your hand, leading you away
before you do something you might regret—
your idea of regret has always been
different than mine.

I didn’t knock over the peaches, and yet I wish
that I had.
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If Life Gave Me Lemons
Mary Alissa

For years I’ve said that I’d like to live
somewhere with a lemon tree growing in the yard. The idea 
of picking fresh lemons makes my chest swell with joy.
Lately, not much can do that.
Every few days I would wander outside, leaving the door open 
to let warm morning air drift into my small bungalow. Barefoot, 
I’d step off the wooden porch into the lush grass,
enjoying the feeling of my floral skirt swaying in the breeze 
against my skin.
Selecting a few ripe ones, I would gingerly pluck them 
from their branches on the tree and set them into a woven basket 
with care. I would get to choose exactly which lemons I wanted.
After returning to my kitchen, I would gaze at the yellow fruit, 
allowing the brightness to colour my day.
In this vision, I don’t see you.
I would spend time holding them, perhaps whispering to them 
about the amazing things they would produce, deciding 
what to do next.
A combination of juicing, squeezing, grating, chopping, 
smelling, savouring, roasting, pan-frying, 
and keeping them in a hand-painted ceramic bowl on my counter.
Maybe children would call me the crazy lemon lady,
and I think I’d like that.
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The smell of citrus would settle into my cutting boards
and my fingernails. I would still blush every time 
someone complimented a dish I’d made with each fresh harvest, 
knowing it did indeed taste delicious.
In the evenings with the windows slightly ajar, I would smile softly 
as I washed loaf pans,
dull knives, and wooden spoons, alone.
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12-Year-Old Body
Petra Chambers

Town kids throw island kids over the bank 
into the blackberries behind the gym on the first 
day of grade eight, according to reliable sources, so 
she knows what’s coming, but first she navigates 
six rows of early morning mushroom-coloured
plastic benches in the salt-sticky ferry lounge,
each gouged with a compendium of familiar 
homophobic & objectifying epithets, the mildest 
of these ‘Allison is a fox’ hinting at a fundamental 
question:
  (how does one become a fox?)

It’s four ferries & six buses roundtrip to high 
school each day. Disgorge, repeat, recombine
in density, she is holding it together in her seat, 
quite literally. Her thighs look big, they splootch 
when she sits, so she cinches them with her arms, 
her hands tucked under, tight, practicing invisibility

pretending she doesn’t have a body. She leaves 
the well-known diesel gloom of the golden yellow 
bus, crosses the customary iron ramp still slick 
with nighttime’s damp, onto the gently pitching 
deck, to cross the swift deep channel. The tiny 
lounge is overfull. Big bristling boys place smaller 
boys upside down in garbage cans for the duration 
of the crossing & wrestle over rows of benches. 
Giants brawling, their colossal feet in dirty sneakers 
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fly across the sky. Girls, poised, worldly-jaded
& composed, ignore all these shenanigans, sit 
talk smoke rise in unison, evocations of shampoo 
& self-possession swirling in their wake, 
as the ferry nears the shore.

From the scant periphery of this new state, she studies
hard. Pares vocabulary, stops reading, starts smoking, stops 
eating (how does one become a fox?) These boats 
& buses convey her body and with every sailing, 
the coast of childishness grows wild, untended, half
remembered. Rite of passage is in the crossing.
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Emily
Petra Chambers

I was not disruptive.
The wild places simply
knew me better. I could 
not love life indoors,
when every riotous 
flower by the roadside 
was my kin.

I traced the rivulets upstream.
That is where I found myself. 

I was not disruptive, as a girl.
I was not even home,
most of the time.

Drawing and painting 
let me steep 
in the wild.
I became
…concentrated.

No, I did not set out
to be an artist, but
the forest is persuasive.
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How could it be any other way?

I have resolved not to paint 
totem poles for an entire year, 
as an experiment. I will paint
trees sky clouds earth wind—
instead. 

I have invested in viridian
sienna ochre celadon
verdigris burnt umber—
and now all I need is a
sturdy boat to transport 
me up the coast.

Yes, of course my monkey 
Woo is coming too.

I would not answer 
any of these questions
if I did not require
the compensation 
your newspaper is 
offering. I have 
an expedition 
planned, and 
I am short
the funds for
my conveyance.
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What else am I obliged to say?

I loathe renting rooms
to strangers, but I must
have income and a 
place to paint.
Perhaps I have regretted 
being an artist
now and then. 

On occasion I may have wanted 
to be better understood, but I
failed to find the precise 
degree of deformation 
to my character 
that required. 

I think I have given you
enough. Write what you like.
I will paint what I wish.

Who can I speak to about the 
money for this interview?

I hope to leave tomorrow, 
before the weather turns.



Resting Dragonfly by Phyllis Schwartz
PhotoBased print
16x20 in



96 Sea & Cedar | winter 2024

Miraculous, Some Mayonnaise
Jennifer Cassidy

All my in-laws were over and hungry so I said
fried egg sandwiches? like it would be
easy. My pregnant belly brushed the oven
(seven months, much further than the first
crack at it) as I struck one, two, three shells
on the lip of the hot iron pan. But the fourth  
was all blood and lumps of plum. A scream
and a spatula drop. Then everyone quiet. I broke
the silence and said no walking on eggshells
for my sake. My husband whisked
the pan away and scraped all the eggs
into the compost. My sister-in-law joked
about counting your sandwiches before they’re
hatched, and my mother-in-law swiftly opened up
cans for tuna fish salad, instead. But I had lost
my appetite. I felt nauseous like the first
four months all over again. I flushed full
of embarrassment for thinking again
that it would be easy, a crack, simple, 
a flip, miraculous, some mayonnaise. 
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Abandonment: An 
Investigation
Julie Paul

Desert

Abandonment? you say, unconvinced, and I get it. Why bring 

up something this unpleasant?

Bear with me; I’m conducting an investigation that seems 

to work best in layers, sentence after sentence. And it doesn’t 

always work. In fact, I have abandoned this essay many times.  

Abandonment comes easily to me as a writer. I’d hate to 

count the drafts I’ve begun, only to stash them away in the 

umpteen file folders on my desktop. I have a whole novel I’ve 

left to the elements, ditto a nonfiction manuscript, hundreds 

of poems. When I do stick with something, though, or when 

it won’t let me go, well, eventually things get completed. They 

even sometimes get all dressed up and leave the house. Case in 

point: this essay. 

It also comes easily in other spheres. I am a big fan of aban-

doning what doesn’t serve me. I’ve been self-employed for 

over thirty years, which is good, because my boss won’t let 

me leave—although believe me, I have tried. Do I give up 
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too easily? I feel my body turn to toddler mode when I’m not 

having fun; I become a limp noodle, make myself as heavy as a 

bag of cement, and fall to the ground in a tantrum—at least in 

my head. Don’t WANT to! 

My tendency to abandon ship can rear up at the slightest 

trouble. I fear I’ve used this strategy where it hurts, with a 

few friendships I’ve shut down completely and immediately, 

when a certain line has been crossed. It’s what I fear I’ll do 

with marriage, too, even if I’m in deep, twenty-two good years 

along. Decades ago I read a quote about imagining the end of 

a relationship. That if you can imagine it, it’s already beginning 

to end. That’s worried me ever since. Because who hasn’t imag-

ined a different future in every aspect of life? 

A writer is a person who relies on her imagination; of course 

I think up alternative endings all the time. Truth is, most of 

us dream of other lives. Ever play the lottery? Take a vaca-

tion? Read a book? Maybe it isn’t truth that sets us free, it’s the 

fictions. The freedom to make stuff up. The blinders we wear 

to stay the course.

I think that’s why the pandemic hit creatives where it really 

hurt. We usually operate from a fanciful point of view; we’re 

also generally well attuned to the vibes of a place, and often 

allow our heads to swell with grand scenarios and possibilities, 

both worst case and best. We also don’t like being told what to 
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do. 

So, even though I only wrote sporadically at cafés before 

things shut down, when that was off the table, so to speak, it 

felt like prison. It also felt like abandonment, like being barred 

from life itself, or at least from the illusion that I’d been living 

under.

This was made all the worse because I’d had the privilege 

of delusional thinking before the shutdown. The privilege of 

optimism. Of feeling, for lack of a better word, safe. 

That’s deserted me now.

Ditch

A few years ago, pre-pandemic, I wrote an essay about a 

good feeling, something I took comfort from. Although the 

essay had not been published, I read aloud from it at a literary 

festival showcasing works-in-progress and received supportive 

responses.

Here’s an excerpt from that abandoned text:

In the dark, before sleep, is when I feel it. I let my hand 
languidly drift off the bed; I reach down and touch the 
intangible edge. It’s like the edge of a lawn, grass and dirt, but 
beyond that, it’s as if the earth has opened up and is waiting, 
patiently: I feel a space. A gap. An opening.

What is it? An absence, and yet full. A richness. A force. 
Sometimes I fall into sleep, somehow comforted by the 
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feeling of this familiar scruff in my fingers, as if I’ve got a 
hand in the messy hair of a napping lover. Other nights, the 
space emits a kind of quiet roar, a slight pull on my fingers—
not a sucking so much as a caress, encouraging direction. I do 
not sleep, but my insomnia is not from a sense of impending 
doom. It’s from a sense of feeling more alive.

A gaping rift beside me, a ditch big enough for the whole 
earth to burrow into, like a hibernating animal, and I’m not 
afraid? 

No. It seems, strangely, that I can relax in the face of such a 
space, even if it is imagined or sensed. I feel, overall, a sense 
of freedom.

But what is this freedom, and why do I feel it? What to call 
it? Colour, birthplace, circumstance? The absence of poverty 
and the presence of love, ability, support? Does it all boil 
down to one complicated label: privilege? Of having been 
cherished, of being cherished still? 

I have not lived unscathed, untouched by worry or sorrow; 
a look back upon my timeline would show a spatter of serious 
illness—one that might have gotten me, one that still might—
and grief over sudden losses, beloveds gone much too early or 
after long lives that still felt too short. All the normal prob-
lems of being human, mere challenges when placed against 
the greater suffering of others. 

Others. A loaded word, but the divide I resist, of us / them, 
must stand. I am dressed in a skin suit of someone else’s 
making, can claim no glory or satisfaction from its hue or 
providence, but I benefit from it each and every day. I can let 
my hand trail in the opening’s benevolent atmosphere and 
call it a comfort. 

I can imagine an escape.
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What I didn’t know when I wrote this was that this feeling 

was changeable; that the space wasn’t one I could count on to 

remain with me, to comfort and define me. All those charac-

teristics I’d once included in my self-definition were, seem-

ingly, as dissolvable as tissue paper. As if they could be rubbed 

away right before my eyes like hand sanitizer. 

In 2018, I took a number of flights, more than my norm, and 

back then, the news was all about germs on seat trays, how 

planes didn’t get cleaned often enough and it was up to passen-

gers to clean all surfaces. (PSA: Do not eat food that touches 

those tray tables, people: not only do sneezes and vomit hit 

them, but diapers are also sometimes changed on there!) I 

took wipes on those flights to sanitize the surfaces; they came 

up black and grimy, and I didn’t get sick once from a plane. 

All of that seems quaint now, fears from a simpler time. 

Three years later, as I sat on a plane heading east, one of only a 

handful of passengers in a mask, the feeling of that safe space 

around me had not returned. I’d been ditched by the benevo-

lent ditch. 

Even with (or because of) an N95 strapped to my face, I am 

afraid I will never relax again. 

Surrender

One way I think of the creative process is based on the 
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health class graphic: one egg, all the sperm, all trying to be 

the strongest, the successful, the best. My brain, the egg; my 

scattered thoughts and wriggling scraps of ideas, the persistent 

swimmers. The beauty of a metaphor being born, with all its 

parts intact and working. 

During those first pandemic years, I was one of the floun-

derers. I lost my sense of sense in the world, the ability to 

order my thoughts, the rhythm in my creative process. Who 

knew how fragile the setup was, how particular the conditions 

had to be? I’m not a precious creator, needing the finest paper 

or a favourite pen for the words to come. But conditions need 

to be stable, options need to be available, the ground needs to 

be solid enough to stand on. 

I wasn’t sinking. I wasn’t sick. 

I had everything I needed to survive.  

And yet, it was a paralyzing time. You know. You lived it, 

too. Or if you didn’t—if you were one of those people who 

were able to transcend the outer reality and keep on truckin’—

you surely must have had a few moments of utter dread, an 

uncertainty that there would be a world out there to greet your 

future art. 

Another metaphor for the most recent creative block: wait-

ing on arms to lift me out of a crib, and no arms coming. Such 

a lonely feeling, to be abandoned like this! When a creator 
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doesn’t create, for weeks and months on end, it can turn into 

despair. Before this pandemic hiatus, when I didn’t write for 

a spell, I could feel a pressure building within, and sometimes 

it spilled out onto the people closest to me. I became grumpy, 

peevish, churlish. But those emotional responses seemed 

like cool breezes in comparison to the winds of anguish I felt 

during this non-creative time, which couldn’t really be sepa-

rated from the anguish I felt about the world and all our griev-

ing. More than once I woke up sobbing at four in the morning.

I’ve had to surrender to all of this. Some days it feels like 

being inside an MRI machine, where you can’t move or else 

it doesn’t work, or like laser eye surgery, where if you let your 

eyeball shift, the wrong part of the eye gets burned. That 

comforting space I imagined is gone, and there’s nothing I can 

do about it.

Relinquish

Without my delusions of safety, here’s a sampling of what I 

experience now.

1. I’m at the annual AWP writing conference in Seattle, at 

a riveting panel reading and discussion about the wonder 

of the long poem. When a young man walks in during 

the poet’s presentation about intense family suffering, 

and sits down in the second row, my whole body goes on 
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high alert. Does he have a gun, does he know her, is he 

the brother in the poem, did her voice change when he sat 

right in front of her? No one checked any bags when we 

arrived en masse—eight thousand strong! No one patted 

us down or scanned us. But, we got an email a month ago 

about the conference’s weapons policy: strictly prohibited. 

That is not enough to give me peace, on my first visit to 

this country since a vacation to Hawaii, six years back.  

A poem I wrote in the margins of my notebook, while 

taking notes at the conference:

Is a poet a danger / in danger / is a woman /
telling the truth / a danger / or is the danger /
simply being alive? / We are all / vulnerable /
here / all skin no match for metal / or one another /
three years of fearing the air / finally settling /
until someone sneezes.

2. Tonight my husband had to talk to a disgruntled man 

who lives in our townhouse complex; hubby’s on the strata, 

and jobs like this fall on him. A few months ago, a man in 

a condo in Ontario killed five people after years of disputes 

with the condo board. Three of the deceased were on the 

strata council. When my husband didn’t come home after 

half an hour, I texted him: you still alive? I was actually a 

little afraid. This man’s wife moved out a couple of months 

ago, and he’s been unreasonable at meetings. Yes, he 
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replied, then walked through the door a couple of minutes 

later. He’d been stopped by another council member who 

wanted to introduce him to his newly-adopted twelve-

year-old asthmatic cat, and talk about the stock market. 

The disgruntled man had not done anything except worry 

about a crack in the foundation. 

3. My daughter, twenty-three, manages a bar in a big city, 

lives alone with her two pets, wears her biracial beauty 

proudly, performs at late night gigs. All of this makes me 

very proud, and afraid. I think this is a normal state for a 

mother. Does it get any better? I worry about her pets, too, 

although she tells me that’s her job, which it is. When I 

visit her, when I can hug her daily, the worry abates, but I 

live on the other side of the country. 

Today, a day in late March, we Facetimed while she was 

getting ready to go to a birthday party; after a few outfits, 

many of them featuring short skirts and plunging neck-

lines, she went back to what she’d been wearing before she 

tried other things on: baggy jeans, a sweater, and a jacket 

we affectionately call The Potato. When she left the apart-

ment, still chatting to me, to find the temperature had 

plunged, we were both relieved that she was back in her 

layers.
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Quit

Quitting gets a bad rap. We’re told from the time we’re able 

to take advice to stick with it, to push on through, to make 

lemonade out of lemons, to never give up. I get this. It applies 

to many situations, especially when it comes to learning a new 

skill or art form, or when your goal can only be achieved by 

continuing along one path. But there are many situations in 

which quitting is perfectly reasonable. In fact, often it’s the 

most honourable choice. Sometimes it’s not a sign of weakness 

but a sign of strength.

In 2008 I travelled to Montreal to set wheels in motion for 

a move. The school I wanted my daughter to attend was old, 

decrepit, falling into disrepair, filled with ghosts and stressed-

out little kids and smoking big ones— and parents lined up 

for days to get their youngsters enrolled because it was an Arts 

School. Special. Legendary. I knew only a little about F.A.C.E. 

when I visited on that sweltering June day, but my eyes saw all 

of Montreal through a very rosy filter: the filter of “other.” It 

was everything my sleepy, clean, pretty West Coast city wasn’t, 

and I wanted a change so badly I could barely keep from skip-

ping down the streets of the Plateau. The summer storm that 

broke the humidity felt like hope as it soaked me to the skin. 

We could make this work.

I managed to enrol our daughter, find an apartment, and 
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a potential job lead for myself, all within seventy-two hours, 

then flew back to prepare the family for the move. 

The choir teacher at F.A.C.E. was a challenge to deal with, 

and my nine-year-old, who spent most waking hours singing, 

started hating the after-school choir. When I told him she’d 

decided to stop attending, he flipped out on me. “What are 

you teaching her,” he asked me, “if you allow her to quit now? 

What kind of parent are you?” 

I guess I’m the kind that listens to their children? The kind 

that doesn’t enjoy seeing them cry when they’re forced into an 

activity they hate? 

When we left that city altogether a year later to move to 

my grandmother’s house to regroup, then back to the West 

Coast, it was the right thing to do. Were we giving up? The 

filter was no longer working; when I looked around Montreal 

I saw more of what was really there, but mostly I saw my girl’s 

sadness, and knew we had to make a change. 

She is now a singer-songwriter. She lives in Montreal. We 

quit that city at the right time, so she would be able to return 

at a better time, to make things work in a place she now calls 

home.

Give Up

I have quit many jobs, many courses, many apartments, 
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some people, some paths, some ways of thinking. I’m sure 

there will be plenty more quits to come. 

Guitar lessons: I didn’t even get to the tuning stage. To be 

honest, I used guitar lessons as the ruse to get to know my 

future husband better. It worked. I’ve let him play all the 

guitars, except when our daughter is home and they share the 

burden.

Waitressing: I lasted about an hour the first time, when I 

was twenty, and not ready to be bossed about for a two-dollar 

tip. Then in my thirties I tried working as an event server and 

lasted one wedding reception under a huge tent by the ocean. 

By the end of the shift my arms felt as if they’d been stabbed 

with every chicken skewer I’d served, and I never went back.

Veganism: I was the worst kind of vegan. One with no filter, 

ready to spread the righteous news to anyone. Is Flakes of 

Ham okay? my Nana asked me once. Vegans were so far off 

her radar, and wasn’t it mostly pickles once it was mixed up for 

a sandwich? I regret my response back then. And I guess I’ve 

quit Flakes of Ham, too, but ham is occasionally back on the 

menu, along with most other meats I once quit. 

Triathlons: Can you quit something if you’ve only done it 

once? I say yes, because when you’re training for a triathlon, 
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it takes over your whole life in a way that is close to an addic-

tion. Everything you do is for the ‘thon. You get very boring, 

and very fit. Alas, the habits of loading up with protein and 

carbs lasted longer than my focus on fitness, so a year later, all 

I got from the whole experience—aside from the t-shirt!—was 

bigger. 

University: I started three times, never finished. Or is it four? 

I have a very low tolerance for writing papers just to prove I 

know something. I want things to count. I want to learn and 

keep learning, things that matter to me and help me in what-

ever way they can. I might lack discipline. But there is another 

list—things I haven’t quit—that negates this possibility, includ-

ing marriage, my job as a registered massage therapist, writing, 

parenting, tennis, cooking, and so on, to prove that I do have 

discipline—when it’s right for me.

Reject

I had a friend once who made fun of the way I say “layer.” 

I don’t know how others say it, other than my way, which 

sounds a lot like “lair.” We used to laugh about it, about a lot of 

things, and talk about the world in a way that felt genuine and 

deep. We used to meet in a meadow full of wildflowers and 

read and write, side by side with the bees. My daughter was 

her flower girl.
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That friend is no longer a friend, and not because she 

laughed at my pronunciation. No, she chose to go analog 

in digital times, prohibitively extreme and precise in a 

ramshackle world, insular instead of expansive. 

I don’t fault her for these choices. They’re what she needs to 

maintain equilibrium in her mental health—or at least that’s 

what she says. She also says she still loves me, and thinks of 

me and my family often; that was written on a postcard at least 

seven years ago, the last correspondence she sent in response 

to a letter I wrote, wondering where things went wrong.

For me and the others left on the cold side of the bed, it 

doesn’t feel like the kind of love we expected. It is a certain 

kind of loneliness to be left very clearly on one side of a fence 

that a friend has no intention of climbing over. I ran into 

another one of her abandoned friends recently, and she asked 

if I’d heard from “our former friend.” 

“Not in years,” I said. “I don’t measure up.” She replied that 

she’d had the same experience. We both seemed bewildered, a 

little bitter and hurt.

You should know that I’ve also dropped good friends at 

the drop of a hat. I want and need connection, but have a 

tendency to draw firm and immediate lines that can’t be 

crossed. I’ve shut people out at least three times in my life, so 

far, and I regret two of them. 
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One of them I still go out of my way to avoid, even when 

she’s reached out or is passing me on the street. This woman 

let me down on my wedding day, the same day I had to ask a 

now-deceased aunt to leave the reception, after she crossed 

one too many lines; oh, it was quite the day. I keep mean-

ing to look up where the planets were that day, since a few 

things slipped a little sideways. Or maybe it was simply Planet 

Wedding to blame. 

This ex-friend was one of my bridesmaids, yet because she 

and her boyfriend were in the midst of a fight on the big day, 

she went MIA and dropped all the items on her to-do list, 

including picking up the wedding cake and showing up to her 

hair appointment. Friendship: halted. Trust: gone. A few years 

later she briefly dated one of my cousins and reached out, 

inviting me to a BBQ, but I didn’t respond. 

I’m Facebook-friend level with another person I shut out, 

decades ago. In Grade Five, she didn’t wear a bra and I’d just 

started; when she repeated a criticism from her mother about 

it being too soon to wear a brassiere, that was it. Just cause for 

immediate shutdown of the friendship, which had been a good 

one for years. Shutting her out meant, in my rural upbringing, 

that I both had to see her every day and pretend that I didn’t. 

Then we met on a dance floor across the country fifteen years 

later, and lucky for me, she decided to turn the other cheek. 
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The third friend I abandoned is a former housemate I lived 

with in my early twenties, a woman I treated like garbage 

for no good reason other than I was immature and at a low 

point in my love life. It may have been her plethora of porce-

lain knick-knacks in our living room that pushed me over 

the edge, but more likely it was how happy she and her new 

boyfriend were, in the next room over. In any case, I drew 

some kind of line that turned into a wall, and then I stayed 

behind that wall for twenty years, until it turned out that the 

wall was broken and needed removing. We did that together, 

starting slowly a number of years ago, and now, we are 

friends, colleagues, and book club buddies. Does she ever feel 

completely at ease with me? Does she trust me to stick it out 

this time? Given my history, I wouldn’t. But I know that it isn’t 

going to happen again, at least not with her. It seems that I 

may have become a less extreme version of myself, or at least 

someone who can own up to some mistakes and try to reclaim 

a strong connection. 

Unburden

The song “It’s Alright” by Mother Mother played on the car 

radio the other day, and I started crying. It’s not the first time 

this has happened. The song is about forgiveness, of oneself 

and of others, telling us that it’s okay to be human, mistakes 
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and all. I told my husband it’s the anthem for ex-Catholics, 

trying to unburden ourselves of a legacy of shame and guilt, 

and he laughed knowingly. He’s been trying to help me shake 

off the residue for decades. This might lead you to think that 

he found me in a nunnery, or that I lived a monastic life. I 

didn’t. But I also spent my childhood taking seriously the 

messages driven into my little head about sin and hell and 

suffering.

As example: the Caldwell Mansion, a haunted house in my 

Eastern Ontario village that sat abandoned for decades. I was 

probably the only kid in the village to never set foot in that 

dark mansion at the other end of town. Now, forty years later, 

it’s been turned into a high-end B & B that I’m more likely to 

enjoy than the run-down house it once was.

What does this say about me? I wasn’t scared of ghosts, nor 

was I supervised at all times; I had friends I could have gone 

with. But I was a girl controlled by an invisible God, a girl who 

followed the rules, beset by shame if I didn’t. 

It wasn’t all guilt and holy water, though. In my family, 

maple syrup runs thick. Every early spring, we took the short 

trip to the farm my dad’s father grew up on, to visit the rela-

tives who kept things running, to walk through the mucky 

woods and see sap pouring out of the trees, which was then 

made into syrup like water into wine. And always, it was 
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during Lent, and always, we’d given up sugar, and my mother 

was on the receiving end of subtle pressure or pity from the 

Protestant side of the family to let us have a taste. Eventually, 

because I’d heard of other Catholics being allowed a break on 

Sundays, I convinced my mother to relent one dark Sunday in 

April.

We’d gone to church that morning, 9 a.m., my little brother 

carrying the bell or the cloth in his altar boy robes while we 

endured the off-key singing of half the crowd; we’d gone to 

confession with our lists of sins ready for the machine that 

went from priest to God and back, the paper miraculously 

wiped clean. We would surely be going to Mass three times 

on Easter weekend. Was it, like the path to heaven, a matter of 

suffering to counterbalance the living?

Whatever it was, we didn’t care. We had fresh maple sugar 

melting on our tongues, Jesus in the form of a leaf, and all the 

angels in our mouths rejoicing.

Religion was not that difficult to turn my back on, when I 

did in my early twenties, but the term abandonment applies; 

me of it, it, of me. Catholicism may not have abandoned me 

directly, but fury and bitterness rise up in me at the way it 

makes humanity, the very act of simply being human, into 

something that needs fixing right out of the gate.  I believed 

that blindly for so many years—even if they were only the first 



 Sea & Cedar | winter 2024     117

years of my life. It felt like abandonment to let me live in that 

kind of fear. To skew a child’s perspective so she believed every 

little slip-up was a nail in the hand of Jesus, and to promise 

salvation if she stayed good.  

The facts that continue to come to light about the horrors 

and atrocities committed by the Church make it all too clear 

that the dynamic has always been wrong. The number of 

Indigenous children proven to have been buried at residential 

schools under the Church’s “care” keeps rising—a truth that 

Indigenous communities have been sharing for decades that 

has, until recently, been ignored. The Vatican and its legacy of 

lies and cover-ups has much to account for. 

The Mother Mother song lyrics only go so far.

Let Go

I haven’t been inside a church in years, but I’ve been reading 

about monuments. At the pinnacle of Borobudur, a massive 

Buddhist stone monument on the island of Java, the relief 

comes after the relief. A pilgrim, as she heads for the top, 

passes thousands of scenes, teachings, Buddhas, and stories 

carved into the stone, until finally, after many terraces and 

steps, she reaches the summit where a huge stupa awaits. 

“Inside it there is nothing, the void—the ultimate goal of 

this spiritual journey,” Neil MacGregor writes in his book A 
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History of the World in 100 Objects. 

When you abandon hope or desire, what happens? 

Most of us were not raised to want nothingness—the goal 

was always to have more of the good stuff, both before and 

after dying. But maybe it’s this nothingness that I long to feel 

again, in that space alongside me. Although I would love to 

travel to Indonesia and walk this monument, this life here—

this place and this particular moment in time—may offer me 

similar chances.

Because alongside the good, the parts we don’t welcome still 

live inside our days: disease, illness, pain, loss, or fear of these. 

All are reminders of life’s frailty, its fleeting nature. Its ultimate 

uncertainty is the only certainty we possess.

I keep trying to rediscover the sense of the space I wrote 

about in that earlier essay. A rift. An opening that feels alive, 

like a wound, or a mouth. Maybe, even, like a door, hidden 

until needed.

“When the student is ready, the teacher will appear” is a 

common saying attributed to Lao Tzu, but that’s only half of 

it. The rest goes: “When the student is truly ready, the teacher 

will disappear.” 

Maybe the gap, the space that I sense, is the gaping hole in 

my understanding, or the keeper of that understanding. A 

friend, keeping me company. Will I keep this friend or shut 
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her out? Will she let me in? 

I want it to return to being a space of comfort. I may need to 

abandon reality for this to happen, because the plates beneath 

my bed are poised for shifting, here on Vancouver Island, and 

the broken world goes on as humanly as ever.  

I recoil when people say that the pandemic has been a gift. 

I hated that viral video that came out in the first year called 

“The Great Realisation,” a rhyming bedtime story about how 

good it was when the world stopped. Sometimes being told to 

look for the silver lining really gets my back up. 

But yes, maybe there are Buddhas inside this and every 

challenge. Maybe each pause, each trial, each draft I reject is a 

stupa, a chance to grow. I only hope the creative flow contin-

ues to coexist with them. I really prefer to make things up as I 

go along. 
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