
JULY/AUGUST 2021 • THEWALRUS.CACANADA’S CONVERSATION

New fiction, poetry, essays, and more

Summer Reading

Learning to 
Love the Leafs

• • •

The Loneliness 
of Old Age

Plus
The Making of 
Moonstruck

T H E  P O S T  P A N D E M I C  V A C A T I O N



C
O
-
P
R

E
S E N T E D W I T H T H E

W

A
L
R
U
S

T
H
E

2

0 2
1

A M A Z O N
C A

N
A
D
A

Amazon Canada

First Novel Award
Congratulations to the winner of 
the forty-fifth annual First Novel Award: 

Michelle Good 
for Five Little Indians
(HarperCollins Publishers Ltd / Harper Perennial)

As the winner, Michelle 
Good receives a $60,000 
prize.

Rama Altaleb is the 
winner of the Youth Short 
Story category for “Lost 
Childhood.”

Learn more at amazon.ca/fna
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same is true of narrative writ large. “On 
some level, we’re all little kids who look 
to narrative for answers,” said Thomp-
son. “And we don’t have a lot of answers 
right now. We just have a lot of ques-
tions.” In this part of the world, trained 
as we are to expect a clear beginning, 
middle, and end, the same guidelines 
hold true for writing an epic like Star 
Wars and for responding to a pandemic. 
As an editor, I can tell you that, when 
 fiction or non fiction lacks an awareness 
of plot and structure, it leaves readers 
unsettled. Their attentions drift. Per-
haps they start thinking about what to 
make for dinner. In the worst cases, the 
tension caused by a lack of structure can 
feel existential: Will the problem never 
be resolved? That’s a bit what the pan-
demic feels like right now.

The July/August edition is our annual 
Summer Reading issue and, tradition-
ally, a tribute to the most creative work 
we publish. This year, it’s striking to see 
how much writers have incorporated the 
themes of the day into their  inventive stor-
ies, poems, and essays. In “Little Sanctu-
ary,” Randy Boyagoda envisages life for 
a family in a country devastated by twin 
calamities: a plague and  political  collapse. 

Charlotte Gill’s unexpectedly 
sexy short story “Giganto” is a 
work of satire (I think!), but it’s 
also about what a larger-than-
life being can teach us about our 
own relationships to mortality 
and the environment.  Sharon 
Butala is one of the country’s 
most frank, unflinching chron-
iclers of the experience of  aging, 
and her essay, “Years of Soli-
tude,” looks at the ache of isola-
tion — a topic we’ve all thought 
about  lately. And, in her debut 
visual  essay for The Walrus, 

“The Way We Were,” photographer  Jorian 
Charlton uses the medium of the family 
photo as a form of story telling — weav-
ing a personal and cultural connection 
between past, present, and future.

Looking around at the faces of my col-
leagues on a recent Zoom call, I noticed 
that the adrenaline of covering the pan-
demic’s first wave had been replaced by 
a grim determination to get the job done: 
we are experiencing narrative fatigue. 
Some of us have been sick, and all of 
us miss loved ones. Yet not one person 
has given up on the job — on bringing in 
ambitious features, developing relation-
ships with new writers, or working to get 
our stories in their best possible shape. 
That commitment reflects our love of the 
craft and of our readers. It’s also an act 
of protest against the moment we’re in.

It helps us to know that this is a two-way 
street. We were moved to learn that a doc-
tor recently requested hundreds of  copies 
of The Walrus for COVID-19  patients at 
half a  dozen  Toronto-area hospitals. Per-
haps in life, unlike in art, the biggest vic-
tories don’t have tidy  endings — but that 
doesn’t make our  progress any less mean-
ingful or compelling. 

 — Jessica Johnson

T he mOst useful ad-
vice I’ve retained from 
my under graduate 
program in creative 

 writing is a lesson about struc-
ture from producer and screen-
writer Peggy Thompson. She 
trained us to watch movies 
with a stopwatch, clocking the 
 timing of different plot points, 
such as the call to action, the 
midpoint, and the climax — her 
rationale being that viewers’ 
commitment to mainstream 
films is tied to their expecta-
tions. If the plot twists don’t make sense 
or the story is taking too long to unfold, 
we’re more likely to walk out.

I called Thompson to discuss what 
struck me as similarities between the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the story- 
structure pitfalls she had taught us. The 
first part of the pandemic was rife with 
dramatic calls to action — the introduc-
tion of physical distancing, nightly cheers 
for health care workers. Then came prog-
ress in curbing infection rates, then (as in 
any epic struggle) setbacks. But, instead 
of resolving, as the plot of even the most 
basic Hollywood movie manages to do, 
things kept getting worse: in effective 
lockdowns, quickly spreading variants, 
confusing vaccine rollouts. As many 
critics of the institutional response to 
the pandemic have observed, you could 
 hardly tell the second act from the third, 
let alone a potential fourth —  especially 
in regions that have been in and out of 
states of emergency for months. Now, 
more than a year since the pandemic 
started, we seem to have “lost the plot,” 
Thompson concurred. 

Some psychologists say that the narra-
tives we create around our experiences 
affect the way we feel about them; the 

Editor’s Letter



FRANCO ÉGALITÉ 
Illustrations for the cover and
Summer Reading, p. 41

“My teachers always told me, ‘Don’t 
draw from your imagination.’ As an 
artist, I take things from reality and 
then bring them into my own little 

world. The starting point is always very technical: anatomic-
ally correct and accurate in perspective. Once everything is 
set, I break it and sculpt it into something more abstract. It’s 
a weird back and forth, but it helps me rediscover the small 
details in life that we usually pass over.”

Franco Égalité (“Francorama”) is an illustrator and artist from 
Montreal. He has worked with Facebook, Stella Artois, and 
 Hachette Livre.

WAUBGESHIG RICE 
“Home Ice,” p. 23

“As somebody who grew up on a  reserve 
and is visibly Indigenous, I’ve always 
understood my status as an outsider 
in this country. I wanted to write this 
piece, about my complicated love for 

the Toronto Maple Leafs, because I’ve seen � rst-hand how 
prejudice thrives in the hockey world. In recent years, the NHL
has faced a reckoning with racism, homophobia, and mis-
ogyny. The league is taking small steps to be more inclusive, 
which is something it has to do — not just to stay relevant but 
to be a good entity. Hockey can’t exist as a white- dominated 
realm anymore.”

Waubgeshig Rice is an author and journalist from Wasauksing 
First Nation. His most recent novel, Moon of the Crusted Snow, 
was published in 2018 and became a national bestseller. He lives 
in Sudbury, Ontario, with his wife and two sons. 

Contributors’ 
Notes

SHARON BUTALA
“Years of Solitude,” p. 32

“My loneliness was hugely magni� ed 
when I became a widow and moved to 
the city. I realized that I was becom-
ing an old person, and the transition 
to old age can be hell. It’s harder than, 

for example, becoming a mother, when you still have this new 
love in a wonderful baby. But, at the same time, old age can 
be — intellectually, creatively, and spiritually — the best and 
most fascinating time of your life.”

Sharon Butala’s next book, This Strange Visible Air: Essays on 
Aging and the Writing Life, is out in September from Freehand 
Books. She is based in Calgary.

IRA WELLS 
“The Making of Moonstruck,” p. 70

“While touring Victoria University Li-
brary’s special collections, at the Uni-
versity of Toronto, I noticed around 
eighty boxes belonging to � lmmaker 
Norman Jewison. The chief librarian 

told me that people had accessed them but not in any com-
prehensive way. I decided to work through the material and 
shape a biography from those fragments of letters, memos, 
and contracts. In the early 1950s, Jewison was driving a cab, on 
the night shift, for Diamond taxis in Toronto. About a  decade 
later, he was directing some of the world’s biggest � lm stars. 
How does that happen?”

Ira Wells teaches literature and cultural criticism at the  University 
of Toronto. His latest book, Norman Jewison: A Director’s Life, 
was published by Sutherland House in May.

CHARLOTTE GILL
“Giganto,” p. 49

“I live in Powell River, BC, where there 
are quite a few armchair enthusiasts 
who like the idea of pursuing a bigfoot- 
type creature, as the characters in this 
short story do. I think what draws many 
people to this quest is a subliminal wish 

for a wilderness that we haven’t  penetrated  completely — that 
there might be little corners of planet Earth where things could 
be alive and we wouldn’t � nd them and be able to study them 
down to their last cell.”

Charlotte Gill is the author of Ladykiller and Eating Dirt. 
Her next book, Almost Brown, about growing up mixed-race, is 
forthcoming from Penguin Random House Canada.
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clean break
I agree with Angela V. Carter and Imre Szeman’s 
explanations, in “Ask an Oil Expert” (May), of why 
continued oil production is energy inefficient, finan-
cially risky, and ecologically disastrous. However, 
I found that they over simplified how easy a tran-
sition to clean energy would be. TD recently esti-
mated that up to 450,000 jobs — or three-quarters 
of oil-and-gas workers — are at risk from the energy 
transition. While much of this can be offset by work 
in clean-energy industries, these new jobs will be 
expected to offer stable employment, similar local 
tax revenue, and comparable benefits and union 
representation, none of which can be assumed.  
Of course, for Canada to continue producing emis-
sions at such high rates is unacceptable. But being 
cognizant of the challenges an energy transition 
entails will only help accelerate cohesive action.

Calvin Trottier-Chi
Montreal, QC

talk isn’t cheap
Reading Hannah Seo’s article “Blah Blah Blah: 
The Lack of Small Talk Is Breaking Our Brains” 
( thewalrus.ca), I felt lucky to live in a multiple-unit 
dwelling where I can see people in the halls and 
 lobby. One of my neighbours has no internet access 
and therefore does not receive regular updates on 
vaccine distribution. Luckily, while making small 
talk, I happened to mention to him that I had just 
been vaccinated. He asked how he could find out 
more, so I copied out the toll-free number he could 
call to get more information. My partner now tells 
me that this man has an appointment for a vaccine. 
Small talk isn’t always so small after all.

Stephen Rees
Vancouver, BC

tusk, tusk 
In the November/December 2020 issue, the  article 

“The Wrong Side of the New Age” stated that Nova  Scotia had 
the highest unemployment rate in the country in 1977. In fact, 
it had one of the highest unemployment rates. And, in the May 
2021 issue, the article “How Immigration  Really Works” stated 
that CanadaVisa is the only up-to-date list of Canada’s many 
immigration programs. In fact, it is one of a few such public 
lists. The Walrus regrets the errors.

“The time has come,” The Walrus said, “to talk of many things.” 
Send us a letter, email ( letters@thewalrus.ca ), or tweet, or post 
on our Facebook page.  Comments may be published in any 
medium and  edited for length, clarity, and accuracy.

411 Richmond Street East, Suite B15  
Toronto, Ontario, Canada  M5A 3S5

kicked to the cerb
The Canada Revenue Agency bureau-
cracy highlighted in Ken Babstock’s 

“I Fought the cra, and I Won” (May) 
doesn’t affect only writers and cre-
atives. As sex workers, my peers and 
I have encountered endless cra wrin-

kles since the start of the pandemic. Shifting qualifications, 
along with the Canada Recovery Benefit’s requirement that 
 applicants provide proof of past employment, have left us 
in the lurch. For Babstock, the cra’s failures seem to entail 
improper administration of policy — for sex workers, these 
failures are more holistic. Due to a dearth of “ legitimate” 
employment, a primarily cash-based income, and the reti-
cence of many tax professionals to offer us services, my col-
leagues and I have experienced a lack of support from these 
programs. There are fundamental inequities in how differ-
ent forms of labour are legislated, and they come with grave 
economic implications.

Sloane Saeed
Montreal, QC

By chronicling one man’s struggle to settle the record on his 
monthly assistance payments, Babstock points to broader prob-
lems with the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (cerb) 
and the cra. In the months following cerb’s rollout, myriad 
problems were reported, including unclear official communica-
tions and subsequent edits to the wording of eligibility guide-
lines. It is perfectly understandable for an initiative that paid 
out over $74 billion to encounter some hiccups, but punitive 
responses from the cra risk eroding the goodwill  established 
by cerb in the first place. As we continue to recover from this 
pandemic and its economic fallouts, policy makers would do 
well to give Canadians the benefit of the doubt and think twice 
before demanding repayment.

Duncan Cooper
Toronto, ON 

Letters
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IN 2008, after decades advising 
national statistical agencies to 
count only legal market activity in 
their annual reports, international 

accountancy mavens at the United Na-
tions Statistics Division — the global 
trendsetters who tell countries how to 
do their books — decided that the wages 
of sin ought to be included too. 

That spawned a frenzy of number- 
crunching. By 2014, novel line items 
appeared in the accounts of most Euro-
pean Union countries, estimating the eco-
nomic value of prostitution and illegal 
drugs. (It’s a work in progress. For ex-
ample, in 2016, the UK clari� ed its books 

to re� ect the fact that sex workers tend 
to conduct business forty weeks a year 
rather than � fty-two.) The United States, 
famously prim when it comes to certain 
kinds of sinning, does not count illegal 
activity in its national books. Nor does it 
count cannabis despite the fact that the 
substance is now legal in a raft of states. 

Canada, too, excludes sex work and 
illegal drug activity from its spread-
sheets. But, when Ottawa announced 
that it would be legalizing recreational 
cannabis in 2018 (the medicinal stu�  had 
been legit since 2001), the country found 
itself needing to � gure out just how much 
our basement toking was  contributing to 

the national economy. So Statistics Can-
ada, our most staid government agency, 
embarked on a nimble-footed, years-
long quest to do the math of pot, com-
plete with its own original taxonomy and 
an  astonishingly tender amount of de-
tail — a fervour that has gained plaudits 
from some of the  UN’s select club of na-
tional accountants. 

Our groundbreaking methodology — 
which includes sifting through waste-
water and poking through memories of 
pot prices paid sixty years ago — was the 
subject of a packed session at the inter-
national accountancy community’s bi-
annual meeting in Copenhagen in 2018 
and is seen as a potential model for other 
countries. 

Anthony Peluso, until recently an 
assistant director at Statistics Canada, 
was charged in 2017 with overseeing 
the intricate process of � guring out the 
current and historical value of the weed 
economy in Canada. That extends to 
labour statistics, manufacturing, imports, 
exports, policing, health care, and so on. 
Peluso, though silver-haired, could be 
mistaken for actor Stanley Tucci. It’s 
the magni� cent black eyebrows and the 
roguish glint that I can see in his eye even 
over Zoom. But it’s also the comedic im-
pulse. For example, even months after he 
retired (he’s now a private consultant in 
Ottawa), Peluso’s Facebook pro� le page 
descriptor was “Professional cannabis 
connoisseur.” And, because he no  longer 
has to comply with what he grinningly 
calls the “communications hygiene” of 
a government agency that has no ob-
vious sense of humour, he can give us 
a peek behind StatCan’s cannabis curtain.

IT’S ANCIENT, this urge to count things. 
About 10,000 years ago, even before 
they developed  written language, as 

best as we can tell, early Sumerians in 
the fertile valley between the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers used “count stones,” 
tiny symbols of the quantities of things, 
to monitor inventory. How many sheep 
were in storage? How many sheafs of 
wheat? Then, about 5,000 years ago, 
they made the logical leap to the � rst 
writing systems. Again, the invention 
seems to have been aimed  originally at 
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the place.” And cannabis statistics, she 
points out, are one of the places where the 
technical plainly overlaps with the  ethical. 
Using pot was once so stigmatized that it 
bore criminal consequences, and now, all 
of a sudden, it’s part of the formal assess-
ment of our national well- being. The situ-
ation lends itself to tiptoeing.

In the back halls of StatCan, this spilled 
over into how the statisticians were al-
lowed to refer to the project, for fear of 
access to information requests from jour-
nalists looking for unseemly jollity, Peluso 
says. Cannabis wasn’t the same mine-
� eld as prostitution would have been — he 
calls cannabis “illicit activity–lite” — but 
it carried cultural baggage all the same.

“You know, the whole Cheech and 
Chong thing,” Peluso says. “They didn’t 
want it to be seen to be treated  frivolously. 
They wanted it to be seen as a serious 
policy that we were measuring seriously. 
Even in internal communications, they 
didn’t like it if you made some cannabis- 
related joke.”

Like what? A “joint” communication 
was frowned upon, he recalls. Or a lift 
of the eyebrow with the greeting: “High, 
how are you?” No banter, however mild, 
was acceptable. 

Yet Peluso knows that the project had 
an intrinsic comedic arc, he tells me, 
hands alternating between waving for 
emphasis and pressing against his lips to 
suppress mirth. It was clipboard-toting 
civil servant meets spli� -smoking  hippie. 

administrative tallying, which is to say, 
keeping track of stu� . It had political 
ends. Sumerians counted food, money, 
and trade, the underpinnings of the  cities 
and governments they were inventing.

Those early records evolved into the 
complex � nancial statements we keep 
 today. Since the Second World War, a key 
� gure has been the measure of gross 
domestic product (GDP), the monet-
ary value of all the goods and services 
produced in a particular jurisdiction in 
a given time period. It is widely inter-
preted as a proxy for wealth. 

What you count matters. In her book 
GDP: A Brief but Affectionate History, 
Diane Coyle, Bennett Professor of  Public 
Policy at the University of Cambridge, de-
scribes just how emotional it is for coun-
tries to change their approach. In 1987, 
Italy, whose citizens are famous sco� -
laws when it comes to reporting  income 
and paying taxes, announced that it was 
adjusting GDP upward by about a � fth to 
re� ect the underground — but not ne-
cessarily illegal — economy. Overnight, 
Italy became the � fth-largest economy 
in the world, surpassing the United King-
dom. National euphoria ensued. Italians 
dubbed it “il sorpasso,” the overtaking.

Adding cannabis into national accounts 
may not be quite that consequential, but 
it’s still tricky. Coyle told me that gov-
ernments like to pretend that calculating 
production value is a very technical sub-
ject, “but it overlaps with ethics all over 

In order to count everything correctly, 
statisticians, including those who had 
never touched a rolling paper, had to 
grapple with the minutiae of how the 
plants were grown, prepared for market, 
and consumed. Was it seeds or � owers? 
Fresh � owers or dried? Oil or extract or 
infused beverage?

The teams had to invent codes to cap-
ture classi� cations for new line items. 
Among them: 71.0105, in the classi� ca-
tion of instructional programs for can-
nabis culinary arts and cannabis-chef 
training, and 71.0110, for cannabis- 
selling skills and sales operations.

It was obvious that there had to be new 
categories for cannabis taxes, but what 
about economic assessments of cannabis- 
related uses of police, courts, hospitals, 
and preventive health care? That led to 
a whole slew of new classi� cations under 

“functions of government.” And then there 
were changes to business investment, im-
ports, exports, and household spending. 
The e� ort tangoed across dozens of div-
isions and other federal departments, con-
solidating data from both the social and 
the economic sides of the agency.

Apart from hammering out semantic 
protocols, StatCan faced two central hur-
dles in determining how to count canna-
bis: How much do Canadians use? And 
what does it cost? But the economists 
at StatCan wanted to calculate those 
 numbers not just for the � nal quarter of 
2018, when cannabis became legal, but 
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for every year back to 1961, which is as 
far back as the national accounts go, at 
least in their current form. The reasoning 
was that cannabis amounts to an uptick of 
about $6 billion a year in economic activ-
ity. Without adjusting backward, it would 
seem as if Canada had had an unusually 
great 2018, an accounting o� ence Stat-
Can’s economists couldn’t countenance.

Other countries didn’t have such 
qualms. In 2014, after European Union 
countries added illegal drugs and sex 
work into their accounts, as well as incor-
porating some other shifts man dated by 
the new international guidelines, their 
GDPs rose, Diane Coyle writes. The 
United Kingdom’s jumped by about 
4 percent, Spain’s by 2.5 percent. Those 
of Finland and Sweden likely gained 
even more, she says.

But, in Canada, that wouldn’t do. 
“It would look like GDP was just taking 

o�  in that quarter when that wasn’t hap-
pening,” says Conrad Barber-Dueck, an 
economist in the national economic ac-
counts division. “All that was happening 
was that production was moving from an 
illegal basis to a legal basis.” 

So the cannabis team dug back through 
decades of surveys on drug use, addiction 
rates, law enforcement, and health data 
to � gure out how much cannabis Can-
adians were consuming back in the day. 
It started small, with as little as twenty-
four tonnes a year in the early 1960s. By 
2015, it was close to 700 tonnes. Until the 
1990s, when the US war on drugs ramped 
up, a lot of that came from abroad. Now, 
we’re a major exporter.

Still, StatCan craved more detail. So, in 
2018, analysts hooked up with research-
ers at McGill University’s department 
of chemical engineering for a year-long 
scrutiny of wastewater in Halifax, Mont-
real, Toronto, Edmonton, and Vancouver. 
(Halifax clocked in with the highest can-
nabis load per capita and roughly triple the 
usage of Vancouverites. Go � gure.) That 
pilot project has now been suspended for 
lack of money, says Barber-Dueck.

The latest � gures show that more than 
2 million Canadians use cannabis at least 
once a week, and more than a third of 
those use it every day. But what have they 
been paying? Barber-Dueck says that the 

team ploughed into historical databases 
of weed prices, talked to law enforcement 
o�  cers, and canvassed longtime illegal 
growers, mining their memories. British 
Columbians were especially  forthcoming. 

“People are pretty open about it and have 
been for years,” Barber-Dueck says. 

As the legalization date approached, 
the team created the crowd-sourcing app 
StatsCannabis, complete with a canna-
bis logo. “Statistics Canada needs your 
help collecting cannabis prices,” the app 
pleads, adding, “Your data is protected!” 

The technique had its drawbacks, 
 Peluso notes. Heavy users of cannabis 
are the most frequent participants in 
the surveys by default. But they’re also 
� lling out the survey right after they’ve 
made a purchase.

“When you survey heavy users of a 
psychotropic substance, the error band 
is always a little bit bigger. You’re pick-
ing up people whose — How shall I put 
it? — whose awareness might be slightly 
compromised.” Again, the grin.

DRUG DECRIMINALIZATION con-
tinues to pick up steam around 
the world, and other countries 

are taking note of what Canada has done. 
“We may not dominate in a whole bunch 
of stu� ,” Peluso says, “but sometimes 
we get into these little things and we 
do them well.”

There was the international session 
in Copenhagen. And, before he retired, 
Peluso gave a presentation to Mexican 
economists. (This March, lawmakers 
in Mexico’s lower house passed a bill to 
legalize recreational cannabis.)

In the US, president Joe Biden has gone 
on record in favour of decriminalization. 
Rachel Soloveichik, the research econo-
mist at the Bureau of Economic  Analysis 
who is exploring methods of inserting 
illegal activity into the  national accounts, 
is in the throes of writing a working paper 
on cannabis. “Some of the stu�  Canada 
did is very innovative,” she says. “As you 
can probably imagine, surveying this type 
of topic is not always easy.” *

ALANNA MITCHELL is a journalist, 
 author, and playwright who often writes 
about science.
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ON  S AT U R D AY 
nights, as 7 p.m. 
nears,  I  pour 
popcorn into a 

bowl and a cold beverage 
into a glass, and I seat my-
self in my preferred spot on 
the couch, closest to the tele-
vision. I change the channel 
to watch the Toronto Maple 
Leafs play hockey. Streak or 
slump, I tune in as I’ve done 
since I was a child growing up 
on the reserve. This expres-
sion of fandom is more than 
just a ritual and more complex 
than just supporting a profes-
sional hockey team that is 
both beloved and reviled. Like 
those of so many other sports 
fans, the roots of my devotion 
are intergenerational. 

I grew up in Wasauksing 
First Nation, an island com-
munity on Georgian Bay 
near Parry Sound, Ontario. 
I’m of mixed Anishinaabe 
and Canadian heritage: my 
dad is from the rez, and my 
mom is from town. I don’t 
remember when and how, 
exactly, I became a Leafs 
fan as a kid in the 1980s; the 
team has  always been a part 
of my life and a part of my 
father’s. We didn’t have hy-
dro in our home until I was 
about eight years old, so I was 
introduced to my favourite 
sports team off  the grid. My 
earliest memories include my 
dad connecting a small black-
and-white TV to a car battery 
in order to tune in to CBC on 
the rabbit ears and watch 
Hockey Night in  Canada. We 
even tually got electricity and a colour 
TV, and antenna reception improved 
enough to watch games more  regularly. 
The late ’80s were hardly a glorious era 
for the Buds, but the  period was defi ned 
by Wendel Clark, a mustachioed for-
ward whose physicality, grit, and scor-
ing prowess still made the game fun 
to watch.

Everything changed in the early ’90s. 
The Leafs became a Stanley Cup con-
tender thanks largely to the addition 
of Doug Gilmour, a small but speedy 
centre forward. The team made the con-
ference fi nals two years in a row — the 
first time to lose due, arguably, to a 
non-call on a high stick committed by 
the most famous hockey player in the 

world, Wayne Gretzky, on our 
 beloved Gilmour. It’s a mo-
ment that will forever live in 
infamy, but it solidifi ed my 
love for an immensely skilled 
team that just couldn’t quite 
make it to the pinnacle. As 
the years went on, so did 
the championship drought, 
one that dated back to a year 
burned into our collective 
 psyche: 1967. That was the 
last time the Leafs hoisted the 
Stanley Cup, over their rival 
Montreal Canadiens. 

My devotion only grew 
stronger as I grew older, 
 especially once I moved to 
 Toronto, in the fall of 1998, 
to study journalism at Ryer-
son University. As a student, 
I couldn’t afford tickets to 
games, but living just a few 
blocks from Maple Leaf Gar-
dens was thrilling. Mats Sun-
din, our captain from Sweden, 
 quickly became my favourite 
player, and the tough, blunt 
head coach, Pat Quinn, pro-
duced results.  Toronto be-
came a perennial playoff 
team, reaching the confer-
ence finals twice in a four-
year span.  After suffering 
through futility during my 
childhood years as a fan, 
enjoying expected annual 
success as an adult felt like 
redemption. A Stanley Cup 
championship continued to 
elude the Leafs, though, and 
they regressed into a dark 
era of disarray and failure as 
the 2000s went on. I’ve seen 
and heard all the jokes about 
the team at this point in my 

life. They always make me laugh, espe-
cially the image of a 
horse-drawn  wagon 
captioned some-
thing like “Photo of 
the last Leafs Stan-
ley Cup parade.”

A  g l i m m e r  o f 
hope has returned 
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in recent years thanks to the arrival of 
forwards Auston Matthews and Mitch 
Marner. I was in the stands at their first 
game — in  Ottawa, against the Senators, 
in October 2016 — when Matthews scored 
four goals. No other player in the mod-
ern era has scored four in their debut. 
It was impossible not to see a brighter 
 future. The Leafs have since developed, 
once again, into a team that makes an-
nual playoff appearances, even though 
a Stanley Cup still feels so far out of 
reach. I  patiently await ultimate success, 
as I have for my entire life. That hope 
is rooted in something. It’s a result of a 
proud, strong, global network of fans: 
Leafs  Nation. I  always have my phone 
handy on game nights to check in on Leafs 
 Twitter, join group chats with friends, 
and occasionally text with my dad, John.

In the middle of this pandemic- 
shortened season, I texted my dad dur-
ing a game against the Edmonton Oilers 
to ask about the origin of his allegiance. 

“The blueberry stains on my butt at birth 
is proof I am genetically a Leafs fan,” 
he  jokingly texted back. He told me 
he’d been a fan for as long as he could 

at home, on the rez, with their parents, or 
listening on the radio while at hunt camp. 
It seemed like every older fan mentioned 
one name: George Armstrong.

Armstrong died, at the age of  ninety, 
earlier this year. I’ve seen how mas-
sive his legacy is, especially in First 
 Nations throughout Ontario. I wanted 
to ask someone close to him about that, 
so I messaged Ghislaine Goudreau, an 
Anishinaabe educator in Sudbury whose 
grandmother was Armstrong’s cousin. 

“I personally think he inspired anyone 
who saw him play and who knew him,” 
she responded. “In many ways he was 
a born leader. He had lots of respect for 
his Indigenous mother. The leaders trad-
itionally in our communities were the 
women.” Goudreau described the racist 
taunts Armstrong endured as a child and 
the horrors his relatives survived at resi-
dential school, which he fortunately was 
able to avoid. She believes his experien-
ces fostered a strong sense of empathy 
and compassion, which she saw him ex-
tend to anyone who came into his circle.

“As Nish we always fight for the under-
dog because sadly, we’ve been put into 

 remember. He started watching games 
with his cousin at their grandmother’s 
house, but he remembers it being a vis-
it to Wasauksing by one particular Leafs 
superstar, sometime back in the 1960s, 
that affirmed his fandom for life. “My first 
experience with hero worship was the 
winter George Armstrong came to visit 
our little community hall,” he wrote. “It 
was awesome seeing a Nish that played 
professionally on TV. To see him in  real 
life was legendary.” Armstrong, the cap-
tain with Algonquin and Irish roots who 
had led the team to Stanley Cup glory 
in ’67, was an iconic Indigenous  player. 
He provided representation on a main-
stream stage in a country that oppressed 
and neglected people like him and those 
he inspired.

I posted on Facebook asking Indigen-
ous fans how they came to be passionate 
about the team from Toronto, the big city 
far from many of their small commun-
ities. Most respondents who appeared 
my age and younger said it was because 
their parents were fans, which explains 
the unwavering devotion despite recent 
failures. They recalled watching games 
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that position,” Goudreau added. “That 
is why so many of us are not giving up 
on the Leafs even though George is the 
last captain to win in 1967.”

It is this hope, which thrives in our 
communities despite the Leafs’ decades- 
long championship drought, that con-
nects us to the team and its fan base. It 
is choosing to be part of something uni-
fying even though Indigenous nations 
and cultures in this country have long 
been violently pushed to the periphery. 
While this hope is pinned on something 
entirely out of our control, it is by no 
means trivial. Hope for a healthy future 
is what pulled many Indigenous people 
through the heaviest traumas of colonial-
ism, which still reverberate today. When 
settler authorities outlawed ceremonies, 
stole children, and brutalized them for 
speaking their language, communities 
held on to hope that, one day, the old 
ways would be able to return and would 
be celebrated. That process is underway 
across the land.

In this sense, being a diehard Indigen-
ous fan of the Leafs — or of any  hockey 
team, for that matter — is a paradox. 

Hockey is widely considered Canada’s 
game, a sacred pastime that pur portedly 
brings people together to celebrate the 
virtues of this country. But anyone who 
inhabits the margins knows that’s a 
 fallacy. Canada’s history is horrendous, 
particularly its treatment of Indigenous 
people. So, as an Indigenous person, to 
latch on to something so intrinsically 
Canadian can feel contradictory.

The sport itself has long embodied 
and perpetuated bigotry and inequality. 
In recent years, a reckoning has come, 
with players of all backgrounds speak-
ing out about the racism and discrimina-
tion they’ve endured from other players, 
coaches, management, and leadership 
at all levels. Racist, homophobic, mis-
ogynistic, and other discriminatory lan-
guage has long been part of the game’s 
parlance, both on and off the ice. The first 
time I was ever called the R-word was 
while playing in a novice house-league 
game at Parry Sound’s Bobby Orr Com-
munity Centre. 

Considering all this, I have a con-
flicted relationship with my favourite 
sport. I admit to engaging in a level of 

 cognitive dissonance when celebrating 
the moments that make me happy. And, 
as a Leafs fan, I know first-hand that 
those big events, bursting with joy, are 
few and far between. Still, it’s a choice 
I make, and I recognize all the contra-
dictions that arise when I wear those 
colours, that maple leaf, and inhabit  
that realm.

Perhaps it’s the choice itself, to be-
come part of a wider community that’s 
steeped in tradition and carried by hope, 
that appeals to Indigenous Leafs fans 
like me. The devotion unites us with 
fans from other cultures and commun-
ities, and we’re bound by the stories, the 
dreams, the heartbreaks, and the tri-
umphs. We’re all holding out hope for 
the ultimate payoff of that lifelong dedi-
cation. “We know one day [the Leafs] 
will be victorious,” Goudreau wrote at 
the end of her message to me. “We’ve 
had small victories along the way, and 
we are never giving up.” nn

Waubgeshig Rice is a journalist and 
author of several books, including Moon 
of the Crusted Snow.
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It took over three centuries 
and a Canadian to make it hap-
pen, but when Mark Carney was 
hired as governor of the Bank of 
England, in 2013, he became the 
first foreigner to run the institu-

tion since it was founded, in 1694. The 
response to his appointment was rap-
turous, bordering on parody. The Brit-
ish press alternately called him a banker 
from “central casting” and a “rock star.” 
Carney, stepping away from the same 
position at the Bank of Canada, was just 
forty-eight years old. He was brought on 
to modernize the UK’s ossified bank-
ing system, and kudos poured in from 
the left, the right, and the centre. “Mark 
Carney is the outstanding central  banker 
of his generation,” former chancellor of 
the exchequer George Osborne told the 
House of Commons. 

Then, Brexit.
From the moment then prime min-

ister David Cameron floated a referen-
dum to leave the European Union, in the 
early months of 2013, until the day the 
exit was made law, Carney was increas-
ingly in the spotlight. He was asked, re-
peatedly, what impact leaving the EU 
might have on the economy. Tradition 
dictated that the bank governor remain 
above the political fray. Carney, however, 
was blunt in his assessment that the de-
cision could lead to economic disaster —  
he even worried publicly about the possi-
bility of a “cliff-edge Brexit.” He did not 
venture this as offhand opinion: he was, 
after all, governor of the central bank. 
Nevertheless, this was seen as taking 
sides. Suddenly, in certain parts of the 
country and some segments of its media 
landscape, he went from being Hugh 
Grant to  Hannibal Lecter.

The fact that Carney’s original as-
sessment would be proven right wasn’t 
politically relevant. Nor did it stem the 
criticism, even after he was asked by the 
Conservative government, not once but 
twice, to extend his  original five-year 
contract so as to maintain stability and 
continuity in the Brexit rollout. The 
drama — which ended for Carney last 
year, his tenure finally complete — may 
have been theatrical, but it also high-
lighted the many ways that electoral 

first book this spring, Value(s): Building a 
Better World for All, they only got louder. 

In early April, Carney was a keynote 
speaker at the Liberal party’s federal 
convention. During his speech, he com-
mitted himself to the cause, stating, “I’ll 
do whatever I can to support the  Liberal 
party in our efforts to build a better  future 
for Canadians.” It’s a line that has drawn 
many close readings in the media. The 
Canadian Press reported that his ap-
pearance was a “political coming out 
party of sorts” that marked “the first 
public dipping of his toe into partisan 
 waters.” Pundits, and their unnamed 
inside sources, speculated that Carney 
could be on the next ballot, with some 
venturing that he could soon be minis-
ter of finance. Others have even gone 

politics can be a dirty, unpredictable busi-
ness in which intellectual analysis and 
raw emotion do not always share the 
same cab. For Carney, it’s an experience 
that may yet come in handy.

In the months since Carney arrived 
back in Ottawa, where he now lives with 
his wife, British economist Diana Fox, 
and their four daughters, he’s landed 
a few plum positions: he’s taken a seat 
on the board of digital-payment uni-
corn Stripe, and he’s now heading up 
asset-management firm Brookfield’s ex-
pansion into social and environmental 
investing. He has also continued his role 
as United Nations special envoy on cli-
mate action and finance. Still, there have 
been whispers about what, exactly, he 
plans to do next. With the release of his 
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eighties, has been somewhere between 
1 and 3 percent. On average, says Wright, 
 Carney always found that 2 percent sweet 
spot. “That’s what you aim for in nor-
mal times,” Wright says. “Mark has been 
through a couple of abnormal times.”

In some ways, a bank governor is a 
bit like the captain of a giant steamship 
crossing the Atlantic — let’s call it the SS 
 Stability. Know your charts, set a judi-
cious course, keep a close eye on things, 
and it should be smooth sailing. Unless, of 
course, there’s a hurricane (credit crunch) 
or rogue wave ( recession), at which point 
all hell breaks loose, your crew starts to 
panic, and every decision, big or small, is 
monumental. If you choose wrong, you’re 
going down.

Angelo Melino has been on faculty 
at the University of Toronto’s depart-
ment of economics since 1981 and  briefly 
worked for Carney as a special adviser 
to the Bank of Canada in 2008/09. “He 
was a very good crisis leader. I mean, 
he’s not a large man, but you would not 
know that if you were in a room with 
him,” Melino says. “He was very good at 
inspiring people to work hard. Everyone 
saw that this was a crisis, and he showed 
that he was a good leader and a very good 
decision maker.”

This became even clearer a few years 
later, when Carney was poached by the 
Bank of England. It was an institution 
that, by most accounts, needed to have 
the boardroom doors thrown open to 
the sunlight. Carney was hired to do 
the door-flinging. He was to oversee 
 changes in communications policy at 
the  famously tight-lipped bank as well 
as bring about reforms in technology, 
diversity, digital currency, briefing fre-
quency, and even the printing of plas-
tic versus paper money. It was a bigger 
role that came with more attention. A lot 
more attention. Intelligence, charm, and 
diligence could parry some, but not all, of 
the daggers. “I think it’s safe to say that 
the level of scrutiny in public roles in the 
UK is intense and unrelenting,” he says 
with a laugh during our call.

But, though he initiated an era of mod-
ernity at the bank, there remains debate 
in the financial community as to his over-
all effectiveness. Phillip Inman is the 

further,  naming him a potential succes-
sor to Justin Trudeau as Liberal leader 
and, if voters say so, prime minister. Still, 
Carney isn’t committing either way. At 
a recent virtual event held by the Uni-
versity of  Toronto’s Rotman School of 
Management, he was asked whether pol-
itics was in his future.  Carney played it 
coy: “I never say never.” He is certainly 
primed for a leap into a leadership pos-
ition, but is that a job he actually wants?

O n february 1, 2008, Carney, 
then forty-two, got a promotion: 
he was to become governor of 

the Bank of Canada. Even with his im-
pressive CV, it represented a rapid as-
cent for the relatively young man who 
grew up in Edmonton: undergrad at Har-
vard, doctorate at Oxford, and success 
as an investment banker with Goldman 
Sachs in London, Tokyo, New York, and 
Toronto. He switched from Goldman to 
the public sector in 2003, landing roles 
at the Bank of Canada and the Depart-
ment of Finance before being named 
governor — the youngest central  banker 
in all of the G20.

Almost immediately, a calamity hit. 
Carney was still familiar with the world 
of Wall and Bay Streets, and he perhaps 
sensed, ahead of other central bankers, 
that the financial realm, faltering since 
2007, was in jeopardy. Just a month  into 
his tenure, while EU member states were 
raising interest rates to reflect a healthy 
economy, he cut Canada’s overnight 
rate by fifty basis points — a kind of fis-
cal booster shot that anticipated and, for 
Canada at least, moderated the trouble 
to come: the disastrously  overleveraged 
state of credit default swaps and obliga-
tions that would ultimately overwhelm 
global markets and bring about the Great  
Recession. 

There’s a chasm between the day-to-
day job of being a bank governor and 
what the public might imagine they ac-
tually do — at least to the extent that any-
one thinks about bank governors at all. 
Craig Wright, chief economist at rbc  
for over two decades, explains that the 
main job is to hit the inflation target the 
bank and the government deem advis-
able, which, in Canada since the late 
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 economics editor of the  Observer. “If you 
talk about a crisis, then Mark  Carney is 
your man,” he says. “He didn’t have to 
deal with the worst of the  Euro crisis that 
happened just before he arrived, but it 
was still being felt when he  arrived in 
2013. Then, of course, we had the  Brexit 
vote, in 2016, and he was a  model of 
calm while everyone else was  losing 
their heads.”

The story of Carney’s time in the UK 
is, in many ways, wrapped up with the 
story of Brexit. According to the Times, 
before taking up his post as governor, 
he sought assurance that there were no 
plans to hold a referendum on leaving 
the European Union (something that 
the Bank of England later denied). It 
did not take clairvoyance to predict 
the chaos and fractiousness such a pro-
cess would bring about, regardless of  
the outcome.

According to Inman, it is important to 
remember the milieu in which Carney 
was operating: the financial sector con-
sidered Brexit earth shattering. “Not just 
an economic disaster,” he says. “A cul-
tural disaster. A step backward in almost 
every way you can think of. And Carney 
had to stay calm and act  quickly.” This 
was particularly crucial, says Inman, due 
to the Bank of England’s slow response 
to the 2008 recession — something that 
led to a lagged recovery and an awful 
lot of criticism.

Though Carney impressed early on, 
 Inman says, his response to the latter 
stages of Brexit proved subpar. Like most 
other central bankers, he says, Carney’s 
technical tool kit was quickly found want-
ing. This, Inman argues, was where Car-
ney’s naïveté about Britain was exposed. 

“Events never panned out as he predicted: 
wage growth never got high enough. He 
was a poor forecaster,” Inman says. “He 
had interest rates at rock bottom, he was 
doing all he could to facilitate growth 
and wages growth, but the mistake he 
made was that it takes more than that 
to jump-start recovery.” He adds that 
Carney’s policy of “forward guidance” —  
offering long-range direction on inter-
est rate movement to  promote econom-
ic  stability — also proved contentious. 
 Carney would announce that rates would 

soon go up to reflect increases to infla-
tion and a healthier economy. But time 
would pass and nothing would change. 

“Month after month, year after year,” says 
Inman, “we would get Carney’s fore-
cast of inflation rising and interest rates 
coming in to calm it down. And [the in-
creases] never happened. Even when you 
start to get a sustained recovery, which 
didn’t happen until 2017, this is four years 
 after he’s joined the bank. We had four 
years of ‘It’s coming.’” Carney was, in 
Inman’s opinion, mis reading the situa-
tion before him.

Of course, some have always claimed 
there’s a whiff of smoke and mirrors to 

the work of economists. I remember, 
from earlier reporting days, Ralph Klein’s 
chief of staff, Rod Love, joking about 
economists: their ways, their myster-
ies, their arcane lexicon. It came with 
the punchline, Don’t get me wrong, I love 
economists. They’ve predicted seven of the 
last two recessions.

UK Labour MP Pat McFadden may 
have been feeling similarly inspired 
in 2014, when he likened the Bank of 
 England under Carney to an “unreli-
able boyfriend” for the mixed signals it 
was sending over the timing of future 
rate hikes: “One day hot, one day cold.” 
It was a characterization that stuck even 
after Carney ditched forward guidance 
as a policy. “He was quite thin-skinned 
about it,” says Inman. “I would attend 
press conferences and ask him direct 
questions, and he was very prickly when 
you asked questions that appeared to 
impugn his forecasting or his social 

 conscience or any of the things that he 
felt he should be praised for. As in, ‘Who 
are you to question my authority?’ Very 
sharp and dismissive. When everything’s 
going well, he seems very confident and 
it’s all  lovely. But, when things are not 
going so well, in a one-to-one person-
al situation, he’s quite prickly. And his 
reputation inside the bank was quite au-
thoritarian.”  Carney was reported to have 
earned some  infamy among bank staff. 
According to bnn Bloomberg, “Being on 
the receiving end of sudden flashes of 
fury became known as ‘getting tasered.’”

With the honeymoon period over, 
 Carney’s manner and performance were 
regularly questioned by the media, with 
the caveat that a public figure receiving 
a mauling by the British press is like 
winter in Edmonton: the question is 
not if or when but how bad and for how 
long.  Philip Aldrick, economics editor 
and columnist for the Times, was one 
such  critic. After Carney’s tenure end-
ed, Aldrick wrote that “the quantitative 
easing he oversaw at the Bank widened 
in equality and pro vided [chancellor of 
the exchequer] George  Osborne with a 
cover for austerity.”

The bottom line, says Inman, is that 
Carney’s legacy at the Bank of England is 
simply more conventional and conserva-
tive than Carney and his advocates may 
believe it to be. “I just think he was more 
of the same,” says Inman, “rather than 
somebody who was a bit of a new broom.”

Carney insists that he enjoyed his ex-
perience in the UK but admits it was a 
fishbowl existence he was unaccustomed 
to. Everything from his marathon times 
to his expense claims received public 
 airing. “In Canada, I was recognized, 
but I basically had a normal life,” he tells 
me. “In the UK, I did not. It was excep-
tionally difficult to do anything that was 
not in the public eye, so there was a level 
of scrutiny that was remarkable. As it 
turned out, with the Brexit cliffhanger, 
I ended up doing seven years, so I was 
there longer than I originally intended. 
If there’s an unasked question, by that 
point I’d been a G7 central bank  governor 
for thirteen years, and you only get one 
life. I enjoyed it. It was a privilege. It was 
very intense. But it was enough.”
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prone to systemic and episodic failures, 
which, combined with human frailty, 
means we must keep both a collar and a 
leash on this powerful beast. His call for 
a regulated and equitable  fi nancial sys-
tem doesn’t appear to be a self- conscious 
bit of politicking: after all, if he didn’t 
hold these beliefs, Carney could have 
remained in the private sector, earned 
his millions, and we’d have never heard 
his name in the fi rst place. Which raises 
the question that, if this is all part of the 
bigger picture he’s painting, what’s the 
next brush stroke? “In retrospect, every-
thing might look quite logical and well 
planned out,” Carney says of his career. 

“But I’ve just gone to things where I felt 
it was a challenge and it interested me.” 
One potential challenge that has been 
simmering for some time, however, may 
be coming to boil. 

John Ibbitson has been a political 
 writer and columnist for the Globe and 
Mail since 1999. Mark  Carney has been 
on his radar, to one degree or another, 
since he fi rst appeared as a young gov-
ernor at the Bank of Canada. Even then, 
Carney was rumoured to have political 
aspirations. 

“He’s a fascinating character,” says 
 Ibbitson. “If he were to run as a Liberal, 
he could bring increased credibility on 
economic issues in an area where that 
party is deemed by some to be weak.” 
Ibbit son did reiterate that the job of 
prime minister is currently fi lled and 
will be for the foreseeable future. But 
Trudeau won’t be leader forever. 

Even if that tumbler did unlock, 
there are questions about whether Car-
ney should open the door. The Liber-
als, notes Ibbitson, have been known 
to choose leaders who look great on 
paper and then struggle on the ground, 
 Michael Ignatieff  and John Turner be-
ing perhaps the two best examples of in-
tellectual heft that turned into political 
dead weight, mostly due to an absence 
of the common touch. Voters, after all, 
don’t necessarily want the smartest per-
son for the top job — they want someone 
they trust. And getting to that position 
is  always a fi ght. “Does Carney take 
relentless, vindictive  personal attacks, 
both from  opposition politicians and 

T HIrteen yearS, two banks, two 
crises. How do you follow that kind 
of record? So far, one of Carney’s 

primary areas of focus has been his new 
book, Value(s): Building a Better World for 
All. At nearly 600 pages, it is learned, 
passionate, well researched, reasonably 
well written, and surprisingly accessible 
for a text encompassing politics, eco-
nomics, history, and philosophy. All orbit 
around the ideas of value and values: 
how we fi nd them in the market and how 
we promote them among ourselves. Yet 
it also presents something of a mystery: 
Whom, exactly, is this book for? It feels 
too colloquial to serve as an academic 
text, too academic to appeal to a gen-
eral readership. Suffi  ce it to say, at the 
literary or emotional level, the book is 
no Obama memoir. “I’m not hanging 
by the phone for the call from Oprah,” 
he jokes. In a way, the book seems to 
represent the duality of Carney’s pub-
lic persona: part policy wonk happiest 
at Davos, part hometown hero keen to 
introduce himself and his ideology to the 
wider world.

It’s diffi  cult to reduce Value(s) to a bite-
size summary, but one thing it ex presses 
consistently and in various ways is that 
Carney is not a free-market fundamen-
talist. In this, he falls into the traditional 
liberal camp: markets are run by humans 
and humans have emotions, biases, fail-
ings. The book is undergirded by an 
 almost plaintive appeal to the decency 
in each of us as individuals and all of us 
as a collective. Prosperity, he argues, is 
likely going to be greatest for most when 
we can balance economic growth with a 
broader set of social values. That means 
limits; that means regulations. “When 
left alone, ultimately the market will con-
sume the social capital that is needed to 
support the market,” he tells me. “You’ve 
got to be careful to balance things so you 
don’t lose the dynamism and innova-
tion that only the market can provide. 
But some things aren’t trade-off s, right? 
We’re in a covID crisis. With the people 
in the old-age home across the street, 
it’s not their lives versus the economy.”

It’s not just that the free market is 
too volatile when unregulated,  Carney 
argues in his writing, but that it is  also 
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from a portion of the press?”  Ibbitson 
wonders. And, even if he can take it, 
can he dish it out?  “On paper, he looks 
great as a candidate. He is formidably 
qualified for a senior role in public 
life,” Ibbitson says. “But politics is a 
blood sport.”

Naturally, there are skeptics about 
whether Carney will commit to running. 

“I would have thought him being rather 
thin-skinned would be his Achilles heel 
in politics,” says Inman at the  Observer. 

“In terms of understanding the tectonic 
plates of international capitalism, how 
everything fi ts together and how it works, 
and knowing all the top people across the 
world, he does. I could see that being a 
great appeal, but the campaign trail can 
be brutal. Another thing that will stand 
in his way as a politician is that he talks 
in a way that is technocratic, which is 
loved by people when referring to their 
central banker but not much good in 
a politician.”

Philip Aldrick, in a recent Times  book 
review, referred to the rumours surround-
ing Carney’s aspirations. “If Value(s) is 
a political manifesto, it is that of Davos 
man. The benevolent belief that, with 
a few tweaks, the ‘citizens of nowhere’ 
can reorganise capitalism for the collect-
ive good to save the world. You believe 
Carney has the sheer will to make it hap-
pen, but not the self- awareness . . . . If he 
wants to be PM, he will need to speak 
human fi rst.” 

Still, signs have been accumulat-
ing. One potential clue can be found in 
his book’s acknowledgements section: 

“Gerry Butts kindly reviewed the draft 
manuscript and provided essential in-
sights.” Yes, that Gerry Butts — longtime 
chief adviser and former principal sec-
retary to Justin Trudeau. I ask Carney if 
anyone ought to read anything signifi cant 
 into that detail. There is a pause, then a 
laugh. “No,” he says, “except that he’s 
a smart person, and if you want some-
body to read your manuscript, you get 
someone like that to take a look.”

We probably won’t have to wait too 
long to fi nd out Carney’s intentions given 
the Liberals’ minority rule — an election 
can’t be too far off . But, for now, the  only 
thing known for certain is that he has 

been engaging in his own version of for-
ward guidance, signalling to both party 
and public that he is worth long-term 
investment.

In one chapter of Value(s), “How Can-
ada Can Build Value for All,” Carney 
pays homage to his homeland in all the 
conventional ways: Canada gave him 
his chance in life, educated him, taught 
him his values; it is a magnet for talent, 
has a wonderful cultural mosaic, turns 
challenges into opportunities; there is 
nothing we can’t accomplish if we work 
together. “I believe Canada is not just 
the present but very much the future 
if democracies are going to thrive,” he 
writes. “That’s why I want to help us 
reach our full potential and shape the 
future, right here at home.” He then lays 
out a ten-point plan that governments 
can follow to achieve value-based pros-
perity, which ranges from the boilerplate 
(building a new economy in which all 
can thrive) to the expected (greening the 
economy) to the genuinely interesting 
( developing intergenerational account-
ing practices to track sus tainability). In 
the end, he says, Canadians need to sup-
port one another from “coast to coast to 
coast.” Although Value(s) does not, in 
sum, read like an electioneering docu-
ment, there are sections that cannot be 
read as anything other than political 
semaphore.

In his book’s fi nal chapter, “ Humility,” 
he returns to an earlier anecdote about 
Pope Francis, who once suggested to 
an intimate gathering of influential 
people, of which Carney was part, that 
just as grappa is wine distilled — nothing 
but pure alcohol — the market is “self- 
interest, humanity distilled.” The job of 
those assembled before him, the pope 
solemnly said, was to turn grappa back 
into wine.

The pope may have been onto some-
thing. The trouble is, the only way to 
know what you’ve got is to uncork the 
bottle, let it breathe, and give it a try. 
 Only then can you really see what’s 
inside. oo

CURTIS GILLESPIE  has won seven 
 National Magazine Awards and lives 
in Edmonton. 
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Years of  
Solitude

In old age, I had to come to terms with the loneliness I’d felt all my life

by sharon butala 
photography by lucy lu

A
lthough my memory 
of the details is vague, 
I think the following hap-
pened when I was eight 
years old, living in a vil-
lage in central Saskatch-

ewan and attending a one-room school 
with grades one through eight. Probably 
it was a hot day in June, we girls were 
wearing summer dresses, and because 
it was most likely a Friday afternoon, 
when everybody tends to slack off (or 
did in those days), our young teacher had 
sent us outside, around to the back of the 
school, to our baseball diamond. There, 
we were all — somehow, despite our be-
ing different ages, sizes, and genders —  
organized to play softball. I didn’t enjoy 
sports, wasn’t athletic, was a tiny child, 
and was bored. I remember standing 
in the batting lineup forever, as there 
was double the required number to a 
side, until finally it would be my turn 
and I would be berated by my team-
mates when I would inevitably strike  
out.  Because of all this, after a while, 
I wandered away from the game, around 
to the front of the empty school, and sat 

down, alone, on the wooden steps lead-
ing inside. Eventually, a sweating older 
girl came panting around the side of the 
building, looking for a drink of water. 
Seeing me, she hesitated and asked why 
I was sitting there by myself. I probably 
said that I didn’t want to play ball — our 
mother didn’t allow us to shrug our shoul-
ders or say “I dunno” when she spoke to 
us, so I would have said something. She 
went on inside and at once came rushing 
back out, swiping water from her chin, 
and ran back to the game. 

She must have told the teacher where 
I was. “Oh,” the teacher must have said, 
and knowing I wouldn’t be getting into 
mischief, seeing no other reason to insist 
I come back, the teacher left me there. 
This was just after the Second World 
War, when experienced teachers were in 
short supply. Ours was a teenager her-
self, with zero knowledge of child psych-
ology, and she probably just couldn’t 
be bothered. So I sat alone, listening 
to the crack of the bat on the ball and 
the cries of my classmates floating to 
me through the warm spring air over 
the roof of the school.
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But, mostly, I remember sitting there, 
elbows on my knees, chin resting on my 
palms, and feeling . . . what? Peaceful and 
quiet, I think, aware of myself as alone in 
a wide noisy world yet enjoying my dis-
tance from it, if also feeling the creeping 
approach of loneliness. The boundary 
between solitude and loneliness is per-
meable and unstable, after all. I remem-
ber that, after a while, I got up off the 
steps and went back to the game. I re-
member that I found the teacher play-
ing in the infield, sweat trickling down 
her temple, and when she glanced at 
me, her expression was somewhere be-
tween annoyed and indifferent. I already 
knew that look from my too-busy  mother, 
who had five children under eleven to 
worry about, and I was by this time — at 
eight — girded against it.

Seventy years later, I still recall this 
moment, although without the shame 
I once associated with it — my peculiar-
ities, my sullenness — as being when my 
status as a loner and a pursuer of solitude 
was cemented. Yet I and those friends my 
age who admit to suffering from loneli-
ness do everything that remains within 
our power (not being able to bring the 
dead back to life or get rid of Parkin-
son’s, arthritis, congestive heart  failure) 
to  relieve or dispel loneliness. I tell my-
self that everybody feels this emotion. It 
is some help but not much, and my in-
ability to find the right or true source or 
cause of my loneliness is as painful as 
the loneliness itself.

When i was thirty-six, I left my 
lowly university-lecturer job in 
a small city to marry a  cattle 

rancher whose land was in a sparsely 
populated and remote part of southwest 
Saskatchewan where, in time, I came to 
understand that I would never be fully ac-
cepted. Thirty-three years later, a  widow 
dreaming of a new life (or to recreate 
my original one), I moved to Calgary to 
be near my grandchildren. Otherwise, 
I knew virtually no one there, and years 
later, my family gone to Ontario, I still 
don’t have extensive or deep social con- 
nections. Ever since I left that remote 
Prairie home and chose the city, I have 
had the sense that my “real life,” the 

the topic in the hands of philosophers and 
you will soon find it is almost beyond your 
ability to understand their deep probing 
of the subject, examining related con-
cepts of grief, sorrow,  depression — even 
homesickness, although in old people, 
homesickness is usually for the no  longer 
extant home or for a home that, even 
if one went back and stood in the mid-
dle of it, wouldn’t be the right, longed-
for home anymore. And that would be 
loneliness.

I am surprised to find that friends my 
own age who, before covid-19, took part 
in the activities of a number of organiza-
tions and so were out of their homes and 
with congenial people often — friends 
who never spent three to five days com-
pletely alone, the phone not even ring-
ing unless it was the cursed telephone 
mar keters — people who never used to 
go three to five days with no one knock-
ing on the door and who didn’t have to 
go to the grocery store or post office or 
even to the doctor just to have a human 
conversation, claim still to be lonely. How 
can this be?

We look back through our lives, 
thinking that loneliness didn’t 
strike us at all when we were 

young, except — oh, yes — in certain rare, 
specific situations: mom in the hospital, 
siblings gone somewhere without you, 
being sent off to the relatives while your 
parents holidayed, starting a new school, 
that kind of thing. Or, later, in adulthood: 
betrayal, divorce, living alone, changing 
cities, children leaving home, without the 
money to do whatever it is you want to 
do, dreaming of some life you can never 
have. Now, in old age, though, we are baf-
fled by our loneliness no matter what we 
do to alleviate it; we resent it and start 
searching through the past to try to dis-
cover how we have come to this.

In a 2013 essay for The New  Repub lic 
called “The Lethality of Loneliness,” 
Judith Shulevitz writes, “Loneliness 
is made as well as given, and at a very 
 early age. Deprive us of the attention of 
a loving, reliable parent, and, if nothing 
happens to make up for that lack, we’ll 
tend toward loneliness for the rest of our 
lives. Not only that, but our  loneliness 

place where I belong and where there 
is no loneliness, is somewhere else out 
there in the world, although I can’t name 
or find it.

I’m eighty now and I live alone, a situ- 
ation so common that you might even say 
loneliness goes hand in hand with being 
old, that the old are experts in loneliness. 
There is, however, a stigma attached to 
being lonely — being lonely must be your 
own fault because you’re an inferior per-
son — while, if you claim to enjoy solitude, 
you are seen as not of the typical run of 
humanity and are admired, even while 
being looked at skeptically, because in 
our society, preferring to be alone isn’t 
seen as “normal” or well adjusted. Also, 
there is the tired disclaimer that you can 
be lonely while among people — and even 
in marriage — a cliché that, while true, 
only irritates those who are truly, physic-
ally alone in the world, such as orphans 
or the old whose family and friends are 
all too debilitated to connect with others 
or are dead.

We also all know, or at some junc ture 
in our lives discover, that loneli ness in 
North America is pervasive and thought 
to be caused by the cult of the individual, 
the nuclear family, the rise of narcissism, 
globalization, and late- stage capitalism. 
As an old person, I live in the midst of a 
community of lone liness — ad mittedly 
a contradiction in terms: How do the 
 lonely make a com munity and remain 
lonely? But, some how, we manage it. 
The covid-19 requirements of  physical 
distancing and isolation have resulted in 
the sad, even alarming fact that loneli-
ness is now more widespread through 
our society than it’s ever been.

It is only when, having some long, 
heightened personal experience with 
loneliness, you decide to write an essay 
on this newly (again) trendy subject that 
you discover what a voluminous litera-
ture there is about it, from modern stud-
ies done by government departments to 
personal essays, from sixteenth-century 
Michel de Montaigne’s “On  Solitude” 
to psychiatrist Anthony Storr’s 1988 
 Solitude: A Return to the Self. Both con-
clude that solitude is good while lone-
liness is bad and that loneliness is a 
complex emotion, state, condition. Put 
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will probably make us moody, self- 
doubting, angry, pessimistic, shy, and 
hyper sensitive to criticism. Recently, 
it has become clear that some of these 
problems reflect how our brains are 
shaped from our first moments of life.”

When I read this, I froze, so accurate a 
description it was of the tendencies that 
I fight in order to live a more “ normal” 
life, of how I have gradually, over the 
many years of my adulthood, come to 
see myself as having been. That is, in 
 order to not die of self-imposed loneli-
ness. And, still, before covid-19, I would 
catch myself dodging out of an event 
as soon as it ended, right when every-
body else was gathering to network, bond, 
 cement alliances, gossip, chat, and just 
have a little fun for half an hour before, 
satisfied, they would turn toward home. 
Or else I would refuse a social invita-
tion because it intimidated me too much, 
even though everybody else would have a 
good time, and I probably would have too, 
if I could have just mustered the courage 
to initiate conversations or if I hadn’t 
thought that the slightest, most fleet-
ing expression meant the person I was 
talking to was bored by me or had taken 
a dislike to me. That I had, once again, 
said something immeasurably stupid or 
offensive or had made an  enemy when 
I was trying to make a friend.  Rather 
than suffer through that again, I would 
tell myself, I would  rather be alone. Even 
though covid-19 has  greatly ex acerbated 
loneliness, I doubt, when it’s over and 
I get used to going out again, I’ll feel any 
different.

Not all the roots of loneliness grow 
from childhood. When I first became 
aware of myself as old, and when both 
of my parents, two of my four sisters, 
and my husband had died (the other two 
sisters, as well as my son and his family, 
live in other provinces, too far from me 
to  visit casually even without covid-19), 
leaving me pretty much perma nently 
alone — in the physical sense, at the 
very least — I began to feel like the last 
member of my tribe left on earth. For the 
first time, I understood, in the deepest 
part of my being, what the true loneli-
ness of orphans and of those who define 
themselves or are defined by society as 

“other,” as not belonging, really is. I began 
to understand why the elderly are too 
often lonely people. But this is a kind 
of loneliness that is attached to being 
in the flesh, to once having been firmly 
related to others, to once having been a 
member of a large family or commun-
ity. The soul remains connected to the 
dead, as if they were all still alive, but 
the body is bereft, and the mind rests 
in a kind of melancholy, awed confu-
sion, and dismay. More than once, I have 
heard old people say, in a puzzled, sad 
way, something like, “I have outlived my 
life.” I have said it  myself. How can it be 

that I remain alive and on earth when 
the significant people of the life I have 
lived are now only ghosts? I have over-
stayed my life; my still being alive is a 
mistake; surely, I was meant to go when  
they did.

When I consider my own loneliness, 
now, in my old age, as I have done both 
on purpose and inadvertently, I count my 
blessings: a nice home; enough money 
to pay my bills; pretty good health for 
my age; a few good old friends in other 
provinces I can talk to on the phone; a few 
new friends with whom, before the virus 
and its isolation, I used to visit and with 
whom I went to movies and plays; a brain 
that, though not as good as it once was, 
is still working well enough. This cures 
me for the moment, covid-19 or not, but 
let my guard down and there it is again, 
like a mangy grey coyote that shadows 
me everywhere and that lay, forgotten 
by me, at my feet under the table when 

I was lunching with a friend, my loneli-
ness problem solved until the moment 
the door latch clicked behind her and that 
coyote crawled out and rubbed against 
my leg once more. And I am baffled by 
this too, and thoroughly annoyed with 
myself because I knew — I know —  better, 
if only I could remember what I know.

I was lonely after my husband died, 
in 2007, because I had no “significant 
other” reading the newspaper in the 
other room. But, as I adjusted to my sin-
gle state, stifling that yearning, I turned 
to philosophers for instruction on the 
good life, the happy life, and in reading 
them, I suddenly remembered a teaching 
from many years ago, when I was wan-
dering alone on the prairie one day, im-
mensely sad, full of self-pity, and  trying 
to understand where my dismal feelings 
came from.

There really was no one thing that 
I could pinpoint: I was sad because 
I was alive and did not have every sin-
gle thing I had ever wanted, did not 
even know all the things I wanted, and 
I believe now that it was the latter that 
made me  saddest. I was alive and I was 
a  human being and wanting is the con-
dition of the human. Words appeared in 
my head, or perhaps it was what I have 
called the “voiceless voice” that spoke to 
me. This too is illusion, it said, and at once, 
it straightened my head right around. 
Wisdom may sometimes come in such 
a flash, but I have learned you must stick 
with it or it will leave you as clueless as 
you were before it lit.

Loneliness isn’t a social construct 
in itself, although social condi-
tions can certainly create it: the 

loneli ness of the prisoner, the loneliness 
of those doomed to live a life they think 
is not the one they would have chosen for 
themselves, the loneliness of the elderly 
caused by ageism. To suffer from loneli-
ness is part of the human condition and 
must always have existed.

But it hasn’t always been named as 
such. William Shakespeare, our greatest 
expert on everything human, left behind 
no indelible quotes about loneliness, as 
he did for just about every other human 
experience, despite being credited with 

Wisdom suggests 
that we learn to 
focus on the now, 
forget the past, 

and stop worrying 
about the future. 
Only then do we 
erase loneliness.
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coining the term “lonely.” We, as read-
ers, have never looked to him as someone  
who wrote about the subject. Was this 
be cause, for him, loneliness was fully 
tied to the condition of being un happily 
in love? Or was it about the supposed 
lone liness of the dead? Nonetheless, 
Shake speare’s tragic heroes  certainly 
suffered from what we would today 
simply call loneliness. King Lear, Ham-
let, Timon of Athens, Coriolanus, and 
Titus Andron icus, in their extremities of 
rage, grief, and humiliation, were  also  
lonely people.

Thomas Dumm, in Loneliness as a Way 
of Life, writes that “the very texture of 
modern life is inflected by loneliness.” 
Thinking of the West, at least, who could 
disagree? Dumm, a professor of political 
science, goes on to write that loneliness 
permeates our entire experi ence of liv-
ing and that it is  also political because of 
the way it helps us understand and shape 
not just the meaning of our individuality 
but also how we use power and justice in 
the world. It is so ubiqui tous an experi-
ence that, in January 2018, in response 
to a UK report finding that about 9 mil-
lion people (out of 67 million surveyed) 
reported themselves as lonely and the 
fact that loneliness can be respon sible 
for a decline in health, the British gov-
ernment appointed a so-called minis ter 
of loneliness. In late 2018, the govern-
ment began serious work on a loneliness 
strategy, with the overarching depart-
ment introducing a number of programs 
it believed would help alleviate the con-
dition. ( Currently, the “minister of lone-
liness” position no longer exists, though 
loneliness is the purview of the same 
de partment.) This February, alarmed 
by the increase in suicides it linked to 
the increased isolation of covid-19, the 
Japanese government also appointed 
a minister to oversee loneliness.

In Canada, governments are starting 
to pay attention to the problem and de-
vise ways of alleviating it where they find 
it: chiefly, but not exclusively, among 
senior citizens. A good thing, because 
two Angus Reid Institute studies show 
that, in 2019, 55 percent of the popula-
tion identified as having a good social life, 
but in 2020, the figure had dropped to 

 themselves up until  rational perspective 
departs. Such suffering over your life can 
lead to despair. But Hollis writes that, 
if you have respect for yourself and if 
you pay attention to your dreams and 

“other such phenom ena,” you may find 
help with your loneli ness from a deeper 
place  within yourself. This is a psycho-
analytic solution, deeply  learned and 
 intensely felt, and one that most people 
would be grateful for (and it will probably 
be as far as most of us get), but I think 
that, as helpful as such communing with 
the deeper self undeni ably is, this re-
sponse is still not quite the full answer 
to the problem of loneliness. It shouldn’t 
be forgotten that we are all afraid, even 
the greatest heroes and hero ines among 
us. My own feeling is that perhaps the 
empty spot that pains us so deeply is, 
as I have written, yearning for what we 
have lost — our mother, spouse, child, 
original home, the way of life we left be-
hind. “Our loneliness is always deepest in 
those moments when we face the terror 
of  nothing,” writes Dumm in Loneliness 
as a Way of Life. “But nothing rarely ap-
pears as itself; instead, it takes on many 
guises, most of which connect back to 
the   ultimate nothing, death, or non- 
existence, that blank page.”

And how do we deal with that? I think 
of myself as a person with a long history 
of being stifled by my own fears, and now, 
in old age, I think of the foolish ones: to 
drive in heavy traffic, to visit places where 
I know no one, to go out at night. I have 
wondered about them, berated myself 
over them, tried to overcome them, but 
I think I see now that, although there 
is much out there for old people to be 
afraid of, I suspect my fears are, in the 
end, related to my approaching nothing-
ness — “that blank page.”

One of the things that most puzzled 
me during the more than thirty years 
I spent with my husband in what was 
for me rural solitude — partly because 
I didn’t fit into rural society and partly be-
cause I chose the work of learning to be a 
writer, which further isolated me — was 
that, even as I was often brought to an 
absolute physical halt by the natural 
beauty I was seeing, I was at the same 
time stricken painfully in the heart by 

33 percent. The percentage of those re-
porting as not suffering from either lone-
liness or social isolation had dropped 
from 22 percent to 12 percent. But those 
suffering from both social isolation and 
loneliness (separated by the re searchers, 
with sufferers of both referred to as “The 
Desolate”) had increased from 23 per-
cent to 33 percent. In 2020, one-third 
of our population was “desolate” from 
isola tion and loneliness.

As if the simple continual longing for 
company isn’t devastating enough, re-
searchers have demonstrated that social 
isolation results in a weaker im mune sys-
tem, making the lonely more vulnerable 
to disease. A 2010 review of 148 studies 
on the health effects of social isolation 
found that they exceeded the health risks 
associated with obesity, inactivity, heavy 
drinking, air pollution, and smoking.

I have to question what agencies and 
programs designed to alleviate loneli-
ness and instill a sense of community 
can do for the suffering. Besides offering 
trans portation for people with disabilities 
and elderly people and language classes 
for non-English speakers, they can pro-
vide funding and leadership to create 
clubs and organizations designed espe-
cially for those groups defined as lonely. 
In some cases, all this may help quite a 
few people. But, in most of us, the fun-
damental con dition will remain, even if 
at a dimin ished level, and for most of us, 
it ebbs and flows throughout our lives.

“We are all lonely, even when amid 
crowds and in committed relationships,” 
writes psychoanalyst James Hollis in 
Finding Meaning in the Second Half of Life: 
How to Finally, Really Grow Up. “When 
we are alone, we are still with someone; 
we are with ourselves. The question is 
how are we with ourselves?” Loneliness 
opens us up to self-questioning, some-
times to the obsessive mental repetition 
of past ex periences and accompanying 
emotions, often to overpowering, help-
less contri tion for past deeds and words, 
to height ened mourning over our many 
losses, and to hopelessness. When you’re 
alone, there is little to distract you from 
your thoughts, and if you have no one 
to talk to, your ideas about who you 
are and who you have been can ramp 
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the sight. Looking closer, I identifi ed it 
as yearning, and then, in the end, I gave 
it the name of loneliness.

If I were more religious than I am, 
I might say that the feeling was yearn-
ing for the place we came from before we 
were born. But I don’t quite believe that, 
although I would like to. Perhaps, instead, 
it is about the human search for perfec-
tion, the perfection we fi nd only in great 
works of art and out in the landscape. 
I think that we yearn for perfect peace, 
which doesn’t mean being in perfect soli-
tude, or comatose, or brain dead, but 
for peace in the heart — a peaceful heart 
in the midst of the multitudes,  tumult, 
chaos, violence, sorrow, and beauty of 
every day life. We can never have that 
peace, ex cept in the work of art or the 
sunset, but instead, we have intimations 
of it, and that is why we feel sadness.

I have at times forgotten all about lone-
liness and, if asked, would have  off ered 
denial. My goodness, it’s hard to be 
 lonely in the middle of sex: the act oc-
cupies you rather fully, at least for a few 
minutes. And I wasn’t lonely giving birth, 
although I was frightened, in pain, and 

perhaps indignant that this was bloody 
well asking too much of me. Or when 
I held my dearest preschooler tightly 
in my arms. Moments, fl ashes, the oc-
casional long afternoon in the country-
side, when dreaming, when lost in my 
work, in the “zone” athletes talk about, 
when struggling to understand an idea, 
whenever I am focused on something. 
Nor was I lonely when I was walking on 
the prairie alone and my consciousness 
moved out beyond its normal limits and 
allowed me a larger sense of the world. 

It took  nearly eighty years of living 
through happy things and sad things and 
torments of every kind that beset the 
 human before I began to see how right 
the philosophers were: we are creatures 
of desire, creatures of the imagination, 
and to subdue these natural and vital 
processes takes a lifetime of repeated ex-
perience and the work that follows. No 
wonder wisdom suggests that we learn 
to focus on the now, forget the past, and 
stop worrying about the  future. Only 
then does the sorrow vanish, only then 
do we erase loneliness. But, I think, at 
what great cost to the exploration of the 

richness of life and to individual human 
possibilities. 

Still, sometimes I wonder how my life 
would have changed if, that day beside 
the school, my young teacher had come 
looking for me and, speaking to me en-
couragingly, had brought me to the others 
and ensured that I found a place in the 
game. Maybe I was waiting for her to do 
that, although I remember soon realizing 
that nobody would, one of the fi rst rev-
elations of my life. I was all alone, by my 
own not-exactly- choosing, since I wanted 
to be with the other kids but also  wanted 
something else. Perhaps my need for soli-
tude, despite its sometime companion 
loneliness, had been instilled in my soul 
long before I entered school, maybe at 
conception, and it would be up to me, as 
I grew, to fi nd a balance where I could. 

A version of this essay appears in This 
Strange Visible Air: Essays on Aging and 
the Writing Life (Freehand Books), which 
is out in September.
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T he COVID-19 pandemic has 
been more than a health 
crisis. This black swan event 

has brought the consequences of 
climate change, growing income 
inequality, societal inequity, labour 
issues, and related social injustices 
to the forefront, and they are poised 
to dramatically change business and 
consumer relations. 

While discussions around 
environmental, social, and governance 
(ESG) issues and corporate purpose 
have been trendy speaking points in 
the last few years, many companies 
have been slow to follow through. But 
stakeholders may no longer have the 
patience to wait for companies to shift 
their values and take concrete action.

For businesses looking to remain 
competitive and thrive post-COVID-19, 
employing good ESG practices and 

demonstrating a strong corporate 
purpose has become the new business 
essential, says Faith Goodman, CEO of 
Goodman Sustainability Group and 
founder of VeriStell Institute—a not-
for-profit think tank that was one of 
the first to link the two concepts and is 
working to mainstream them globally. 
Committing to both ESG practices and 
corporate purpose simultaneously is 
vital for a company’s internal strategy 
and its outward communications.

According to Goodman, a 
company’s corporate purpose should 
tangibly contribute to at least one 
of the United Nation’s seventeen 
Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). As firms focus on creating 
value for both shareholders and 
society at large, they need to find ways 
to use their organization’’s inherent 
capabilities to help solve pressing 

social concerns related to injustice 
and inequity (such as poverty and 
hunger), human-rights issues (such as 
child welfare, racial inequality, and 
gender-based discrimination), and 
climate change.

“A shift toward purpose is 
underway—inspired, instigated, 
and amplified by socially conscious 
consumers, responsible investors, 
and newly empowered employees 
who are seizing this moment to drive 
fundamental change,” says Lamia 
Kamal-Chaoui, director of the OECD 
Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs, 
Regions and Cities. 

Kamal-Chaoui also highlights the 
important role that small businesses 
play in this shift: “In Canada, small 
businesses make up 98 percent of all 
businesses and employ 8.4 million 
workers. They can have a huge impact 

Why executives need to take the leap 
on ESG and corporate purpose

In a post-pandemic world, consumers won’t just accept brands at face value. 
To succeed, companies must demonstrate their commitment to positive ESG 

practices that support corporate purpose—or risk failing
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in driving the adoption of more 
responsible business practices—not 
just because of their collective scale, 
but also because of their roots and 
relationships in local communities.”

Large, publicly-traded firms like 
Fortis Inc., a leading North American 
electricity and gas distributor, have 
already leaned into this shifting 
sustainability model and created value 
for both shareholders and society. 
“Our focus on sustainability and ESG 
in particular is many decades in the 
making. Gender diversity, both at the 
board level and within our executive 
teams, has been a priority, and we are 
proud of the progress we have made,” 
says Nora Duke, executive vice-
president of sustainability and chief 
human resource officer at Fortis. “We 
engage with our stakeholders on ESG 
priorities and focus on our purpose: 
delivering a cleaner energy future, 
as demonstrated by our partnership 
with twenty-four First Nations in 
Ontario on the largest majority-owned 
First Nations construction project 
in Canada’s history, which provides 
reliable electricity, socio-economic 
benefits, and lower carbon emissions.” 

Society and governments are now 
moving in unison, urging—and, in 
some cases, regulating—firms to 
do better. Consumers, employees, 
and investors are demanding that 
companies take demonstrable action 
on incorporating ESG and corporate 
purpose into their operations and 
conduct. Trust in businesses has 

What is the 
difference 
between the 
S in ESG and 
corporate 
purpose?

The “S” (for social) in ESG 
often plays second fiddle 
to environmental (E) and 
governance (G) issues. But 
now is the time for boards 
and executives to take a 
stand on equity, diversity, 
and inclusion, the future 
of work, supply chain 
accountability, employee 
compensation, and 
other social justice and 

humanitarian concerns. 
Corporate purpose or 

corporate social purpose, 
on the other hand, refers 
to the clear articulation 
of why a brand exists 
and how its particular 
expertise can help solve 
societal challenges. Taking 
this strategic, long-term 
view gives a brand the 
best chance of success 

by keeping it competitive, 
attracting consumers, and 
retaining loyal employees 
and suppliers. 

If a company hopes 
to survive and thrive 
post-pandemic, social 
goals—such as paid sick 
leave, diversity in senior 
leadership, and fair and 
equal pay—must inform and 

guide its ESG efforts. 

now surpassed trust in governments, 
according to this year’s Edelman Trust 
Barometer report, and when it comes 
to fixing social problems, more than 
two-thirds of people (68 percent) say 
they want companies to step up and 
“fill the void” left by governments.

Historically, companies have 
adopted a profit-first model to serve 
shareholders, while creating real 
societal value has come a distant 
second, if at all. But, says Goodman, 
“a global shift is redefining the 
contract between businesses and their 
communities, from simply ‘being 
responsible’ to creating real social 
value. Defining and owning your 
corporate social purpose is the most 
critical competitive advantage of 
our time.” In the new sustainability 
frontier, she adds, “companies need to 
define why their brand exists beyond a 
profit-only model.”

Brands that don’t articulate and 
deliver on a clear, meaningful purpose 
or take tangible action on ESG 
issues are primed to face increasing 
public pressure and risk losing out to 
competitors, especially as consumers 
take back brand power by boycotting 
products and services from companies 
with values opposing their own. What 
the pandemic has made clear is that 
social issues no longer exist solely 
outside of the boardroom. Instead, 
leaders need to ask themselves: What 
courageous actions can I take to 
embrace ESG issues and corporate 
purpose imperatives? 

How ESG  
creates value for 

your business

E
R E D U C E YO U R 

E N V I R O N M E N TA L F O OT P R I N T. 

Taking climate change 
seriously, limiting pollution 

and waste, and finding 
renewable energy sources 
helps build consumer trust.

G
CO M M U N I C AT E YO U R  

G OV E R N A N C E S T R U C T U R E .

Help build investor and 
stakeholder confidence by 

showing transparency around 
board diversity, executive 

compensation, and how your 
business operates. 

S
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Adventure Canada, 55 Woodlawn Ave 
Mississauga, ON L5G 3K7 Canada
TICO Reg# 4001400

Canadian-owned 
and operated since 1987

The Walrus has a long partnership with Adventure 
Canada, an award-winning, family-run adventure 
travel company. As the new executive director, I’ll be 
joining their small-ship expedition Newfoundland 
Circumnavigation, July 4–15, 2022.

My family has roots in Newfoundland, and I’m excited to return. This trip 
will start in St. John’s and cover the island’s northeast coast, L’Anse aux 
Meadows, Red Bay, Gros Morne National Park, Miawpukek First Nation 
(Conne River), as well as other beautiful spots. I’m looking forward to the 
colourful homes, whale watching, and breathing in the fresh, coastal air!

During this trip, I’ll join you on our daily excursions and host a special 
dinner for supporters of The Walrus, where I’ll share some insights from 
our work in 2022 to spark a conversation on the country Canada could be.

One of the things I’ve missed the most over the last year is exploring. 
Travel gives us a unique opportunity to learn more about our country 
and ourselves. I would love for you to join us!

Jennifer Hollett, Executive Director, The Walrus

$250 of each booking fee will be donated back to The Walrus Foundation.
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with The Walrus ©

Ba
rr

et
t &

 M
ac

Ka
y

The-Walrus-Newfoundland-Circumnavigation-2022.indd   1 2021-04-01   8:28 AM



SUMMER 
READING

New fi ction and poetry by
Roo Borson, Randy Boyagoda, Charlotte Gill, 

Steven Heighton, Michael LaPointe, 
and Armand Garnet Ruff o

Illustrations by Franco Égalité



how do you find sweet syrup at the end of the  
world?

For Amma: a thimbleful to pour over her bowl of 
sour yoghurt. There were six other dishes on the table, 
their last meal before they left home. The children were 
dressed as if for school, in white shirts, navy shorts,  navy 
socks, and black shoes.

A plate of melon slices for Sabel.
A towel of warm bread for Reya.
A foiled bit of chocolate for Theri.
A bowl of plain cold rice for Verlane.
A cup of black olives for Appa.
A cup of pitted cherries for S’Jin.
A bowl of sour yoghurt for Amma.
A thimble of sweet syrup.
They held hands.

no one said anything after that.
Someone had to say some thing.
Otherwise, it would be just another day, albeit with 

each of their favourite foods, a few of them miraculously 
found, and the children wearing their school uniforms 
for the first time in a long while. But still, just another 
meal. They would eat, as usual, while listening for the 
sounds of planes, of trucks, of when it was time to go 
back down into the cellar and wait in the dark with can-
dles until the sounds stopped. Then see if there was 
still an upstairs.

But, this time, this meal, they were listening for a new 
sound too. This sound was terrible too.

No, not terrible.
Hopeful.
Remember, children, what we are  doing, where we are 

 going, is because we are hopeful. Amma and Appa kept 
saying this, as if to believe it themselves. They ate in 
the big cold kitchen where they also slept these days, 
the one room of their house that still felt like a room of 
their house. Along the western side were smashed-in 
walls, a caved-in section of roof, and debris from the 
bomb that had dropped nearest to them. So far.

The night the bomb dropped, Amma and Appa had 
emerged from the cellar and felt a strange cold wind 
come down the stairs. They argued about whether the 
house was a target. They lived so far from the city. There 
were no other houses near them. Be hopeful, but be care-
ful whom you trust. Touch  only those you are committed 
to for the rest of your lives.

“Maybe it was meant for the capital,” said Appa. 
“Maybe it was an accident.”

“How could this be an accident?” said Amma. 
“It was an accident. It had to be an accident.”
“Why had to be?”
“They already got the president. Why kill his  doctors 

now?”
“Can someone bigger than me go close the door up-

stairs?” asked Theri. “The wind makes me . . .”
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LITTLE 
SANCTUARY

by randy boyagoda



“Scared!” teased Verlane.
“No!”
“Verlane, go upstairs and close the door,” said Sabel.
“No. I’m scared.”
“Ha!”

someone, say something.
No one spoke after the prayer. No one was eating either. 

If they started, they would finish, and after clearing the 
table, it would be time to leave. Instead, they looked at 
one another. Everyone’s hands kept going up to scratch 
behind their ears, to rub the backs of their necks.

Late afternoon the day before, Amma and Appa 
had called each child behind the house, below the 
ash- covered trellis wrapped in dead vines. Birds were 
still singing in the far field. Beyond that, on a clear day, 
you could see the capital. Buildings like white, silver, 
and black streaks against the sky. Mostly black, by now. 
But, from here, the city looked peaceful.

How could the last safety in your life deceive you 
like that?

As easily as this:
Amma turned the metal garden chair in the other  

direction, toward the sloped side of the gully where the 
river still ran. She made each of them sit in the chair, 
wrapped a towel around their shoulders, and gave them 
identical haircuts, very short, sporting-day short. They 
were four girls — fourteen, twelve, ten, eight — and a little 

boy, nearly four. After cutting everyone else’s hair — Why, 
Amma? — Sit still! — Amma sat down and called  Appa 
over. Everyone watched and stifled their giggles while 
Appa cut Amma’s hair. Then Amma went to the mirror 
in the kitchen and cut it again.

“I thought you had the hands of a surgeon?” she teased.
“I used to,” Appa replied.
“We all look like soldier boys now,” said Sabel.
“Send him your hair in the mail,” said Reya.
“Amma!”
“What mail?” asked Appa. “Who?”
“You haven’t sent mail, have you?” Amma turned from 

the mirror. “From here?”
“She likes him! She likes him!” Reya sang.
“Did you give someone our address?” Appa demanded.
“Sabel,” said Amma.
“Amma!” Sabel cried.

amma picked up the thimble. She marvelled at it. 
She looked at Appa, as if to say: melons and fresh 
bread, fine — even the chocolate was probably hiding 
somewhere close — but how on earth did you find sweet  
syrup at the end of the world?

He looked back: I found it for you.
She smiled, he smiled back, then she poured it  slowly 

into the bowl of yoghurt. She licked her thumb — what 
daring! — and wagged a finger at the children. Do as 
I say, not as I do.
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With both hands, she picked up the bowl and tilted it 
toward them. The dark syrup made circle after circle in 
the yellow-white yoghurt. The circles began to fall  into 
one another and onto her fingers. They began  eating 
like never before, offering and accepting and laughing 
and talking about what next.

What next?
They finished and got up to take away the dishes.

“Leave them. Never mind the cleanup,” said Appa.
“Never mind? Never mind the cleanup? Appa?”
“Sit down. All of you, sit down. There is something we 

have to say. You will understand when you understand. 
From now on, your brother is your sister,” said Amma.

“I don’t have a brother. Or is Amma having a baby?” 
asked S’Jin.

“No, S’Jin, you have sisters,” said Appa.
“I want a brother. I don’t even get to play with Tric 

anymore.”
“Listen, S’Jin. From now until I tell you otherwise, you 

are their sister.”
“Appa?” said Sabel. “Amma?”
“Sabel, you are the oldest,” said Amma. “You have to 

help them understand.”
“I can help too, Amma,” said Reya.
“Yes, you too, Reya. Both of you.”
“Amma — ”
“Sabel! You have to!”
“No, Amma, listen,” said Sabel. “Everyone, listen. 

Listen!”
They were here.

a black school bus pulled up in front of the house, 
red dust sprayed along its sides. Two men stepped out, 
dressed all in black, black-strapped visors, red dust 
on their boots, mirrored sunglasses, and thick short 
beards like smudges of paint. One had a white scar 
that ran from cheek to cheek and stood out against his 
beard like tracer fire. They didn’t have guns, at least not  
showing.

“Time to go,” the scarred one said.
The scarless man took their bags — little sacks each 

had promised they would be able to carry by themselves.
“Children, you go first,” said Appa.
No one moved.

“Girls, get on the bus!” said Amma. “ Sabel! Reya! Take 
your sisters and get on.”

No one moved.
“Okay, Amma. I’ll go first.”

S’Jin went in. He had to use his hands to climb the 
stairs. He stood at the front, beside the driver, who 
looked the same as the other men. The driver stared 
ahead, tapping the steering wheel. S’Jin clapped the 
dust from his hands, waved to someone at the back, 
and walked the length of the bus.

Then Appa let something out. It was the worst noise. 
It was a screaming, raging, crying, sobbing sound, all 
of it choked, bubbling up in his throat, seeping through 
clenched teeth. He turned away from them.

Not Amma. She had the steady hands. She took each 
of her children by the shoulders and guided them onto 
the bus. Her hands, they noticed, were sticky. The syrup. 
Then the two men climbed in, the door closed, and they 
drove away, Amma and Appa disappearing in the dust.

Do as I say, not as I do.

sabel didn’t cry. She didn’t ask any questions, at 
least not aloud. Surrounded by sobbing and pleading, 
she looked out the window, combing over their final days 
at home, what Amma and Appa had done and planned. 
What they had  really been doing and planning.

Amma and Appa, figures in the back window, getting 
smaller and smaller in the red dust of the world.

S’Jin didn’t cry either. His friend Tric had been on the 
bus when it came for them. They hadn’t seen each other 
in months. Two rows back from the sisters, they talked 
and talked: recently seen animals, dead and alive; the 
best and worst places they’d slept; and the remains of 
their marble collections. The bus sped past abandoned 
houses, burned-out cars, skinny cows, masked and ban-
daged people running to the road at the sight of a vehicle, 
any vehicle, and others running away. All the old block-
ades and checkpoints were twisted metal on the side of 
the road, and gone were the men who used to stand in 
front of them and ask questions.

“Why are your sisters crying?” asked Tric.
“My haircut makes me cold,” said S’Jin.
They took the main road to the capital until it came 

to an end in a T. They turned right. This was also new. 
When they used to go back and forth from the city to 
their house in the countryside, they had always turned 
left. Where were they going?

“There’s a man on the bridge,” said the driver.
Up ahead, an old man stood in the middle of the lane, 

facing the bus.
“That’s the judge,” whispered Verlane.
“Ask him! Ask him when they’re coming!” said Theri.
Amma and Appa knew the judge. When they had all 

lived in the city, before the store windows were smashed 
and pictures of the president torn down, the judge would 
come over some nights, take a small strong drink on the 
veranda, and talk about what was happening, what was 
next. His daughter had married a colonel stationed in a 
far province. The colonel had sent her and their children, 
twins, a boy and a girl, to stay with the judge when things 
had started to go bad against even people like them.

Now the twins were standing on the side of the bridge 
with their bags.

“What do I do?” asked the driver.
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“Drive,” said the scarred man.
He drove. The judge didn’t move. The bus reached 

the bridge, its tires rumbling on the steel. The old man 
stood his ground. The children were screaming.

Sabel lurched out of her seat, ran to the back of the 
bus, and pulled S’Jin and Tric into her, covering their 
eyes. Reya did the same for Verlane and Theri.

“Okay, okay, stop. Stop!” shouted the unscarred man.
The bus shuddered and stopped a few metres from 

the judge. The two men got out. One stayed by the door 
and the other went to speak with the judge. He kept his 
distance. The judge pointed to his grandchildren and 
brought his hands together. A prayer. The twins looked 
tired and embarrassed.

“How did he know we were coming? That’s not sup-
posed to happen,” said the driver to the unscarred man.

“He must have applied but didn’t qualify.”
“We need to move. We can’t be stopped like this, on a 

bridge,” said the driver, leaning over to look up at the sky.
“Okay,” said the unscarred man.
He pulled a pair of blue rubber gloves over his black 

gloves, walked over to the scarred man, and spoke  into 
his ear. The scarred man didn’t bother with extra gloves. 
They grabbed the judge, taking an arm each, and dragged 
him to the side of the road. The judge took a step for-
ward, still begging and gesturing at the children. The 
unscarred man shoved him in the chest with an open 
hand and the judge fell backward. He looked about to 
get up when the unscarred man took a step forward. The 
judge stayed down. The twins cried out and ran over 
to him. The children watched from the windows of the 
bus. The unscarred man peeled off his blue gloves and 
dropped them on the bridge. They drove on.

the children had never been to this place before. 
The city they had known, the capital, was clean and 
new and wide open, all gleaming fountains and bright, 
clipped greens. Until it was all of that but charred and 
empty. Until it was none of that.

But this was the old city — it had always been as it was 
now. There were no walkways or roads, just  winding 

narrow lanes of worn-out brick. The buildings were 
small and made of painted stone. It had been a long 
time since the colours were vivid and bright. In front 
of the buildings were barrels and vendors’ stands and 
carts blocked on both sides of each dusty wheel. The 
barrels, stands, and carts were mostly empty. The mar-
ket men and women still stood and sat beside their few 
faded wares. They wore chains and charms from un-
known times and places. At their feet stretched dogs 
and cats, idle and taut as fallen bows and arrows. The 
people were very old, all of them, their faces shrivel-
led like found grapes. They watched the bus drive by.

There were dwellings everywhere. People lived on 
top of the buildings and beside them and behind them. 
These were made of old wood and scrap metal, their 
roofs waterproofed by the orange-and-blue tarps that 
had covered the shipments back when the shipments 
were still coming: they had stopped long before the 
boulevard trees burned, when the north had been emp-
tied and smashed in, when the first cities fell. The tarps 
rolled like waves in a storm.

Here, few followed what were considered rich-people 
rules. People were everywhere, close together, many 
barefaced. But they were all moving in the same dir-
ection as the bus: to the harbour, to boats waiting in 
the harbour.

Sabel walked to the front. The two men were sit-
ting in the first seats after the driver. They were look-
ing straight ahead, not at all the people looking at them.

“Can you tell me where we are going?” Sabel asked.
“You will find out on the boat,” said one of the men.
“What boat?”
“Go sit down,” said the other man.
“Sabel!” said Theri, coming up behind her. “Sabel, 

give them this.”
Sabel turned. “Go sit down. Go stay with Reya until 

I come back.”
“Give them this,” Theri insisted, holding out her hand. 

The foiled bit of chocolate, which she had saved. “Give 
them this to tell us when Amma and Appa are coming.”

“Both of you, go sit down,” said the scarred man. “We 
are almost there.”

Sabel turned and put her hands on Theri’s shoulders, 
but Theri slipped down and squeezed past her. “Here! 
You can have this, all of it. Tell us when our amma and 
appa are coming.”

The men didn’t look at her. The chocolate fell under 
a seat. Sabel picked it up, grabbed Theri, and led her to 
the back of the bus.

“What did they say?” Reya asked.
“That we’ll find out on the boat.”
“We’re going on a boat?” S’Jin asked.
“We had a boat,” said Tric. “My appa once caught a 

shark, and I helped reel it in.”
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“For Reya’s birthday, we swam with dolphins,” said 
S’Jin.

“Shark,” countered Tric.
S’Jin slumped down, defeated, in his seat.

“You should eat your chocolate before it falls in the 
water,” said Verlane.

Instead, Theri put the chocolate back in the little 
pocket sewn into her bag. She looked to the back win-
dow, again, to see if Amma and Appa were following 
the bus. That must be it, she thought. A second bus for 
the ammas and appas. Theri had been looking back the 
whole time. There wasn’t anyone behind them.

“What are you going to tell them when Amma and 
Appa are not on the boat?” Reya whispered to Sabel.

“I don’t know.”
“Why did they keep saying we had to be hopeful? How 

is this hopeful?”
“I don’t know.”

the bus stopped. Ahead were the harbour docks 
and, off to the side, the shallows. At both, people were 
climbing onto vessels of all sizes. People making their 
way to the departing ships were in front of the bus and 
all around it. Everyone seemed to be moving, but no 
one was gaining ground. They were the  only ones in  
a vehicle.

The driver honked. No one paid any attention. He 
honked many times, then opened the door so one of 
the men sitting behind him could lean out and shout 
at the people to move out of the way. No one paid any 
attention. The driver honked, the man yelled. Then the 
crowd gave way, and four young men with big grey rifles 
walked up to the bus. They were dressed in jeans and 
sneakers and jackets over white T-shirts. Apart from 
the guns, they looked like they could be going to watch 
a game at the presidential stadium. Before it became 
the overflow prison. Before it became a big stone bowl 
of rocks and chairs.

“Checkpoint checkpoint checkpoint,” S’Jin sang. Tric 
joined in for a verse before Sabel shot them both a look 
and they quieted and shrank down. The other children 
had already ducked into their seats and were peek-
ing out the windows. They watched the two men on 
the bus speak with the other men through the open 
door. There was a lot of pointing, by both sides, at  
the docks.

To the children, the men on the bus were no longer 
the mysterious and terrible men who had taken them 
away from their parents a few hours earlier. Now, they 
were the mysterious and less terrible men who would 
protect them from these mysterious and more ter-
rible men wearing big long guns. Did the men from the 
bus have guns? Where were they? Shouldn’t they get  
them out?

One of the men took something out of a bag under 
his seat. It wasn’t a gun. It was a bundle of coloured 
 papers that he counted out, putting most of it back  into 
the bag. He went back outside and gave the papers to 
one of the militia men.

“Ghee,” said Verlane. She took great pride in know-
ing poor-people slang for money.

After Amma and Appa’s papers with the presidential 
seal had become things to burn, not show, they had had 
to give money, many times, to the armed young men 
setting up blockades. Should one not have ghee to give, 
the men would begin shouting, fingers on triggers, and 
then others would come, guns and knives ready — maybe 
even the same group that had dragged the president 
from his bedroom.

Or so Amma and Appa had heard from fellow surviv-
ors of the president’s staff — cooks, lawyers, the presiden-
tial zookeeper — who had visited them in their country 
house after they moved there for good. While the adults 
had whispered in the kitchen, the children had played 
under the trellis and made up stories about why no one 
was allowed to go down to the gully. When they ran out 
of games and stories and finally accepted that the zoo-
keeper’s children weren’t going to tell them what had 
happened to the animals, they had nothing better to do 
than to sing their newest song.

Checkpoint checkpoint checkpoint.

they began to move, slowly, with two militia men 
out in front, clearing the way to the harbour.

“Which one is our boat?” Theri asked. “I don’t like 
the big ones. They look like shark heads.”

“No they don’t,” shot Verlane.
“She’s right,” said Tric.
“Which one of us is right?”
Tric just nodded wisely.

“Then what do they look like, Verlane?” asked Theri.
“They look like floating morgues.”
“Verlane!” Reya hissed. “How do you know that word?”
“Everyone, stop!” Sabel cried.
The bus stopped. For a moment, all of the children, 

Sabel included, were amazed and reassured that she 
suddenly had such command over the situation. But 
the men weren’t looking at her. They were watching 
their militia escorts turn and walk away.

“Where are they going?” asked the scarred man.
“No idea, but we’re not going anywhere until they 

come back,” said the driver.
The crowd filled in the space around the bus. The 

people looked the same as those the children had seen 
in the old city. Tattered, bundled, tired, limping to the 
harbour wearing and carrying and pushing and pulling 
everything they had left. Children sat on shoulders and 
babies were wrapped and strapped to chests and backs. 
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It was an inky, cloudy day, but everyone looked like they 
were squinting against the sun.

“Someone else needs their help,” said Reya. “Look 
over there.”

The children followed her pointing finger. Outside, 
the militia men were walking toward a tighter crowd 
that had formed within the crowd. Someone was be-
ing held in the middle.

“Children, go to the other side of the bus,” said the driver.
The militia members reached the person being jostled 

and beaten at the centre of the throng. A young man. 
They handed out a few coins and dispersed the crowd. 
The young man stood up and faced them. He would 
either accept their recruitment offer and be taken or 
refuse, be made to accept their recruitment offer, and 
then be taken. He coughed and spat at them. Visors 
were lowered. Truncheons were out.

“Children, go to the other side. Now!” shouted the 
driver.

They went.
“Is that why S’Jin is now our sister?” Reya asked  Sabel. 

“Would they make little boys fight too?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. Eventually. It depends how 

long it goes on.”
“What goes on? The war or the sickness?”
Sabel just nodded. Reya crept back a few rows to 

speak with Tric and S’Jin. To make sure they under-
stood. The driver started honking again. A new set of 
militia men walked up to the bus, insisting they knew 
nothing of the earlier arrangement. More money came 
out of the black bag.

“Gee,” said Theri.
“It’s ghee,” shot Verlane.
Theri rolled her eyes.
Sabel didn’t know if she should be grateful for her 

siblings’ bickering. Their old lives had come to an end, 
months ago, and then their new lives had come to an 
end, hours ago, but they were still just children. How 
much longer could they stay the same?

Why wouldn’t Amma and Appa have told her? Just 
her, at least. She would have understood. She would 
have kept the secret. She had kept other secrets for 
them, about them, about what they had learned about 
the sickness. About what the president had allowed the 
country to know, after he cut off communication to the 
outside world, and what he hadn’t.

What could be better and more hopeful than  being 
together?

Being alive. Being alive and well.
If they were being sent to live, what about those left 

behind?
Sabel shuddered, shutting the thought away in her 

head like an upstairs room. She didn’t want to know. 
She would ignore the wind.

when they were close enough to see the foaming, 
dark-blue water, their second set of escorts waved at the 
driver and walked away. The crowd was parting here 
on its own, moving toward either the big ships by the 
docks or the yellow rafts floating in the shallows along 
the shore. The bus drove ahead slowly, as if it were go-
ing straight into the water. A man on the dock ahead 
motioned them forward. He was standing beside a con-
trol panel. The vehicle dipped and rocked side to side. 
They were on a floating platform.

“We’re here,” said the driver, turning off the engine.
“Where?” asked Theri. No one answered.
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DREAM FRAGMENT

by steven heighton

In those days the weather was jealous
and would turn up at her house just to see 
what its cold winds could make of her face.

At her door she would be seen often 
speaking to each of the seasons in turn, 
though with a marked preference 
(as many observed, and reported) 
for winter, 

which always stayed longest
and left behind fading signs
of its tenure aboveground.

Who among us up here 
wouldn’t want his love, her love
to carry a trace that clear, that
cold, stoic and austere, withdrawing 
to regain itself, then resurging?

What I wouldn’t do
or undo (winter whispered
in a voice akin to mine) to see 
one more time what my touch
might make of your face.



neck and stopped. It felt like someone else’s neck, the 
short hair. S’Jin was also covered in spray, his school 
shirt  dotted and damp. He squeezed her hand tightly, 
 staring at her. She was staring at the men.

The unscarred man said something into the ear of 
the scarred man, who nodded, threw away his cigarette, 
and moved across the platform toward them.

Why was the rescue boat not coming back down?
Couldn’t they all have fit?
And where were they going, anyway?
The scarred man’s hands were out in front of him, 

spread wide like a dog catcher’s. Sabel took a step back.
“Stay where you are!” he shouted.

She kept moving back, pulling S’Jin.
“Stop!”

Sabel saw the other two men look up from their work 
and rush toward them. The driver carried a coil of rope. 
She turned to call for help and was knocked over by the 
rescue boat on its way down. S’Jin stumbled back, let 
go of her hand, and fell into the water. Sabel screamed. 
The scarred man dove in. The unscarred man lay flat 
at the edge of the platform while the driver stood be-
side him, ready to throw the rope.

For the longest, longest time, nothing happened.
Then the driver threw the rope, the unscarred man 

grabbed hold, and both pulled. Sabel went to the edge and 
saw the scarred man holding the rope and kicking water 
and holding S’Jin, who was kicking water and kicking him.

The unscarred man pulled S’Jin out of the water and 
dumped him into the rescue boat. Giving a wide  margin, 
Sabel climbed into the boat and sat down. She took S’Jin 
close to her, jumping at how cold he was, and held his 
shivering body closer.

The back of her neck tingled.
She felt someone come near, close behind her. It was 

the scarred man,  also soaking and shivering and breath-
ing hard. He was very close by now. She didn’t turn.

“Do you think someone saves my children? Turn 
around, you goddamn sugar diamond, you — ”

“Come on!” called the unscarred man from the bus. 
“We’re late for the next pickup.”

The scarred man didn’t move.
“Now!”
Sabel held S’Jin, cupping her hand on his jaw and 

squeezing so that he couldn’t turn. The scarred man 
spat and banged his hand against the hull and was still 
vowing terrible things when the boat went up and blue-
gloved hands reached out and took the children away. 

randy boyagoda is a professor of English at the 
 University of Toronto, where he also serves as vice-
dean, undergraduate, in the Faculty of Arts and  Science. 
His new novel, Dante’s Indiana, will be published in 
September.

The man from the dock walked around the bus, bend-
ing down here and there. The children watched his prog-
ress from their windows.

“He’s probably checking for bombs,” said Tric.
“We’re not a bomb,” said S’Jin.
“How does he know?” asked Tric. “How do you?”
“Is he going to give us the fever test?” asked Theri.
“We’re not sick!” said S’Jin. “We have haircuts!”
The children were quiet for a moment. Then Sabel 

stood up and marched to the front. “Where are we go-
ing?” she asked.

“Go sit with your sisters. Masks!” said the scarred man.
“No,” Sabel said. “You know where you’re taking us. 

Our parents have given you money to take us some-
where, and you are going to tell me, now, where we’re 
going.” She pressed her hands into the back of the seat 
so the men wouldn’t see them shaking. They stared at 
her. The scarred one had a funny smile. The unscarred 
one looked irritated.

“Answer me, now,” said Sabel. “Answer me, please.”
Then came a roaring sound, and the bus shook and 

began to shift on the bucking platform. The children 
screamed and took cover. From down in her crouch, 
 Sabel saw that the two men hadn’t flinched. She stood 
up and looked outside. The crowd was still moving 
 toward the ships. A few were watching them, in their 
bus on its platform, now motoring out over the break-
ing waves. A couple of boys threw rocks at them, which 
fell short and disappeared into the sea.

the floating platform was moored against the 
side of a very big ship. The children lined up in the aisle 
of the bus, fiddling with the loops around their ears. This 
could have been a field trip to an ancient ruin or a patri-
otic museum. The men motioned for everyone to come 
forward. They stepped down from the vehicle onto the 
platform, steadying themselves against the roll of the 
waves. The man at the control stand smoked and watched.

A bright-orange rescue boat was lowered from the 
ship to hang just above the floor of the platform, knock-
ing against the hull. S’Jin took Sabel’s hand. Without a 
word, the scarred man picked up each of the other chil-
dren and put them and their bags into the boat.

“Sabel, one of us should go up with them,” said Reya.
“Go,” said Sabel. “I’ll wait with S’Jin for the next one.”
The unscarred man pounded twice on the hull and the 

rescue boat went up. S’Jin waved to the rising  children. 
From where they were standing, he and Sabel couldn’t 
see what happened next, but they didn’t hear any com-
motion or cries for help.

Sabel looked at S’Jin, who was still looking up at the 
now empty rescue boat knocking against the side of 
the ship. She suddenly noticed how windy and loud it 
was on the open water. She wiped the spray from her 
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for recreational pursuits — rod-and-gun stuff, snow-
mobiling in winter. I jokingly referred to this place as 
 Area 51, a backwater ransacked by forestry from highway 
to headwaters. It was mostly old clear-cuts grown over 
with weedy tangles, the odd strip of survivor trees tower-
ing above it all. We came every year to make a pilgrim-
age of sorts. Our Camino de Santiago, our El  Capitan. 
Everything striving, greedy for the light, everything 
reaching hard.

after the spring semester ended at our little  
university, the anthropology department looked like a 
clearance sale at Staples. Even the admin was on  vacation, 
and the overflow from the paper recycling bins whis-
pered down our hallway. It was unbearably muggy.

I stood up, crossed the hall, and nudged into Dr.  Krentz’s 
office without knocking. I saw that he was looking at a 
paper published by his nemesis, Dr. Neeti  Kapoor. I could 
tell that from the header font — I’d read the paper myself 
but lacked the heart to tell him of its findings. As I en-
tered, Dr. Krentz convulsed and closed the document, 
revealing his desktop wallpaper — an author photo from 
the glory days, in which he wore a turtleneck beneath 
a poncho, leading a pack horse up a terribly eroded trail. 

I called him Dr. Krentz, never wavered from the dusty 
reverence, the protocols of the tower. He was my  mentor. 
We were freaks, according to our university, but we 

nigel leaned over from the driver’s side and poked 
at the stereo. “Sorry, Doc,” he said. “It’s not that I don’t ap-
preciate a little Nana Mouskouri first thing in the morning.” 

Dr. Krentz squinted over at Nigel but then appeared 
to let this go. He hoisted his Thermos to his lips and 
returned his laser eyes to the road. Then silence, the 
rumble of tires, the ping of rocks inside the wheel wells.

We were four in the truck, an atv in the back, our 
dry sacks and Pelican cases wedged into the leftover 
crannies. Camryn had brought her own music — I could 
see her iPhone glowing through the pocket of her cargo 
pants. She was Dr. Krentz’s intern.

“What are you listening to?” I asked. She took out one 
AirPod. I expected her to name some folk-emo band 
with a name like a nineteenth-century hardware store.

“Podcast about horse breeding,” she said. 
Blonde ponytail, Patagonia rainwear, strawberry lip 

balm addiction. She was a human burro, even if she 
didn’t know it yet, paid just enough to keep the Equity 
Enhancement Office at bay. 

“What brings you to this hot mess?” I asked.
“Needed a summer job.” She pinched out a smile and 

stuffed the AirPod back into her head. 
Three days, I predicted. Then she’d fold up like a 

wet tent. 
I wiped the fog off the window with my sleeve. Our 

route was a moribund logging mainline used by  locals 
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 survived on the endowment of an eccentric whose money 
funded our little budget. All I had to do was follow in 
Dr. Krentz’s footsteps and I might achieve my own little 
slice of stability — and, I hoped, a shot at his job once 
he finally retired.

Dr. Krentz insisted on hard copies of all his emails — for 
his archive, he explained. I watched his eyes creep back 
and forth across the page I’d brought. It was a  message 
from some rando named Nigel. This person had great ad-
miration for Dr. Krentz’s work. It was “under appreciated.” 
He wrote that he was hoping to plumb the depths of 
Dr. Krentz’s knowledge for a book he was writing on 
the undiscovered megafauna of North America. Was 
there the possibility of a ride-along?

The fan oscillated, levitating the wispy hairs on the 
top of Dr. Krentz’s head. “Thank you, Melinda,” he said, 
folding the page in two. 

Dr. Krentz would arrange to meet Nigel at the com-
missary in the basement of engineering. Several times, 
behind my back. Supposedly, Nigel was experienced at 
backcountry orienteering due to a book he’d written on 
the ambergris hunters of New Zealand. According to 
Dr. Krentz, he’d make an excellent addition to the party. 

I did not like this idea, not at all.

i knew how to read a map perfectly well and could 
drive a truck through a raging creek somewhat compe-
tently if pressed. In fact, I knew the precise  location of 

every sample vial and aaa battery, every data point on 
every spreadsheet. I was our chief logistician, yet here 
I was in the back seat, three hours into our field trip, 
with Nigel at the wheel. We paused at a fork to con-
sider the map near a dark, glittering lake where a fish-
erman in a dinghy waved slowly, as if mystified by our 
intent. From here, we took the road less travelled, the 
one with significantly more potholes.

Our first order of business in Area 51 was to attend 
to a test plot Dr. Krentz had set up last summer, laying 
a road-killed deer inside a ring of barbed wire. He’d 
hoped to find a snagged bit of hair, some dried blood. 
He sent Camryn and me into a thicket of serrated leaves 
and giant steroidal ferns, where we bashed around with 
the gps for what felt like hours. We found the deer car-
cass totally gone and the barbed wire rusty but other-
wise intact. When we returned to the truck, Dr. Krentz 
and Nigel were chawing Clif Bars and trading ban-
ter about the trips they’d made to the world’s exotic  
shitholes.

We climbed back into the truck and continued  deeper 
into the jungle-like forest until the road grew terribly 
corrugated. We spun rubber, even with the four-wheel 
drive engaged. Nigel slung his arm over the front seat and 
looked me in the eye. “I think it’s time to free the beast.” 

The truck had two gas tanks (I had filled them my-
self at the Gas ’n’ Go), and I could see from the gauge 
that we’d pretty much sucked the first one dry. If we 
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 wanted to make the return trip without walking for 
days with jerry cans banging our thighs, it seemed 
prudent to leave the truck by the wayside sooner than  
planned. 

We spent a bit of time getting the atv down from the 
truck on its ramps. Finally, Nigel climbed aboard it and 
turned the ignition, but nothing happened. He bucked 
forward and back in the saddle, trying to spur it. Cam-
ryn observed with her chin tucked inside her  jacket flaps. 
Nigel dismounted and began kicking the tires.

“May I?” Camryn asked, gesturing to the seat. She 
mounted the atv as if climbing astride her childhood 
pony. A couple of clicks and our machine was up and 
roaring.

“Well, well,” I said. “Just look at you go.”
Camryn shrugged. “My dad’s a hunting guide.”

gigantopithecus, as it is scientifically known, is an 
ancient organism constructed from prehistoric dna. 
It’s a painfully reclusive creature, favouring remote 
subalpine environments, much like the grizzly bear, 
although some researchers suggest it once occupied 
valley bottoms before being outcompeted or perhaps 
bludgeoned into obscurity. I’ve read anecdotal reports 
of specimens up to 800 pounds and ten feet tall. But size 
is subject to inflation. Based on my inferences about 
their diet, which would be pretty lean in their typical 
 habitats, I suspected males would top out at 500 pounds, 
 females slightly less.

The prevailing hypothesis suggests  Gigantopithecus 
crossed into North America via the Bering land bridge 
in the wake of Homo sapiens. You can see this reflected 
in the myths and lore of Asia, where  Giganto is known 
by various names: almasty, migyhur, meh-teh,  dzu-teh, 
etc. Around here, the common term is a result of colonial 
mangling, a bastardization of a word from a Coast Salish 
language, Sásq’ets, or “wild man.” I believe the species 
originated in Europe as a Neander thal offshoot before 
migrating into the Himalaya. That’s where Dr. Neeti 
 Kapoor dug her famed mandible fragment from the re-
ceding foot of the Bara Shigri glacier, back in 2005.  After 
that, Dr. Kapoor became the public face of our trade. She 
appeared on the cover of Squatchin’  Monthly and got a 
cameo on a reality TV show about big-game hunters. 

Now, every Giganto researcher this side of the 
 Pacific was out on the hunt, it seemed. Dr. Kapoor, 
with her drone scans and thermal imagers, was kick-
ing Dr. Krentz’s ass, and he knew it. No tree-branch  
arrays, petroglyphs, plaster footprint casts, or even hair 
samples would make him happy now. Science dwells 
in the physical and rewards the brave. He wanted to 
go out with a bang. More than anything, he wanted a 
wet specimen, an idea that had me grinding my teeth  
at night.

we made camp on an old landing, a log dump from 
the bygone forestry days. We found it webbed with a 
weird, strangulating vine that reinforced my belief in 
nature’s ability to reclaim any decimation. Probably 
a good thing in the age of climate change (climate crisis, 
as our friends in environmental sciences liked to say). 

We pitched our geodesic domes. It was raining at dusk, 
so we huddled in Dr. Krentz’s tent, the most  spacious  real 
estate due to all his bulky, old-school equipment — the 
telephoto lenses, the shotgun mic, the army surplus 
night-vision goggles. We sat cross-legged as Dr.  Krentz 
distributed our freeze-dried dinners. The men chose the 
Turkey Tetrazzini and the Chicken à la King. I went for 
the Chili Mac ’n’ Beef, leaving Camryn with the Sweet 
and Sour Pork, which I knew from prior expeditions 
was a disturbing vermillion gloop.

“How is it?” I asked in my private glee.
“Not bad.” She chewed carefully. 
Dr. Krentz spread the map across the tent floor and 

traced his finger along our path ahead. We’d waste little 
time in the valley bottom and head upslope as far as the 
road system would allow. We needed old snow, the  keeper 
of all the scat and tracks. Over the winter,  Krentz had 
procured the questionably antique map that lay spread 
before us. It showed routes penetrating even  deeper 
into the backcountry, and it was here he set his sights. 

“Permission to speak freely?” I asked.
Dr. Krentz frowned. “I know you have your doubts, 

Melinda, but this is virgin territory, unknown to 
Dr.  Kapoor or any of her ilk.”

“Probably for good reason,” I argued. Back here, the 
bush was relentless. You could fall into a gulch and no 
one but future archaeologists would find you. Upon dis-
covering your mossy remains, they might assume you’d 
gone on some kind of hallucinogenic wander or been 
cast out by your clan. I continued to express my reserva-
tions while Camryn studied me as if deciding something. 

Dr. Krentz scowled at me and turned to Nigel. 
“A sound plan, sir,” said Nigel, digging in his food 

pouch with a spork. I wasn’t sure he had the faintest 
clue what we were talking about.

“Good,” Dr. Krentz replied. “We leave at 0700.”
Camryn raised her eyebrows. Possibly she was won-

dering why I hadn’t put up a bigger fight. The fact was, 
I was short on alternative employment options.

After dinner, I stomped off to my tent to finish my 
daily reporting. Sunset: 20:45. Elevation gain: 450 metres. 
Light rain. Temperatures seasonal normal. No specimens 
collected. It was technically spring, yet I watched a cloud 
of my own breath puff up to the ceiling. Beyond my tent 
walls, I could hear Nigel and Dr. Krentz murmuring. 
I lay swaddled inside my mummy bag, unsettled, and 
popped a Zoloft, closing my eyes with my hand wrapped 
around my trusty canister of bear mace.
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nigel shook my tent. “Does the princess require 
her waking potion?” he asked. Then, without  invitation, 
he unzipped the door and shoved his arm through to 
 offer me a mug of coffee. Black. The way he liked it, pre-
sumably. But it was hot, and I had to admit I appreciated 
the gesture. When I emerged, Camryn and  Nigel were 
ferrying gear to the atv while Krentz puzzled over his 
clipboard. The sun struggled to punch through a gruel 
of high clouds.

While Camryn bungeed Krentz’s tripods together, 
Nigel seized the moment. “Better watch out,” he whis-
pered, nodding at Camryn with his chin. “She’s coming 
for your job.” In truth, I’d been slightly worried about 
this very thing. My job paid barely enough to keep my 
lights on, but it served the purpose while I awaited the 
next batch of tenure-track postings.

“Why would she want it?” I asked.
“Same as you,” he replied. “Something to step on 

whilst climbing.”
From the moment of his arrival, Nigel had been watch-

ing for conflict, triangulating, presumably to find the 
“narrative” for his project. So I waited for my moment 
and hit back. “How’s it coming with the book?” 

He’d confided to Dr. Krentz over sherries in the  faculty 
club that he was a year behind his deadline. He’d talked 
to his share of bigfoot enthusiasts and had spent months 
trying to interview Dr. Kapoor, to no avail, but he still 
needed a climax, a culminating event.

Then our conversation took a surprising turn. Nigel 
confessed to me that he desperately needed this book to 
work out. He was broke. He’d already blown through his 
advance, and his agent had stopped returning his calls. 
Then he blushed and changed the subject.  I wondered 
why he was telling me all this. Perhaps he doubted, as 
I sometimes did, the wisdom of chasing a mystical quarry. 

Anyway, that shut him up for a while.
But he insisted on driving the atv again. Krentz wedged 

onto the seat behind him. The atv’s front and rear racks 
were piled so high with our stuff that Camryn and I were 
forced to trudge behind the beast, shouldering our back-
packs. We continued along a series of upward- trending 
spurs, each narrower than the last. Eventually, the road 
transformed into a creek bed of jumbled stones.

As we trailed along in a wake of exhaust fumes, Cam-
ryn recited the names of all the plants and trees. She’d 
applied for Dr. Krentz’s internship not because of de-
partmental ambition but because she was on her way to 
veterinary college — so not interested in replacing me at 
all. I wanted to ask if she believed in Giganto, but then 
she said, “I took anthropology as a blow-off course, but 
actually it’s sort of interesting.”

Eventually, we reached a split in the road that was not 
indicated on the map. I wondered if Nigel had led us astray. 
Camryn, who was almost perversely fit,  volunteered to 

explore the lower road on foot while Nigel ascended the 
steeper one in the atv. That left Dr. Krentz and me at 
the fork to triage gear in case the route became impass-
able. Dr. Krentz was convinced of his “un discovered” 
route, but the landscape felt lonely and oppressive.

I expressed more doubt about the plan.
“Teamwork, Melinda,” Krentz said. “Preparation is 

key.” He took the occasion to reveal a new piece of 
equipment to me. It was a dart gun he’d bought online, 
a CO2 tranquilizer pistol designed for extracting bears 
from backyard trees and vaccinating big cats in zoos. 
This might have alarmed me, but in truth, it looked 
like a plastic squirt gun with a clownishly long barrel. 
I also knew from our occasional pool games in the fac-
ulty club that we both had terrible aim. And, besides, 
 Giganto had eluded us so far.

The professor had stowed the gun back in its bubble 
wrap by the time Camryn came back. The road she’d fol-
lowed descended for a kilometre and then dead- ended 
in a patch of brambles.

We waited for Nigel to return, which he did after a 
lengthy absence, looking windblown and slightly un-
hinged. He claimed that his path continued indefinitely, 
but he’d parked the atv to take a leak, and in the still-
ness, he’d just gotten this feeling.

“What kind of feeling?” asked Dr. Krentz. 
Nigel scrubbed at his head. He wasn’t cold, he ex-

plained, yet every filament of body hair had stood up in 
its follicle, the most terrifying case of goosebumps he’d 
ever experienced. “I felt,” he said, “not alone.”

“I knew it,” said Krentz bitterly. “She’s already here.” 
He began ranting about Dr. Kapoor and her posse of 
sycophantic nerdlings, which was often where his mind 
went when faced with small adversities. 

Camryn turned to Nigel. “I thought you didn’t believe 
in any of this tosh,” she said, air-quoting the final word.

I wondered when they’d found the time to discuss 
 Giganto — or anything in private. Dr. Krentz looked 
between the three of us, as if doubting his choice of 
companions.

we made camp two where the road ended —  rather, 
where it just dissolved into the bush. We had to hack 
away just to make a place to set up our tents.

Dinner with Dr. Krentz again. Swedish Meatballs or 
Chicken Kiev. I chose the former as the lesser of two 
evils. We were all a little tired and dejected — the fog 
was unrelenting. Nigel tried to redeem himself by build-
ing a sad fire. The air, damp and heavy, seemed to want 
to extinguish it. We crouched around its phantom heat 
pretending to warm our hands. 

I retreated into my tent to finish the day’s reporting, 
then flipped and rolled inside my mummy bag, trying to 
get warm if not comfortable. I didn’t exactly fall asleep, 
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but my mind left my body for a time. I walked in the 
forest at dusk, and the air was thick with mist. I found 
myself reaching through it, as if to pull a curtain aside.

I arrived at the mouth of a cave. It was a dank, mold-
prone place, yet I proceeded, drawn in by an irresistible 
curiosity. A figure was waiting for me inside, sitting by a 
small crackling fire. I approached with my whole body 
tensed, fearful of making a sound. But then he swept 
the earth with a hairy hand, brushing away the spiders 
so I might sit. 

The creature, if I could call him that, regarded me 
apologetically. He had nothing to offer but a couple of 
skunk cabbage stamens, which he was roasting atop 
some dying embers. They were probably not to my 
taste. And, just like that, I came to understand that 
he was conveying meaning to me, precisely and fully,  
only not in linguistic form. He had no interest in doing 
me harm. He was a vegetarian.

I found him incredibly ugly, much less like Chew-
bacca than conventional imagination would have it and 
more like an extremely hirsute giant man. He smelled 
like a cross between a wet dog and a locker room, yet he 
possessed an intense physical charisma: I couldn’t look 
away from his huge forearms, his enormous fleshy ear-
lobes, his monstrous genitals hidden away in a thicket 
of dark pubic hair. I felt, I’m not embarrassed to admit, 
completely drawn to him.

I knew he could crush me with one swipe of his mas-
sive arm. But there was a noble regret to his demean-
our, as if he’d read my mind about his musky aroma. 
He was sorry for the state of his dwelling. Evolution 
had blessed him with opposable thumbs but none of 
humanity’s adaptations.

I felt a wavelet of guilt. Wasn’t I the one intruding in 
his moss-strewn bachelor cave?

It’s all right, he indicated with a gentle grunt. I  invited you.
He slid a twig into the matrix of the fire, and we watched 

it catch and flicker. He’d observed our party since we 
 arrived in his forest, selecting one of us in the hope of 
averting conflict. He’d chosen me, he  clarified, because 

my thoughts were direct and unambiguous. Somehow, 
he communicated this preverbally, in the metaphor of 
consciousness. He painted for me an image on the canvas 
behind my eyes: a clear brook running straight downhill.

So you communicate . . . telepathically? I wondered.
All at once, I felt strangely naked and undone, just sit-

ting next to him. It astonished me that two minds could 
cleave to each other so immediately, without any resist-
ance. There was no way to hide, to deceive, no  escape 
from being known. It was beautiful, but  also utterly ter-
rifying, to be thusly invaded. I found myself trying to 
slam the doors of memory to prevent his  access, but it 
was too late, he’d already arrived.

He showed me a lone tree, bereft of leaves, no longer 
alive but still standing in a dappled, verdant forest. I knew 
he was showing me the space left by my  mother’s death.

What is your name?
He didn’t have one, just an olfactory signature — unique, 

pungent — that told all his fellow creatures who he was, 
where he’d been, and how long ago he’d passed by.

Remarkable.
He turned his roasting dinner and illuminated for me 

the ways of Giganto, confirming many of my theories. 
He’d spent most of his earthly existence alone. He did 
not have a “wife” per se, but there was a female com-
panion — here I sensed the heavy weight of respons-
ibility. His consort lived, one valley over, with their 
offspring. When these younglings matured, they’d set 
off to find their own stomping grounds, remote valleys 
where others of their kind had died out. He met his mate 
every  summer, for conjugal purposes, up in the alpine 
 meadows. I sensed no shame. It was a matter of bod-
ily function and instinct, a duty to one’s own  genetic 
 material, like drinking or eating.

He had three children, but one had died of a fever: 
fire burning underground. He thought this to me without 
pain or emotion. In his eyes, love contained the possi-
bility — no, the certainty — of loss. This concept had no 
name, just a smell. The bright green fragrance of vege-
tation in the spring. I detected reverence — a crude form 
of spirituality, even. 

Wasn’t he lonely?
It was his nature to be alone. Nature, nature, nature. 

As we communicated, he kept repeating this concept, the 
ruling principle of Giganto life. Human nature was to fight, 
to oppose what we didn’t understand, and to obliterate, 
the way an avalanche knocks all the trees flat. That’s why 
we needed language, to explain our be nighted existence 
to one another. Again, he related this without judgment.

He’d come close to humans many times, had watched 
them from the blufftops or concealed in the greenery. 
He found our thinking, even from afar, tricky, muddy, 
a swollen river in back-eddy. He wondered if I found it 
difficult to live in such confusion. He was sorry that my 
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kind was so incapable of restraint. We could not see the 
inevitable coming. The time of Giganto, living as they 
did among the glaciers and alpine tundra, would soon 
end. Extinct. Gone. A hot lump rose in my throat, and 
I tried to swallow it down even though my attempts at 
hidden feelings were pointless.

How many of you are left? 
He showed me a night sky dotted with stars. Not many, 

scattered wide, separated by unfathomable distances. 
Go home, he said. Don’t return.
I apologized. I acknowledged that he might be right 

about humanity. But I didn’t want to leave. I still had so 
many questions and no recording equipment of any kind.

Goodbye, female human, he said. I saw a lovely field 
of purple fireweed, the blossoms half-turned to cot-
tony seed. I think he was referring to my place in the 
life cycle. Live well.

Inside my dream, my eyes fogged. I knew I’d glimpsed 
the wonder of a lifetime but come away without a whiff 
of evidence. I scratched around for my notebook and 
pen so I could capture a small fragment of what had 
been revealed to me, and in an instant, I was back in 
my tent, pawing the nylon floor. I was alone, returned 
to my familiar world.

that’s when nigel started screaming. I jolted 
upright in my sleeping bag, my heart banging away like 
a piston. I always slept with my clothes on, in the field, 
but it still took me what felt like an agonizing amount 
of time to scramble from my mummy bag and shove 
my feet into my boots. I’d gotten halfway through my 
zippered screen when the sky cracked with a deafening 
boom. The echo rumbled around the valley. 

Nigel appeared in the beam of my headlamp. He 
wore a T-shirt and pants and appeared to be glistening 
with sweat. Camryn and Dr. Krentz had also emerged 
in slow-moving bafflement. 

“You brought a gun?” I asked. 
The weapon dangled from his right hand. Nigel must 

not have had a clue how to use it. Camryn plucked it 
from his trembling fingers and reengaged the safety. 

“What did you do?” Camryn asked.
“I don’t know,” Nigel said. 
He told the story in a jumble of words: It was dark. 

He was roused from sleep by the snap of a branch out-
side his tent. He emerged without a flashlight and came 
upon a large shadow, only he couldn’t tell what it was. 
There was fur and a bad smell. It stood up on two legs 
and huffed at him.

“So, a bear?” said Camryn.
Nigel had fired into the air to scare it off, or so he 

claimed.
“You’ve frightened the daylights out of every speci-

men from here to Alaska,” said Dr. Krentz, who was now 

terrifically vexed, an effect undone by the fact that he 
was wearing flannel pyjamas.

“Yes!” Nigel said. “That was the point.”
My adrenaline had fuzzed a little by then, but my 

eye was drawn to the gun in Camryn’s hands. Krentz 
was right: every sentient organism in Area 51 was now 
 alerted to our presence. But still I felt an almost bio-
logical urge to run into the night, after Giganto, who 
had come so close, just within my reach.

“I thought you said you weren’t afraid of a little wild-
life?” Dr. Krentz asked.

“Little?” said Nigel, pressing his palms to his thighs. 
“Christ — the size of that thing.”

“It’s not a thing,” I said, my voice gluey with emotion.
Everyone turned to me, blinding me with their head-

lamps, but I decided that I wouldn’t say another word.

in the morning, I discovered a trail of black drops 
in the grass. I crouched to swab them and the cotton 
came back smeared an oxidized crimson. 

At the campsite, Nigel was sheepishly contem plating 
our extinguished fire, looking like he’d slept in his crin-
kled anorak. “You did this,” I said, brandishing my latex 
gloves. I struggled to keep my voice away from the cliff 
edge of hysteria.

“I couldn’t see!” he said. 
“Optimal time for gunplay,” I replied. 
“You’re acting like I shot your dog.”
He’d wounded our subject specimen. But the crime 

felt worse than that, as if he’d wounded some wild and 
rare thing of my imagination, and now it had escaped 
from my grasp. I scanned around camp: there was the 
atv spattered with mud, our food barrel hung up in a tree. 

“Happy now?” I asked. “Got your culminating event? 
You just shot our specimen.”

Camryn materialized at my side in a gesture of cama-
raderie that surprised me. She was wearing a little back-
pack and carrying what looked like a disassembled 
fishing rod. I admit I’d been a little bit wrong about her. 
Maybe a lot wrong. My compass needle was spinning.

“Where the hell is Krentz?” I shouted.
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Camryn snapped her rod at the air and it assembled 
into a hiking pole. She pointed its tip at the granite head-
wall that loomed above us, the bluffs peeking out from 
the trees. “Up there,” she said.

Of course, I thought. He’d probably set off before 
dawn, with his outsize dreams of emeritus glory, hot 
on the trail of his limping beast.

We turned to Nigel, who folded his arms across his 
chest. “No way,” he said. “Not a chance.” The  longer 
we gawked, the tighter the constriction of his limbs. 
I  envied his ability to detach himself so totally from the 
expedition. I worried what we might find up there too.

we packed water, spare clothes, the expired 
cashew- coconut energy bars that nobody wanted,  
plus Nigel’s sidearm, which Camryn still had in her  
possession. “Just in case,” she said. A first-aid kit, that’s  
what I brought. 

We followed the dark drops through the trampled foli-
age. Camryn explained that animals typically sought to 
bed down when they’d been wounded. They took the 
path of least resistance. But this creature had taken 
routes that confronted every obstacle. We bushwhacked 
under branches, over fallen logs, across creeks whose 
icy flow overran my boots. Inevitably, we hit the snow, 
where the trail continued in a Morse code of pink dots 
accompanied by Krentz’s footprints. 

“Looks like a flesh wound,” said Camryn.
This was a huge relief to me. As was our silent agree-

ment about the sort of beast we were tracking. We exam-
ined the prints in the snow, which looked as if they’d 
been made by a very large, shuffling human in thick socks. 
The tracks were indistinct. Whoever made them was 
dragging something behind, a log or a branch, perhaps.

“It’s left-handed,” said Camryn. 
We post-holed through the snow and came out above 

the trees. At Camryn’s pace, I felt like an Everest climber 
who refuses to be left behind in the death zone. Then the 
clouds broke apart and we experienced a sudden blast 
of sunshine so intense I regretted my lack of sun glasses. 
I stripped off my jacket and tied it around my waist.

The blue square of Krentz’s coat appeared in the dis-
tance. He’d left it unzipped, and against the white slope 
before us, it resembled a lazily waving flag. We caught 
up to him easily; except at times like these, it was easy 
to forget that he was a senior citizen. He turned to me, 
his brow furrowed in determination. “Did you bring 
the binoculars?”

“No,” I replied.
He regarded me testily and resumed his fervent trudge. 

I fell in line behind him — it was my habit.
We made it as far as the ridge, but then the trail just 

disappeared, as if the maker of the dots of blood and 
the footprints had been raptured on the mountainside. 

Our little group gathered closer to make sense of it, but 
the tracks were confused, overlapped. 

“Not as dumb as I thought,” said Camryn.
He’d been dragging a big branch to obscure the direc-

tion of his travel. It seemed my Giganto had climbed up, 
turned around, then retraced his steps downslope only 
to vanish again. I might have laughed at the clever ness 
of this strategy, but something in me, oiled by my for-
mer ambition, locked up solid. I caught a vertiginous 
glimpse of the watershed below, like a little diorama of 
our recent adventures. Perhaps he’d led us up here to 
make some kind of point.

“An animal this big doesn’t just vanish,” said Dr.  Krentz. 
Then he zipped up his coat, his old eyes watering, and 
shrugged himself deeply into his sleeves. He peered up 
at the surrounding peaks as if looking for somewhere 
else to go. 

I slid the dart gun from my mentor’s hands. Then I  
touched his shoulder, the one and only time. “Dr.  Krentz,” 
I said, “I’m so sorry.” 

He’d never find his Giganto, not the way I’d found mine.

after my mother died, all those years ago, I took 
myself to the remake of King Kong starring Naomi Watts 
and that rubber-faced dipshit Adrien Brody. The love 
story was not between the two leads, Ann and Jack, 
but between Ann and Kong. I sat in the back row of the 
 mostly empty theatre and wept into my sleeve. I under-
stood that she loved the big beast, whose hideous form 
concealed an intelligence only she could discover. They 
were soul mates, doomed to oblivion by the fact of their 
mismatched bodies.

When it was over, I squinted out from the theatre. 
There was a strong, melancholic tug in my chest, as if 
some residue of sadness had lodged there. In a way, it 
was the beginning of my affection for Gigantopithecus, 
a similarly fascinating and misunderstood creature.

I never intended to become a hunter of gentle monsters. 
Live well, he’d said. Now, I felt pinned to the mountain-
side, sweaty, clobbered by deep fatigue. I wanted to lie 
down in the snow and wait to be swallowed by time, roar-
ing forward through decades, through my own molecular 
disintegration into dust and peat. Just as Giganto would 
dissolve into the unknowable beyond. The valley would 
mourn and then resume its ancient genuflections. Birds 
and wind. Running water. Snow in the winter, melt in the 
spring, then the birth of violent, radical green. Stumps 
would become fodder for new trees. Everything would 
morph and revolutionize, but not to the naked eye. 

charlotte gill is the author of Ladykiller and  Eating 
Dirt. Her next book, Almost Brown, about growing up 
mixed-race, is forthcoming from Penguin Random 
House Canada.
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he was coming for rock and disney. My in-
structions were to prepare the Mickey room, and be-
cause Harvey sensed a chance to dump the Hendrix 
Strat, polish and tune it and prime the amp. The mil-
lionaire’s strums should sound just like Jimi’s.

On the day of the visit, the four of us — Harvey and I, 
Paul and his own assistant — toured the Upper Haight 
house. About fifty, Paul wore faded blue jeans and had 
his head shaved, cheeks inflamed with rosacea. He’d 
made his money in pesticides, Harvey told me, and 
was worth about $200 million.

Disney stuff always sold itself, and Paul swiftly 
chose two Mickey Mouse signs, engine oil ads from 
the ’30s — incredibly rare, $1,000 apiece. Once Har-
vey and Paul finished doing business, they’d retire to 
the front room to play pinball while I finalized the trans-
actions with Paul’s assistant.

“Nineteen-sixty-three Fender Stratocaster,” Harvey 
said, opening the case on the rosewood table. “ Hendrix 
played it in ’65 at the Juggy Sound Studio after leav-
ing Little Richard. You can see the tremolo arm’s been 
modified so he could play left handed.”

“All right, very cool.”
Paul hefted the guitar, studied its face, and slung 

it on. I felt Harvey’s eyes on me as I ducked to plug it 
 into the amp. When Paul struck a chord, it sounded full, 
finishing with a fuzzy edge that evoked the Hendrix  
splendour.

“Isn’t that something,” Harvey suggested.
“What are you thinking?” Paul asked.
“I could let it go for 500 thou.”
By the glance Paul exchanged with his assistant, 

I could tell he wouldn’t bite. The price was a problem. 
Harvey could normally negotiate down, but he’d over-
paid for the Strat, a rare miscalculation, leaving no room 
to manoeuvre.

“Let’s put this aside for now,” Paul said, and I was 
there to take the guitar. “What else are you sitting on?”

To accentuate the Strat, I’d arranged a display of 
rock memorabilia — original Grateful Dead poster art, 
unused Beatles tickets, a test pressing of Led Zeppelin 
III —  nothing over $5,000. Paul looked the table over 
approvingly.

“This is the thing with Harvey,” he told his assistant. 
“You know you’re getting only the very best stuff.”

“We take pride in ownership,” Harvey said.
“But guitars. I’m really after guitars.”
“The Strat is the piece we’re looking to part with right 

now.”
It wasn’t my place to speak, but I could see Paul’s inter-

est wavering, and I knew Harvey would be depressed and 
furious if he didn’t parlay this visit into more. I  quickly 
cupped Harvey’s ear and said, “The Jasper.”

My mistake was clear at once. He waved me off.
“What is it?” Paul said.
I stood in the corner, regretting my initiative.
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Harvey sighed. “I’ve had another guitar for a little 
while now. Abel Jasper played — ”

“Abel Jasper?” asked Paul. “The folk singer, the dan-
delion guy?”

“Yeah.”
There was a flash of excitement. “You have one of 

his guitars?”
Harvey buried his reluctance and signalled for me to 

retrieve it. I rushed to storage and gave the guitar a quick 
once-over. Its tune had held. I was back in a minute.

“Well goddamn,” Paul said when Harvey opened the 
case to reveal the modest acoustic instrument with 
a dirty rope for a strap. Tiny flecks of red paint were 
sprayed across its face.

“I didn’t know you were a fan,” Harvey said. “He’s 
not exactly Hendrix.”

“My dad came up in the Depression,” Paul said, a little 
quieter now, running a finger along the neck. “He loved 
this music.”

“Well, if you’re a Jasper collector, this is the piece to 
have. He played this guitar from about ’33 to ’40, which 
covers the most prolific period of his songwriting and 
virtually all the recordings.”

Paul touched the high string, and it sang. “Dare I ask 
how much?”

“I could let it go for a hundred thou.”
The number surprised me. I knew what he’d paid for it. 

But Harvey could see Paul was falling in love.

“That doesn’t sound crazy,” Paul said. “I assume you 
can show provenance?”

“That’s why I didn’t mention the guitar right away. 
The provenance is still a work in progress.”

“But you have something, right?”
Harvey gave me a nod. It was a gamble. I opened the 

case’s compartment, removed the slip of paper, and 
handed it to Paul.

He read: “This is to verify that Abel Jasper played this 
May-Bell acoustic guitar for many years, before giving 
it away in 1940. Certification made by the Museum of 
the Dandelion, 1979.”

When he folded the paper, Paul laughed. “Harvey, 
what is this?”

“Like I said, we’re still working on it. But I’m confident 
that you’re looking at Jasper’s guitar. I wouldn’t show it 
to you if there was a shadow of a doubt.”

“I trust you, of course,” Paul said, “just not to the tune 
of $100,000.”

“I understand.”
Paul couldn’t take his eyes off the guitar. Then his 

reverie snapped. He gently closed the case and passed 
a smile around the room.

“Authenticate the guitar, Harvey, and I’ll buy it.”

the job with harvey siskind wasn’t meant to 
last forever. Out of college in ’95, grades undistin-
guished, I’d taken a one-year unpaid internship at an 
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paint specks. It was well documented that Jasper had 
played a May-Bell with a rope for a strap, but that de-
tail was easy to forge, and nothing in the official record 
mentioned paint. With $100,000 in the  offing, how-
ever, Harvey told me to drop everything and work on 
the Jasper guitar.

One hundred thousand dollars — when I tried to con-
template that amount of money, I actually failed, and 
I felt a rage that seemed, sometimes, dis concertingly 
near the surface. But just when I thought I’d summoned 
the courage to let it out — tell Harvey I’m poor, he had 
no idea what it cost to live, give me a fair cut for my 
labour — the fear of the bottom overcame me. You’ll 
end up on the bottom: that’s how my parents had put it 
whenever I’d complained about school or said my boss 
was an asshole or just expressed a desire for more, a de-
sire that, to them, rang as entitlement or an intention to 
steal. Go ahead, they’d say, get angry. You’ll be expelled or 
fired or imprisoned, and then what? Where will you end up?

harvey supplied the first lead.  Last year, 
a friend in New York real estate had tipped him off 
that a small folk music museum in Greenwich Village 
was closing and some of its collection might be acquired 
for a song. Harvey flew out for the liquidation and re-
turned with the Jasper guitar. It had been a fire sale, 
 frantic and disorganized, and the curator didn’t have his 
 papers in order. Still, for $12,000, the guitar was worth 
the risk — just look at how it might pay off. Harvey pro-
vided me with the curator’s information, and I booked 
a red eye to New York. Take no chances, he said, and 
get the documents in your hands.

The trip came at an awkward time, straddling the 
first of the month. When I’d moved to San Francisco, 
I’d answered an ad from a couple seeking a roommate 
in the south Mission, not far from Cesar Chavez. Cat’s 
parents had given her and Steven the down payment on 
a two-bedroom live/work space as a wedding present. 
Needing help with the mortgage, the couple rented out 
their other bedroom. They were simultaneously my 
roommates and my landlords and, to a  certain  extent, 

 accounting- software company in Seattle. I’d hoped 
to make myself indispensable, but as the end of the 
year approached, the company had no place for me, 
the next intern was incoming, and I was grasping for 
some way to shake my student loans. That’s when my 
boss mentioned that a client in San Francisco needed a 
 personal assistant. The details were hazy, but the client 
was indisputably rich, so maybe I’d kill my debt in a few  
effortful years.

I moved to San Francisco in ’96, but four years later, 
there was no end in sight. Harvey kept me on a wage 
low enough that, despite the occasional twenty-five-
cent raise, there was nothing left over at the end of the 
month. At Christmas, or when we closed a big sale, his 
idea of a bonus was to buy me a suit. He believed him-
self a generous employer but didn’t seem to notice that 
the cost of living had changed since the ’70s, when he 
paid off his house in the Upper Haight and devoted him-
self to the collection.

My job title was personal assistant, but all my duties 
pertained to Harvey’s collection. Having made a for-
tune in nutritional supplements, he’d indulged his love 
of pop culture by amassing, in addition to all the Holly-
wood and rock memorabilia, a profusion of midcentury 
collectibles and rare Americana. I had to keep every-
thing in pristine working order. You never knew when a 
middle-aged filmmaker, in a fit of nostalgia, would pay 
thirty grand for a Wurlitzer jukebox full of doo-wop 45s.

Harvey’s collection was a self-sustaining, self- 
replicating organism. He never put money in; he just 
sold a piece and reinvested. That’s why an item like the 
Hendrix Strat could become such an albatross: it lim-
ited his ability to acquire. If, on the other hand, he could 
flip something like the Abel Jasper guitar, which he’d 
bought for next to nothing, then all would be well in the 
spreadsheet that monitored the collection’s fiscal health.

Provenance was everything. A purchase had to be 
like a royal marriage, the lineage assured. That wasn’t 
usually a problem. Most of Harvey’s items had already 
been collected and came with certificates of authenti-
city from reputable sources, and when Harvey discov-
ered something for himself, he could send it away to a 
trusted expert who’d authenticate it for us. Occasionally 
it fell to me to research an item, and then I’d spend days, 
sometimes weeks, compiling a dossier on, say, a spot-
light from the Paramount studios, to show just which 
stars it had shone on.

Right away, however, we knew establishing proven-
ance on the Jasper guitar would prove difficult. Photo-
graphs are the most persuasive evidence, but there 
weren’t many pictures of the nomadic folk singer who’d 
ridden the rails through the ’30s. Those that existed 
were often blurry or had sunlight striking the face of the 
guitar, obscuring distinguishing features like those red 
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my friends. Cat in particular tried looking out for me, 
especially once she understood the situation with my 
debt, showing me all the inexpensive grocery stores 
so I’d make rent on time. Even so, when I  boarded the 
plane to New York, I knew I’d need an extension for 
December 1.

The curator of the Museum of the Dandelion, a man 
named Martin Maggio, agreed to meet at his apartment 
in the Village. When he answered the door, I found 
a small man with bloodshot eyes and a brittle white 
beard, wearing a leather vest over a paisley shirt. We 
settled in the living room with cups of sour Chardon-
nay, Martin on the threadbare couch while I perched on 
a stool. The place smelled like rat shit, and where the 
floor wasn’t covered by rugs, the hardwood had splin-
tered. He’d been renting there since 1962, he said. The 
couple upstairs paid eight times more.

“I named the museum after Jasper’s song,” Martin told 
me. “We opened in ’71 to preserve the history of the folk 
music movement. Thirty years later, what thanks we get. 
They condemned the building. Urban blight, they called 
it. We couldn’t survive. We’d never charged admission. 
I had to sell off the collection just to claw back to zero.”

He asked if I knew Jasper’s great song, “Dandelion 
Blues,” and I said no, I’m sorry, I didn’t really know a lot 
about the music.

“Oh my,” Martin said, and crouched beside a row of 
vinyl records on the floor. He pulled one out, placed it 
on the turntable, and I watched the wobbling black edge 
as it played. The music sounded kind of primitive, just 
a standard bluesy melody for acoustic guitar.

“He played that May-Bell like a banjo,” Martin said, 
eyes closed. “Rhythmic action on both hands. Thun-
derous harmonica.”

Jasper started singing, but his Texas accent was so 
thick, and the quality of the recording so poor, it all 
seemed dusty, obscure, and I couldn’t make it out.

“The dandelion is the people’s flower,” Martin ex-
plained. “Common. Unwanted on the tycoon’s lawn. 
Riding the rails one day, Jasper saw the sun rise over 
a whole field of dandelions, and he beheld that  yellow 
fire he’s singing about, you hear?”

I thought maybe I heard something about a yellow fire.
“The song is a call for the common man to unite and 

take what’s rightfully his. This line right here — listen.”
I leaned closer to the wooden speaker but shook my 

head.
“Your ears are ravaged,” Martin said.
“I’m sorry.”
“He’s singing about dandelions on the White House 

lawn. Listen. They’re overgrowing Capitol Hill.”
“I see,” I said as the song ended. “I think I get it.”
“When the dandelion flowers,” Martin said, “its seed 

becomes a drifter, and you never know where it might 

land and spark a whole new conflagration. Do you see 
the significance of what he’s saying? Do you understand 
the courage it can give a man?”

I nodded with a serious expression, though the ideas 
meant nothing to me. Finally, I came around to why 
I was there.

Martin refilled his cup. “When I bought the guitar,” 
he said, “it became the soul of the museum. If you’ve 
held it in your hands, then you know the righteous  anger 
that blazes right through it.”

I thought of the millionaire, almost afraid to pluck 
a string.

“I won’t lie to you,” Martin said, “selling it to your boss 
was a low, low day. I didn’t have the money to adver-
tise the sale, otherwise I never would’ve sold it to him. 
I don’t believe in collecting.”

I said I understood, but he’d sold it anyway.
“Yeah,” Martin muttered. “I sold it anyway.”
“Do you remember where you acquired it?”
“I bought it off Lonesome Lonni Nolan’s wife, after 

he died. That was ’79, and I paid $7,000. I had to bor-
row from everyone to get the money, but the commun-
ity came together. They knew how important it was to 
keep the guitar here in the Village, because this is where 
the soul of Jasper — I mean the movement he planted in 
the ’30s and ’40s — where it really flowered. Not that any-
one seems to know a goddamn thing about it anymore.”

“Do you have documentation to this effect? Can you 
prove, somehow, that you bought it from — what’s his 
name?”

“Lonni Nolan,” he said, irritated. “Lonesome Lonni, 
‘The Ballad of the Pony Express,’ ‘Cherokee Blues.’”

“I’m really sorry.”
“Sweet lord. Well, we didn’t keep receipts, if that’s 

what you mean. But I might’ve mentioned it in a jour-
nal somewhere.”

“If it isn’t too much trouble.”
Martin had sunk into the couch, swirling his wine, but 

I just held my eyes on him until he sighed and went  into 
the bedroom. I followed. There was an unmade pullout 
bed covered in paperbacks. The walls were veined with 
cracks. Martin opened a filing cabinet in the corner of the 
room and began digging through it. What had once been 
his museum was now contained in this  cabinet.  After 
a few minutes, he produced some notebooks bound in 
leather and brushed through them,  eventually finding 
an entry from ’79.

“Here,” he said. “That what you’re looking for?”
The entry described Martin’s purchase of Abel  Jasper’s 

guitar from Melissa Nolan, wife of Lonesome Lonni 
Nolan. The price had actually been $5,000. But, even 
better, the entry also said, Lonni was given the guitar by 
Christian Royce of Dallas, TX.

“Who’s Christian Royce?” I asked.
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were issues with the timeline. The article said Royce 
 arrived in the Village, at age twenty-one, in 1963, which 
meant he wasn’t even alive in 1940, when Jasper gave 
the  guitar away.

I dashed over to the library, found the phone book 
for Montreal, recorded the number of every Christian 
Royce or Chris Royce or C. Royce, returned to my  hotel, 
and tried them all. When I reached the right one, he 
seemed happy to arrange a visit. No, he said, Jasper 
hadn’t given him the guitar, but I wasn’t far off and he’d 
make everything clear.

After a hasty falafel, I headed into Tower Records. 
Martin Maggio had left me feeling pretty dumb about 
the history I was after, so I perused the folk section. An 
Abel Jasper CD was part of a display of inexpensive best-
of compilations. It cost $8.99, and in a rebellious thrill, 
I decided to charge it to Harvey as a business expense. 
Then I went back to the hotel and packed my bag, a little 
guilty about the extravagance. Today was the first of the 
month, and I hadn’t paid rent. I summoned the cour-
age to call the apartment.

“I’m glad you called,” Cat said. “I was getting con-
fused. You didn’t leave your cheque.”

“Sorry, I didn’t get a chance to talk to you about it.”
“Is something wrong?”
“No, not really, nothing drastic. It’s just that I need 

an extension.”
“How long?”
“Well, I’ll be back in — I don’t know — a few days, maybe, 

and then I get paid on the tenth, so if you could just float 
me until then?”

Cat had always shrugged off money. She had a way 
of making me feel like it wasn’t so shameful to bring 
up. But now her voice went stiff. “I really wish you’d 
told me sooner.”

“I know, I’m sorry.”
“I feel like you’re taking advantage of me.”
“What? No, I didn’t — ”
“Did you consider the position you’re putting me in? 

I’m basically broke right now. I just got Steven his Christ-
mas present, and now I’m really stretched. I was count-
ing on you.”

I wanted to tell her I didn’t even have the ability to 
stretch. I could extend to a very definite point and no 
further. Then I was broke — broke broke, not basically 
broke. But I just apologized again.

“It’s fine, I guess,” she said. “But I’m not doing this 
anymore. What would you do if you were living some-
where else? You think landlords just give extensions 
out of the kindness of their hearts? You should think 
about the pressure you put on others when you aren’t 
forthcoming.”

“You’re right. I know it was wrong.”
“And either ask your boss for a raise or get another job.”

Martin took the journal back and stared at the entry 
for a minute. Royce was a farmer from Texas, he said, 
the one who originally got the guitar from Jasper. “He 
lived in the Village for a while in the ’60s. Used to sing 
a little but never caught on. Why he gave the guitar to 
Lonni is anybody’s guess.”

“Would Nolan’s wife remember?”
Martin said she’d died years ago.
I was thinking about the provenance. The Nolan 

ownership was a regrettable gap, but if this Christian 
Royce were still alive and could testify to having given the 
guitar to Nolan, it was covered.

“It’s a shame you won’t be here tomorrow,” Martin 
said. “Some of the old faces are coming by. You could 
learn a thing or two about the man you’re after.”

“Royce?”
“No,” he said. “Jasper. You could learn about the 

music — what it really means, what we’ve been sing-
ing about all these years.”

I apologized but said I was on a tight schedule. Then 
I asked if I could photocopy the journal. I’d noticed a 
copy place nearby. Martin seemed hesitant.

“You’re planning to sell that guitar, aren’t you?” he said.
“We establish provenance on — ”
“I know what this is about.”
“All right.”
“If I let you copy the journal,” he said, “will you prom-

ise me something? Promise the guitar goes somewhere 
people can see it. It doesn’t belong in private hands.”

The old man had grown encouraged by the wine, 
a fresh intensity in his eyes. I thought about how I’d 
never see him again, there was no record of this con-
versation, I could promise anything I liked to get the 
documents for Harvey.

But all I said was, “I can offer you a hundred dollars 
for the journal.”

Martin scoffed and handed it over. “It’s just a ratty 
old book. What goddamn difference does it make?”

harvey had told me to keep receipts but had given 
me the freedom to decide how much I’d spend. He trust-
ed that I wouldn’t treat it like a vacation. But the  real 
reason I chose coffee-window bagels and corner-store 
sandwiches was that I had to float the trip on my Visa. 
He’d reimburse me later, but there wasn’t much clear-
ance on the card.

At a cybercafé, I crammed an English muffin, 
 re searching the next link in the provenance. Using 
a few different search engines, I found mention of a 
Christian Royce who’d played in Greenwich Village in 
the ’60s. The article appeared in the internet newsletter 
of a college radio station in Montreal, where Royce still 
lived and performed. But, if he were the farmer who’d 
received the Jasper guitar, as Martin said, then there 

The Walrus60



“everybody else worshipped Bob and Joan,” 
Christian Royce told me in Montreal. “Those two played 
into the pretensions of the Village — the epicentre of 
pretension. But I was drawn to Lonesome Lonni Nolan. 
He spoke more to the world I knew back in Texas. Folk 
wasn’t just an idea to guys like us.”

“You mean like dandelions?” I asked.
Cat had loaned me her Discman for the trip, and I’d 

listened to the Abel Jasper CD on my flight to Mont-
real. But the lyrics were still indistinct, the recordings 
garbled by imperfections, like they’d been unearthed.

“Exactly,” Christian said. “I was a real dandelion. 
I didn’t just dress up like one.”

We were seated in a café near the college campus, art 
nouveau reproductions on the walls, the faint bacterial 
smell of unclean beer lines in the air. Christian’s grey 
hair hung in strings from a flat-brimmed cap with a tiny 
red star, like Chairman Mao’s. Every so often, the door 
opened and he’d check to see who’d entered. He lived 
above the café and was performing there that night.

“I rejected the Village scene,” Christian said. “Every-
body talked a big game about the people, but when it 
came to the genuine article, they cut me out. I got so fed 
up with all the fakes and pretenders, this was maybe ’66, 
I decided to hell with it. I walked away from music. The 
last thing I did in New York was give Lonni the guitar.”

Some young men came in. Christian checked his 
watch.

“My pops left me a bit of money,” he said after I prompt-
ed him to go on. I was hoping to get out of there before 
his show. “I tooled around for a while in the ’70s — LA, 
mostly, and I went to London for a bit, picked up guitar 
again. I cut a record with a group called Brake! — brake 
as in brake pedal, with an exclamation mark — sort of a 
German-influenced deal. Then I moved up here in ’84. 
The government gives you all sorts of grants and things.”

I told him about my meeting with Martin Maggio.
“Sure, I know Marty,” he said. “One of Dylan’s chief 

bootlickers. Kept Bobby’s boots real clean.”
I said he’d told me Christian received the guitar from 

Jasper. But, as I spoke, a pair of college-age women 
came in laughing, their high boots caked with slush, 
and Christian said he’d better get up there.

He employed a synthesizer, a contact mic, and a host 
of effects pedals. It was pretty simple: he’d strike a key on 
the synth or hum into the mic, then loop the sound and 
begin manipulating it with the pedals. Soon the various 
strands would merge, and he’d let this throbbing wave of 
noise sustain. The limitation of the technique was that 
he apparently couldn’t remove any element once it had 
been introduced, so the pattern of the songs was iden-
tical: a small sound snowballing toward crescendo, at 
which point he’d abruptly cut everything off. The show 
lasted almost an hour. I think I fell asleep for a minute, 
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OBSERVED AND OBSERVING,  
THAT’S HIM

by armand garnet ruffo

On a ladder balancing
off a roof. If you were 
to look up, you would see
a shamble of a man
holes in his work pants
holes in his jacket
holes in his sneakers. Holes.
To those below, he is a man barely hanging on. 
You can tell this by the glances
from the backyard across the street
where a couple is getting married covid style.
From his vantage, he has a bird’s eye view
and he can see they are doing their best
to ignore the dark sky, to manage 
their masks in the unforgiving wind.
A few minutes earlier, the groom’s mother 
waltzed over in wedding attire fitted
for the cold weather and called up to him 
to stop working. Rain coming, he said, looking up 
and over, pressing the trigger of his drill 
zoom   zoom   zoom. 
But she was polite, and he acquiesced
tossing his belt of tools to the ground. Besides, 
a thought had suddenly run through his brain 
like a busy squirrel trying to gnaw into an attic.  
Special occasions are rare at a time like this 
and it was even more special 
to be twenty-five feet in the air
looking down 
on all that 
hope.



but maybe not. When Christian came offstage, I told 
him I didn’t have a lot of time.

“Don’t get uptight,” he said.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be uptight.”
“You’re not being uptight, you’re getting uptight.”
I hung around the bar while he tried talking to the 

women. Eventually they left, the owner started spritz-
ing ammonia on the tables, and Christian gruffly in-
vited me upstairs. I expected some bohemian pad like 
Martin’s, but in fact, the apartment was modern, with 
a home entertainment system, black leather furniture, 
and grey carpeted floors. He dropped one of his own 
CDs in the stereo’s tray and that aimless music  started 
playing again.

“I don’t want to sound uptight,” I said as we took seats 
across the glass coffee table, “but I really have to ask 
about the guitar.”

“Just ask your questions, man. Nobody’s stopping you.”
I brought out photos of the guitar.

“Yeah, that’s it all right.”
“How do you know?”
“Those red dots.” He indicated the specks of paint 

on the face of the guitar. “Some fascist heckler threw 
paint at Jasper, but he just stayed in the groove. He 
wasn’t a pretender.”

So, if Jasper hadn’t given him the guitar, I asked, who 
had?

Christian started grinding up some pot. “My old man.”
“That makes more sense. Your father was a farmer?”
He licked the paper, sealed the joint, and sparked it. 

But he hadn’t rolled it tight enough and half went up in 
flames. When he’d gotten it under control, he crossed 
his legs and said, “He was a doctor. He serviced all the 
farms in the region. There wasn’t another man with a 
medical degree for miles around. That’s how he got 
the guitar. Those farmers, you know, they didn’t have 
a lot of cash on hand, this was the time of the drought, 
so my pops would take what he could get. They’d trade 
you a couple hundred pounds of beef if you could set a 
broken bone. Every so often, you know, the really poor 
ones, they’d pay with some heirloom or another, then 
he’d drive into Dallas and exchange it for money. That’s 
how it had to be, back then. Anyway, I was — I don’t 
know — ten, eleven, and showed some interest in play-
ing the guitar, so my dad wrangled one for me. It just 
happened to be the most famous guitar in Texas.”

I asked if he had a map and whether he’d show me 
the region in question, but he said, “What’s in it for me, 
anyway? Why am I spending all night talking to you?”

I told him I was authorized to offer a hundred dol-
lars for his help.

Christian peered at me. “How about one-fifty?”
“Fine.”
“Then you’ll do 200, won’t you?”

I nodded. He laughed and went to fetch a map. I’d 
been hoping for something more specific, but he was 
able to indicate the general area his father had worked in.

“It used to be out in the country,” he said. “Now it’s 
practically downtown Dallas, the way the city’s grown.”

“I know it’s a long shot, but do you remember the 
name of the farmer?”

He gulped the smoke. “Sure — Dearlove. That’s what 
people always said, when they asked about the guitar. 
My old man didn’t know Jasper, he wasn’t a musical 
person, but he knew he’d gotten something valuable 
because all the farmers would ask about the guitar he’d 
got off Dearlove.”

“First name?”
“Dearlove’s all I know.”
I took notes as he said, “I guess you’ll probably sell 

that guitar for a whole lot of money, huh? How much?”
I said I couldn’t disclose that.

“Well, even so, I never regretted getting rid of it. Guys 
like Marty Maggio, down in the Village, they’re just fol-
lowers, lemmings. But you have to follow yourself. You 
have to be your own lemming. Nobody down there ever 
figured that out. They were too busy strumming their 
little guitars, thinking they were something they weren’t.”

The CD ended, and it was like a fridge or an air con-
ditioner switching off, the sudden absence reminding 
me that there had been a noise.

somewhere over indiana or Missouri, I really 
heard Abel Jasper for the first time. I was in the middle 
seat of a Delta flight to Dallas, listening to Cat’s Disc-
man and gazing vacantly at the TV lowered for the  movie, 
when suddenly the lyrics, which had all been muddy to 
me, became words, simple and direct.

I never thought much about the Depression. I’d seen 
The Grapes of Wrath and the Walker Evans photographs. 
Answers on multiple-choice exams included Okies, the 
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I found myself singing of 
dandelions, of a yellow 
fire that would burn up 
Washington. Jasper’s 
accent entered mine,  
all our voices joined in  
the original rage.



New Deal, and the Dust Bowl. But that was all locked on 
the distant side of the century, a time that seemed in-
sane and discredited, when everyday Americans were 
actual communists, actual anarchists. Now, everybody 
pulled in the same direction. We all wanted the same 
things, basically.

If Dallas went well, I might finally get my hands on 
some of them. Before leaving Montreal, I’d called Har-
vey to tell him about the Dearlove lead.

“That’s terrific,” he’d said. “You come back with the 
provenance, it’ll show up on Christmas morning.”

I pictured another useless tailored suit, but he  added, 
“You deserve a cut of this sale.”

I couldn’t wait for that plane to take off, wondering 
what he meant by a cut. I gave myself permission to im-
agine 10 percent — $10,000 — but, not wanting to get my 
hopes up, I dimmed the fantasy to $5,000. Still, with 
$5,000, I could take a healthy bite out of my debt and 
stay ahead of rent for a couple of months.

But then, at cruising altitude, Abel Jasper spoke, and 
even that amount of money seemed small and somehow 
futile. He was singing about people who’d been forced 
to sell ancestral homes and undertake the journey west, 
and what had sounded, before, quaint and almost gen-
tle, now seemed charged with a changeless anger. Dust 
driven, locust eaten — I closed my eyes and saw them all.

Now he sang “Dandelion Blues.” As the song neared 
the end, just before Jasper’s harmonica gusts it away, 
scattering seeds across the country, I looked out the 
window. The image rippled with burned jet fuel, but the 
sun struck the bank of clouds below, setting everything 
off, and surely this was the very thing he’d seen, drift-
ing on the rails years ago, a field of yellow fire.

wind swooped off the high-rise, thirty storeys 
of stained concrete. In a long list of tenants behind 
a scratched plastic sheet, it was there — J. dEaRLOvE.

It took a few days at the library to reach this tower, 
wedged between highways on the city’s outer ring. I’d 
sifted through deeds of property for the farms in the 
 region Christian Royce had indicated, eventually turn-
ing up a John Dearlove. From what I could discover, he’d 
acquired his land in the ’20s. Ownership passed to his 
son, John Dearlove Jr., in 1977, and Jr. sold the farm 
in ’89. The Dearlove name then dropped out of the agri-
cultural records, but I managed to root out mention of 
John Dearlove Jr.’s purchase of a unit in this tower in 
1990. The timeline held together.

I buzzed the number and a woman answered, but the 
intercom wouldn’t let us talk more than a moment, so 
I had to buzz a few times, trying to convey that I was 
there about Abel Jasper. She kept asking me to repeat 
myself, and I was shouting into the speaker when the 
intercom harshly beeped and the front door clicked 

open. I got into an elevator, cables gnashing as it wob-
bled up twenty-two floors, then hurried along the hall, 
televisions blaring behind doors, until I found the Dear-
love apartment.

Standing at the door was a woman, maybe sixty, with 
a spray of freckles, faint brown eyes, and a loose bun of 
rose-coloured hair. Her black sweater had a big felt candy 
cane sewn on. She introduced herself as Jessie Dearlove.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “I think I’ve made a mistake.”
“But you want to know about Abel Jasper? Is it about 

the farm?”
She invited me into a small, tidy apartment with plain 

wooden furniture, a portable TV set, and a beaded cur-
tain to the kitchen. Decorated with red and silver bells, 
her miniature plastic Christmas tree sat atop a chest of 
drawers, and she’d hung some dresses to dry, their folds 
gently swaying in the radiator’s heat.

After serving coffee, Jessie sat across from me and 
said, “What do you want to know?”

I explained that I was the assistant of a collector who’d 
acquired a guitar that might have once belonged to 
 Jasper. I’d been trying to authenticate the item, and the 
chain of ownership had brought me to John Dearlove.

“You have the guitar?” she said.
“Well, maybe. We think so. That’s what I want to find 

out.”
“You got a picture I could look at?”
I spread some photos on the table. I watched her lips 

move as she muttered.
“What’s that?” I said.
She looked up in surprise. “Oh, it’s just — I never 

thought I’d see it again.”
“That’s the guitar?”

She nodded.
“How can you tell?”
“Those little red specks. My brother, Johnny, took 

the guitar out on a painting job, got it all messed up. 
I wouldn’t mistake it for the world. Last I heard, 
Dr. Royce’s boy took it to New York. Fool’s errand. He 
couldn’t play a lick.”

I felt the last link materializing. I made a note that 
we should clean off the paint.

“Do you remember how your family acquired the 
guitar?”

“This all happened before I was born,” Jessie told me. 
“Dad was struggling to keep the farm, but he never re-
fused somebody in need. He had old ways, like that. 
He didn’t have much to offer but the land itself, which 
was getting meaner all the time, but as the years went 
by, and you started having all these folks on the move, 
the farm became a kind of waystation for drifters and 
migrants and such. Dad would let them come  together 
and share what they had, then move on to wherever they 
were going, or thought they were going.”
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across the land, then dig out trenches and never put the 
topsoil back on, all these big dead scars. I was  taking 
care of Daddy by then, so things fell to Johnny to ne-
gotiate, and I don’t know — somehow he never got his  
footing.”

Her brother finally got so fed up, she told me, he signed 
the farm away, signed the papers right on the hood of 
the company’s pickup. With the money, he bought this 
place in the city for the three of them. It’s a good place, 
Jessie said.

“Yeah,” I said, “it’s really nice.”
But she was relieved her father died before moving 

in. He wasn’t made to live up in the sky. The farm had 
rolled for miles in every direction.

“You’re done with that?” she said, motioning to my cup.
“Thanks, yeah.”

She gathered it up and whisked through the beaded 
curtain. I worked furiously, writing everything down. 
When she returned, I asked if she had any documents 
that might corroborate her story.

“Why? You don’t believe me?”
“I believe you. It’s just — is there any sort of proof that 

Jasper gave it to your father?”
Jessie bit her lower lip, then went to the chest and 

withdrew a photograph. The edges were frayed, and the 
whole thing had a crease down the middle, but I  clearly 
distinguished Abel Jasper with a boy who was holding 
the guitar. It looked huge on his body.

“That’s Johnny right there,” she said, standing over my 
shoulder. “This was taken the day Jasper left.”

“Where’s your brother now?”
“Johnny died.”
I glanced up. She was peering past me, into the photo.

“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay.” She sat down again. “It isn’t every day 

someone asks about the farm.”
On the back of the photo was written: Johnny and 

 Jasper, August 1940. I was holding the provenance in my  
hands.

“This is sort of awkward,” I said, “but would you let 
me copy this?”

“What for?”
“We’re trying to authenticate the guitar.”
“You said that. But why?”
It has very little market value without proof of prov-

enance, I explained.
“You mean you can’t sell it.”
“That’s right.”

She asked for the photo. I handed it over. She studied it 
a moment and said, “I’m afraid that’s how it’s got to be.”

I said I could offer $200 for a copy.
“No, that’s all right.”
“I could go as high as three. Or why don’t you name 

a price?”

Soon enough, she said, word got around about the 
farm, and new sorts of people started showing up —   
artists, politicians, activists. They’d stage shows and 
make speeches and try organizing people.

“One time, we even had a man running for president. 
I figure Daddy’s face would be on a stamp if that man 
had won the White House, but I don’t think he sniffed it.”

Those were good years on the farm, she said. People 
got by, together. When the troubles came later, there 
wasn’t anybody there.

“As for Abel Jasper,” she said, “I was only a little girl 
when he came to the farm.”

“This was 1940?”
“You know your stuff. Jasper ducked in with some drift-

ers, slept out with them, sizing up the place. Nobody 
knew it was him until one night he brought out his  guitar. 
Daddy took my brother along to where everybody’d gath-
ered. Plenty of folks with guitars had passed through the 
farm before, but they’d never played music like that. It 
came right out of that place, out of what people were 
feeling, like everybody’s — I don’t know — pain or soul 
was talking. His voice cut right to it. Still does.

“Jasper and Daddy formed a bond. They’d walk 
 together, out all night, talking over the situation on the 
farm. Jasper saw it for the special place it was. When 
the time came for him to go, he gave Daddy his guitar. 
Me  personally, I’d have turned him down. He’d played 
that thing for years, criss-crossed the country with it, 
wrote all his songs on it. But Daddy told me he just 
 accepted, simple. He understood what Jasper was say-
ing by giving it away.”

I jotted some notes and asked how Dr. Royce had 
acquired it.

Jessie looked into the cup in her lap. “That was all 
my fault.”

“How so?”
She went out playing where she shouldn’t have and 

cut her hand on some old metal thing. Nobody thought 
much of it at the time, but then she started feeling sick 
and the cut went brown and smelled bad. Her father 
called Dr. Royce. By that time, it felt like it hadn’t rained 
in years, the days of the drifters were over, and they were 
all alone out there. When Dr. Royce presented the bill, 
there was nothing but the guitar.

Jessie picked out one of the photos.
“Johnny used to play it,” she said. “So did I, a little. 

Johnny could really pick it, though. I don’t know, I guess 
Daddy didn’t have a choice. We had a few good years 
anyway, here and there, but all through the last twenty 
or so, we were fighting with the pipelines. There were all 
sorts of takings on our land so they could lay them down. 
Those should’ve been prosperous years on the farm, but 
the construction made it so you couldn’t work. They’d 
build roads for their equipment that went  diagonal 
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Jessie laughed and said, “That old guitar must be 
worth a lot to you. How much it going for, anyhow? 
Maybe I can buy it back.”

I said I couldn’t disclose that.
“Well,” she said, and I thought for a moment she might 

relent. “No, this is private. There’s no price on it.”
As if to hide the picture from my sight, she placed 

it between the pages of a book on the table. I saw its 
frayed edge protruding.

“Hey,” she said. “Don’t look so glum.”
I brightened my face. I could still convince her somehow.

“You like to sing?” she said.
“Sorry?”
“I was just about to get out my guitar before you buzzed. 

You care to sing with me a little? It’ll be fun.”
I gave a nervous laugh and said all right, maybe it 

would, and Jessie went to get her guitar. I looked at the 
edge sticking out of the book.

She returned with what could’ve passed for a Jasper 
forgery, a simple acoustic instrument that she wore 
with a rope for a strap.

“Can you play?” she asked.
“I can only tune it.”
She strummed a chord. “Doesn’t need it. Anyway, 

Johnny could really go. This guitar was his. I can only 
mess around a little. You know any Jasper songs?”

I said I’d listened to “Dandelion Blues” so many times 
over the past few days, I could probably remember the 
words.

“Then let’s go.”
Jessie’s right hand picked the strings, thumping low 

notes with the thumb, while her left hand hammered 
and slid. I was so transfixed by the action of her fingers 
that I missed my cue. But Jessie only smiled as I found 
myself singing of dandelions, of a yellow fire that would 
burn up Washington. At first, I felt embarrassed by the 
sound of my voice, but Jessie gave me courage. Soon it 
was like Jasper’s accent had entered mine, all our voices 
joined in the original rage.

I closed my eyes, gave in to it completely. Let it out. 
There’s nothing to fear.

The song ended. Jessie slapped her knee.
“Right on,” she said. “We don’t sound half-bad.”
“Yeah, it’s good,” I said, a little scattered.

She picked up the guitar and looked at its face. “I don’t 
suppose this one’s worth anything to you, is it?”

I blinked, confused.
“No, I don’t suppose,” she said. “Well, it’s about time 

I got dinner on the stove.”
I collected myself and said I understood. Jessie went 

to put the guitar away. I looked at the book on the table. 
Her footsteps faded in the hall.

I hated Harvey for putting me here, but the song had 
given me courage. I could march back to San Francisco 

empty handed. I could tell him there’s no provenance, 
the guitar is worthless, he should give it away.

Then the wind howled on the high-rise. Go ahead, 
do that, sure. And what about the first of the month? 
Where will you end up? There isn’t any Dearlove farm. 
There isn’t an escape anymore. The bottom is deeper 
than the song.

I pulled the photo from the book and slipped it  into 
my pocket.

Jessie came back. I was standing. I thanked her for 
sharing her story.

“You’re welcome to it,” she said. “It’s good to keep 
old things going.”

I should’ve hurried off, but for some reason I lin-
gered, as if she’d only glance at the book and show me 
how to let it out. 

michael lapointe is the author of The Creep, pub-
lished by Random House Canada in June.
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SPIRIT AT SUMMER’S END

by roo borson

Rivulets of scent, dust,
wind-borne debris,
bent straw and bee music,
the shrunken honeysuckle
evaporating from the year,
a few flies passing nearby
swept a fraction sideways
by the air —
at any given moment
something rare and exact
will have happened here,
where the spirit lies down,
gone dormant,
whose life this was,
whose life was (all of it,
from end to end)
one summer.



photographs courtesy of the artist and the collection of clayton charlton

top, bottom right 
Untitled (Shai & Lex) 
by Jorian Charlton 
(2020)

bottom left 
Vintage 35mm slide 
by Clayton Charlton  
(c. 1979–85)
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L
ike so many Caribbean  fathers, my 
dad tends to be reticent about his 
past and doesn’t like to  reminisce. 
When I was growing up, he’d often 
deflect when I asked him questions 
about his life, and so most of what 

I know about him are details I’ve learned from 
his  sisters. In 2017, when he gave me these 35mm 
photographs that he took in Jamaica (where he 
was born), New York (where he has family), and 
 Toronto (where he eventually moved) through-
out the 1970s and ’80s, he handed them to me in 
this ragged, decomposing camera bag, like they 
didn’t matter at all. “They’re just pictures,” he said.

They’re more than that to me. And I’m sure they 
mean something to him too, since he kept them 
for all this time and even thought to give them 
to me for safekeeping. These pictures are like a 
gateway into his world, his history, and whom he 
cares about. As Black people, we have had a lot of 
our history destroyed and erased. We don’t often 
see proof of our existence at museums. Many 
of us don’t even know our full family trees be-
cause it’s harder to trace our ancestry. My mother 
doesn’t have a family album. She tells me stories 
about my grandmother, but I wish I had a picture. 
I wish I knew what she looked like. 

I think that’s why the family photo album is so 
important to Black communities. It’s why I  wanted  

to make my own: photographs of my family, new 
friends, old friends, and sometimes their kids, 
 also taken between Jamaica, New York, and 
 Toronto. Most of my subjects are Caribbean or of 
African descent. I remember looking at my dad’s 
photos and seeing similarities in how we com-
pose our images, even though his are all candid 
and I’m a professional photographer who  always 
planned to show my work publicly. We both focus 
on women and kids. We both favour natural light. 
I think there’s a tender and warm quality to the 
pictures we take. That’s all mostly accidental, but 
I consciously decided to use his pictures as a source 
of inspiration for this project juxtaposing his shots 
with my own, which is called Out of Many. 

When I had my own daughter, two years ago, 
I started thinking more about what I want to leave 
behind for my children. I’m a second-generation 
Canadian, so my kids are going to have a simi-
lar experience to mine, growing up here, which 
is a sense of disconnection from their roots. So, 
in a way, these images are part of an archive I’ve 
created for them. I’m preserving my own world 
so I can give them back a piece of our culture. 

Jorian Charlton is a portrait photographer 
based in Toronto. Her work focuses on Jamaican 
Canadian culture, contemporary modes of Black 
representation, and concepts of beauty.
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How family photo albums can make history

by jorian charlton, as told to connor garel



top right  
Vintage 35mm slides 
by Clayton Charlton  
(c. 1979–85)

bottom right 
Untitled (Georgia) 
by Jorian Charlton 
(2020)

top left  
Untitled (Georgia & 
Kukua) by Jorian 
Charlton (2020)

bottom left 
Vintage 35mm slide 
by Clayton Charlton  
(c. 1979–85)
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top, bottom right 
Untitled (Whak & Mo) 
by Jorian Charlton 
(2020)

bottom left 
Vintage 35mm slide 
by Clayton Charlton  
(c. 1979–85)
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T he overlapping coffee rings 
staining the cover of The Bride 
and the Wolf told Norman Jew-
ison that the screenplay had 

been making the rounds. Still, something 
in the material, written by playwright 
John Patrick Shanley, spoke to him. It was 
 theatrical, snappy, and, like almost all of 
the director’s strongest work,  situated 
within a specific ethnic and cultural  milieu 
(Italian American, in this case).

He was also slightly desperate.
By 1985, Jewison was already an  almost 

mythic veteran of the film industry. The 
Toronto native had been in the cbc’s 
just-completed Jarvis Street studios 
in 1952 when the first televised image 
was broadcast in Canada. He shot up 
the ranks of live television in Toronto 
and New York before making the leap to 
Hollywood. In 1968, his In the Heat of the 
Night beat out three epochal films — The 
Graduate, Bonnie and Clyde, and Guess 
Who’s Coming to Dinner — to win Best Pic-
ture. In the 1970s, while Hollywood was 
leaning in to gritty, auteur-driven fare 
like Mean Streets, Jewison made Jesus 
Christ Superstar, the first rock opera to 
be turned into a feature film. As the in-
dustry grew increasingly besotted with 
effects-driven franchises like Star Wars, 
in the late 1970s, Jewison re invented 
himself as a mid-budget prestige film-
maker, the “actor’s director” to whom 
stars like Sylvester Stallone, Al Pacino, 
and Goldie Hawn would turn when they 
wanted to play against type.

At certain moments of his career, Jew-
ison seemed like the consummate Holly-
wood insider. Yet the director was keenly 

aware of the limits of his power. He could 
never initiate his own projects without 
green lights from studio heads, with 
whom he often clashed. In 1985,  Jewison 
was heavily invested in remaking The 
Man Who Could Work  Miracles, an H. G. 
Wells parable about an ordinary shop-
keeper granted godlike powers, which 
he’d loved since seeing it at Toronto’s 
Beach Theatre in 1937. He’d worked in-
tensively on developing a new script, and 
Richard Pryor signed on to star. Then 
came the rejection — first from Colum-
bia Pictures, then from every other  studio 
in town.

Jewison once believed that, after 
reaching some arbitrary threshold of 
success, he would be able to call his 
own shots. Yet here he was at sixty, still 
 hustling, still facing rejection. Those re-
jections were “very destructive for me at 
times,” he confided in an un published 
archival interview. “When I become 
depressed and disillusioned and for-
saken and  nobody believes in you any-
more . . . you take it personally.”

Such was Jewison’s headspace when 
Shanley’s coffee-stained script ap-
peared at the director’s office. Execu-
tives hadn’t seen anything lucrative or 
prestigious in this talky, low-key roman-
tic  comedy. When Jewison read it, how-
ever, he saw something they didn’t: he 
saw Moonstruck.

Moonstruck, released in 1987, 
has been having a  moment, 
with some calling it the  movie 

of the quarantine. For Vulture, it was 
the “Morbid Spaghetti Rom-Com We 

All Need Right Now,” and The New York 
Times Magazine concurred: “Under lock-
down,” editors wrote, the film became 

“a salve to many.” But Moonstruck’s 
troubled origin story appears to have 
been glossed over in these appreciations, 
culminating with Cher claiming, “We 
really, really got along. We just loved 
each other.” But that’s not quite what 
happened. In fact, Moonstruck’s success 
was a triumph over circumstance, which 
might make it even more of a pandemic 
touchstone than fans realize.

The conflict-ridden production was, 
in some ways, rooted in the plot itself. 
Moonstruck is the story of Loretta Cas-
torini, a thirtysomething Italian Amer-
ican widow who agrees to marry Johnny 
Cammareri, an overgrown mama’s boy 
who appeals to her common sense. Then 
she meets his brother, Ronny, a wolf-
ish, sensitive brute who appeals to her 
 hotter regions. The script makes room 
for a colourful ensemble of supporting 
characters: Loretta’s mother, Rose; her 
philandering father, Cosmo; her dog- 
obsessed grandfather; and an old goat of 
a New York University professor who is 
continually having drinks thrown in his 
face at the local Italian eatery. But the 
film belongs to Loretta and her inner 
conflict between heart and mind.

The studio had plenty of ideas about 
who should star, including Liza Minnelli, 
Rosanna Arquette, Demi Moore, and 
 Barbra Streisand. Jewison hadn’t ser-
iously considered anyone but Cher for 
the role. She had a gritty, streetwise qual-
ity that Jewison associated with his no- 
nonsense protagonist.
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The Making of  Moonstruck
The 1987 romantic comedy starring Cher and Nicolas Cage seemed doomed to fail.  

Director Norman Jewison turned it into a modern classic

by ira wells 
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Cher’s career had foundered in the late 
’70s until a turn in Robert Altman’s Come 
Back to the Five and Dime, Jimmy Dean, 
Jimmy Dean, in 1982, earned her a  Golden 
Globe nomination and revived her for-
tunes as an actor. Even in 1986, while Cher 
was getting choice roles in Hollywood 
films, questions lingered about her star 
power in the medium, partly because no-
body knew what “star power”  really was.

For some industry executives, there 
were three bankable female movie stars: 
Jane Fonda, Sally Field, and  Meryl Streep. 

“There is no clear evidence that Cher has 
pull,” a 1987 story in The New York Times 
Magazine noted, and “some evidence that 
she doesn’t.” Surveys conducted by the 
private firm Marketing Evaluations had 
found that Cher was well known but not 
well liked. Her “Q score,” a supposedly 
objective measure of brand appeal, was 
lower than the mean for actresses. “She’s 
never been as popular as she was when 
she was on television in 1974,” Steven 
Levitt, the company’s president, said of 
Cher. “My prediction, based on the data 

we have, is that people are not going to go 
out of their way to see a movie she’s in.” 
Had Jewison known about this research, 
it’s unlikely that he would have cared. 
In his mind, Cher was Loretta Castorini.

Jewison was less committed when it 
came to the part of Ronny Cammareri. 
It seemed that almost every A-list actor 
in Hollywood, from Tom Cruise to Bill 
Murray, was considered for the role of 
Loretta’s mercurial, one-handed love in-
terest. Jewison scribbled “needs style” 
and “too young” next to Ray Liotta’s name 
after his audition — the actor was ten years 
older than Nicolas Cage, who  eventually 
won the role.  Ultimately, it was Cher who 
pushed for the  unlikely choice of “Nicky.” 
Cage was just twenty-three years old 
(seventeen years younger than his co-
star) and missing two front teeth, which 
the method actor had removed for his role 
in Birdy (1984). “He’s not all that great 
 looking,” a Cosmo politan writer claimed at 
the time. “ Rather, it’s his pouty, hangdog 
eyes, a look of  vulnerability that’s  mindful 
of a lazy  morning in bed . . . a  brooding 

look that says, ‘Baby, I can be very  
dangerous.’” 

“Nicolas did have a darker interpreta-
tion of Ronny than I did,” Jewison told 
a reporter in 1988, “but we both agreed 
that a poetic quality was central to the 
character. When Ronny is first intro-
duced in the film, he’s in a basement 
slaving over hot ovens, and he almost 
has the quality of a young Lord Byron.”

By all accounts, Cage, who was  almost 
entirely nocturnal, brought a punk edge 
to the ensemble. He patterned his charac-
ter’s melodramatic gestures on  German 
Expressionist cinema and cited Fritz 
Lang’s 1927 sci-fi classic  Metropolis as 
a specific inspiration. Cage also owned 
two sharks, an exotic insect collection, 
and a jewel-encrusted tortoise. “I’ve al-
ways been fascinated by marine biol-
ogy. I don’t know why. It’s sort of like 
my bible,” Cage told Playgirl. “I have 
a picture of a fish in my wallet that is just 
 going to knock your socks off.”

Cage was not the only colourful mem-
ber of the cast. Feodor Chaliapin Jr., 
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who played Cher’s grandfather (he ad-
libbed interactions with his five dogs 
throughout the film), had great difficulty 
 hearing the other actors. Jewison recalls 
in the Moonstruck dvd that he got his 
cues by watching the lips of the actor 
with the lines ahead of his: when they 
stopped  talking, he’d start. Before cast-
ing  Chaliapin,  Jewison phoned his old 
friend Sean Connery, who had worked 
with Chaliapin in The Name of the Rose. 

“Norman,” Connery told him, “he canna 
see, he canna hear, and he’ll steal every 
bloody scene in the film.”

For many viewers, however, Moon-
struck’s real star was the screenplay. It 
was at once ethnically specific and uni-
versal — a cornball fairy tale that was also 
knowing and worldly and wise.  Consider 
the crucial forty-five-second sequence 
filmed in the cloakroom of the Metropol-
itan Opera House. Ronny has convinced 
Loretta to accompany him to Puccini’s La 
Bohème, an occasion for her Pygmalion- 
like transformation into what one critic at 
the time described as an “elegantly tall 
woman” with “ebony hair corkscrewed 
into a cascade of curls, her lips the colour 
of sin on a Saturday night.” But Loretta —  
still engaged to Ronny’s brother Johnny, 
played by Danny Aiello — spies her  father 
with his mistress. She confronts him.

loretta: Pop? Pop, what are you 
 doing here?
cosmo: What’d you do to your hair?
loretta: I had it done. 
cosmo: What are you doing here?
loretta: What are you doing 
here?
cosmo: Who’s that guy? You’re 
engaged!
loretta: And you’re married!
cosmo: You’re my daughter, 
I won’t have you act like a puttana.
loretta: And you’re my father.
cosmo: All right. I didn’t see you 
here.
loretta: I don’t know if I saw you 
here or what.

The dialogue crackles with the rapid-
fire, thrust-and-parry wordplay we asso-
ciate with classic screwball comedies. 
The language also feels authentic to the 
 characters. Trying to pry Loretta away 

 included Markham Theatre, Toronto’s 
Keg Mansion, and Little Trinity Church 
Park. Then, in a case of life mirroring art, 
the cast of Moonstruck  ended up repli-
cating much of the love-hate  dynamic 
between their characters. “We are all 
together in a very intense, close relation-
ship,” Jewison said. The sexual frisson 
between Cage’s and Cher’s characters 
stemmed at least partly from an am-
bivalence in their off-screen relation-
ship. “I don’t know if Nicky will ever be a 
huge mainstream actor,” Cher told News-
week in 1987. “He takes  unbelievable 
chances, and  personally, I think he’s 

crazy —  sometimes he’s a blast on set, other 
days I’d get real peeved at him.” If any-
thing, Cage was even less effusive about 
working with the singer he’d loved as a ten-
year-old. “I do think she needs a good dir-
ector,” Cage said of Cher in the same issue 
of Newsweek. “Otherwise, she’s in trouble.”

Cher sometimes resisted direction, in-
sisting that she knew the character best. 

“There were certain things that Norman 
had a lot of trouble getting from her,” 
recalled co-star Julie Bovasso in an un-
published interview she recorded along-
side Dukakis. Cher could be stubborn. 
One day, after an early-morning call and 
a number of lacklustre takes,  Jewison kept 
the cast and crew working until past noon. 

“It was about 1:30,”  Jewison told a repor-
ter in 1987, “and I told her something au-
thoritative like, ‘We’ll break when we get 
it right.’ And Cher turned to everyone 
else and said, loud, so that they all heard, 

‘Did I just hear that? You’re not going to 
let us have lunch?’” She threatened to 
report him to the  actors guild.

Dukakis felt that Cher’s difficulty had 
to be understood within the context of her 
long career. Cher had been toughened by 
a decades-long stint in show business that 
had begun with singing backup vocals for 
Phil Spector on “Be My Baby” and  serving 
as Sonny Bono’s housekeeper at the age 
of sixteen. “I think she’s been through 

from his brother, Ronny accosts her: “You 
waited for the right man the first time, 
why didn’t you wait for the right man 
again?” “He didn’t come!” she fires back. 

“I’m here!” “You’re late!” The presiding 
mood is simultaneously whacked-out and 
operatic — “rose-tinted black comedy,” in 
film critic Pauline Kael’s words, a “giddy 
homage to our desire for grand passion.”

Where the typical three-act Hollywood 
screenplay scaffolds scenes according to 
a carefully controlled schema of narra-
tive beats, Moonstruck luxuriated in long, 
character-building scenes that seemed 
superfluous from a plot perspective. Take 

the five-minute restaurant scene in which 
Loretta’s mother, Rose, played by Olym-
pia Dukakis (who died in May), spontan-
eously has dinner with John Mahoney’s 
skirt-chasing professor. Mahoney con-
fesses feeling like a “washed-up old gas-
bag” while Dukakis offers her theory that 
men pursue women “because they’re 
afraid of death.” In an unpublished inter-
view he gave after the film’s release, the 
late screenwriter William Goldman said, 

“It’s a glorious scene with two superb 
 actors, but you could cut the whole scene, 
and nobody would say, ‘What about the 
restaurant scene?’” For Goldman, Moon-
struck was the rare example of a success-
ful screenplay that flaunted the rules of 
narrative efficiency.

“If it hadn’t worked,” he added, “it 
would have been so awful, you would 
have been writhing in your seat, saying, 

‘What is this shit?’ But the fact is, it does 
work, and that’s very audacious — a won-
derful piece of work.”

At the time, that success was 
hard to anticipate. Nothing on 
set came easy. It started with 

a frantic schedule that had been com-
pressed to accommodate Cher. After two 
and a half weeks in New York, Moonstruck 
moved north — to a converted ibm fac-
tory in Scarborough. Further locations 
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Norman Jewison’s own desires infuse Moonstruck,  
a film that embraces the mess and  entanglements 
of love, sex, death, wine, music, and food.



so much, and she’s been very aware of 
people controlling her, so that she’s  really 
on guard,” Dukakis said. “I think that’s 
what working in this business taught her.” 
Dukakis thought that those close to Cher 
had told her not to do the film at all.

Moonstruck didn’t feel like a triumph 
to those who were acting in it. “We were 
all stupid and didn’t understand what 
 Norman Jewison was really doing,” re-
membered Dukakis in a 2015 interview. 

“One day, we were sitting around talking,” 
she said, “and somebody asked Cher 
what she thought was going to  happen, 
and she gave the thumbs-down. Nobody 
really expected too much out of it.”

According to multiple accounts, pent-
up tension among the cast finally erupted 
when filming the climactic scene, in which 
each character congregates around the 
Castorini kitchen table for a final reck-
oning. Everything is wrapped up in the 
span of a few minutes: Rose confronts 
Cosmo over his infidelity, Johnny arrives 
back from Italy, and Loretta confesses 
her love for Ronny. It was a complicated 
sequence, and flubbed cues resulted in 
many failed takes.  Actors started tell-
ing one another off; at one point, Danny 
 Aiello, Loretta’s fiancé, clutched his tes-
ticles and bellowed at Cage, “You gotta 
give it to me from here!”

Jewison cleared the set to speak only 
with the actors. He vented his frank exas-
peration: normally, when he asks actors 
to try the scene a certain way, they listen. 
But this pigheaded group had stopped 
taking direction. He urged them to pull 
it together and get the film across the 
finish line, but they launched right into 
another volley of failed takes. Cage be-
came so consumed with rage, Jewison 
told a reporter in 2011, that he hurled 
a chair at another actor.

Finally, Feodor Chaliapin Jr. rose to 
be heard. “Calma, calma, calma,” he 
implored. He explained that they were 
working in the tradition of Feydeau farce, 

“and in a Feydeau farce, we pull every-
thing together in the last scene.” Chali-
apin’s castmates may have been baffled 
by his reference to nineteenth-century 
French playwright Georges Feydeau, but 
the elderly actor’s intervention somehow 
deescalated the situation.

“We did it again,” Jewison remembers, 
“and everything fell into place.”

Moonstruck was about the 
deranging quality of roman-
tic love and one family’s ultim-

ate capacity to contain that wild energy. 
Feminist critics like Marcia Pally decried 
what they perceived as the film’s con-
servative sexual politics: a traditional 
(puritanical, for some) attitude toward 
sex also prevailed behind the scenes. 
In interviews, Cher often displayed an 
old-fashioned attitude toward romance. 

“I am monogamous,” she said at the time. 
“I have relationships, not lovers.” Cher 
even insisted on wearing a bodysuit dur-
ing the film’s (decorous) sex scene. Still, 
much of the film’s manic force comes 
from submission to the whims of un-
bridled, irrepressible passion. Jewison 
revels in Cage’s soaring monologue on 
the street outside his apartment: “We 
are not here to make things perfect,” 
he yells at Loretta. “We are here to ruin 
ourselves and break our hearts and love 
the wrong people and die! . . . Now get in  
my bed!”

Some directors (Martin Scorsese, Quen-
tin Tarantino, Wes Anderson) never let 
you forget that you are in the presence of 
an auteur. Jewison was certainly  capable 
of flashy directorial moves that drew 
attention to his own creative prowess: 
the sweeping, magisterial shots of Jesus 
wailing atop an Israeli cliffside in Jesus 
Christ Superstar, for instance. The  Thomas 
Crown Affair was so full of directorial 
flourishes that one critic described the 
film as “essentially the story of a direc-
tor directing.” In Moonstruck, by con-
trast, Jewison largely avoids drawing the 
viewer’s attention to the hands behind 
the camera. Here, the maestro devotes 
his own immense gifts to showcasing 
the talents of others.

This was borne out during the 1988 
Academy Awards, when Moonstruck was 
up for six Oscars, including Best Picture 
and Best Director. From his lower-bowl 
seat in the Shrine Auditorium, Jewison 
saw Dukakis win Best Supporting Actress. 
He saw John Patrick Shanley collect his 
original screenwriting Oscar. (Shanley 
thanked “everybody who ever punched or 

kissed me” and “the  multimedia  princess 
Cher.”) He saw Cher, dressed in a sheer 
Bob Mackie negligee  bodice, trip on her 
way up the stairs (blurting “Shit!”) after 
winning Best Actress. Cher thanked “my 
hairdresser” and “the  lady who taught 
me how to speak in this Brooklyn  accent,” 
but not Jewison. He saw Robin Williams 
present the award for Best Director — he’d 
removed his glasses, just in case, only to 
hear the rousing ovation Bernardo Ber-
tolucci received for his achievement in 
The Last Emperor.

The Best Director loss was no doubt la-
cerating. But, for Jewison, after so many 
years struggling to balance commercial 
and artistic imperatives, Moonstruck 
was an immense personal validation. 
The wins for Cher and Dukakis  further 
solidified Jewison’s reputation as the 
preeminent actor’s director; just as 
importantly, the film was a box- office 
smash, taking in over $80 million against 
a budget of $15 million. Moonstruck had 
stunned the industry to become one of 
the highest- earning films of the year, 
outgrossing blockbuster fare like  Lethal 
Weapon and The Untouchables.

Jewison’s presence, especially his cine-
matic deep yearning, was everywhere in 
Moonstruck. He wanted to do everything. 
He directed twenty-four feature films and 
not one sequel. He frustrated critics who 
couldn’t find a through line connecting 
his pictures. The director’s own bound-
less desires infuse every frame of Moon-
struck, a film that embraces the mess 
and entanglements of love, sex, death, 
wine, music, and food. It was Jewison’s 
most sensuous film: eggs and Italian pep-
pers sizzling in the frying pan, strains of 
 Puccini swelling over the soundtrack, the 
fizz of a sugar cube dropped into a flute of 
champagne. It was Cher in a black coat 
against the Manhattan skyline, kicking 
a tin can down the middle of the street 
in high heels, a dreamy look on her face. 
Moonstruck was drunk with life. 

Adapted from Norman Jewison: A  Director’s 
Life. Copyright © Ira Wells, 2021. Reprinted 
by permission of  Sutherland House Books. 

Ira Wells teaches literature and cultural  
criticism at the University of Toronto.
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T ravel is among the industries hit hardest by covid-19. 
According to Statistics Canada, the country’s tourism 
sector shrank by almost half in 2020, and it may take 
five years or longer to recover. We asked Chris Choi, an 

expert in tourism and strategic marketing, what the  future of 
Canadian travel may look like.

How much of an economic toll has covid-19 taken on 
 Canada’s tourism industry? 
Pre-covid-19, domestic tourism accounted for nearly 80 per-
cent of tourism spending in Canada.1 In 2020, the Atlantic prov-
inces alone — which typically bring in about 7 million visitors 
each year, generating $5 billion — saw a 66 percent decrease 
in their revenue despite having the bubble that  allowed for 
regional travel. And it’s not just about tourism. The industry 
is interconnected, affecting things like sports, restaurants, 
 entertainment, and events. Combined, we’re looking at a total 
loss of up to $29 billion. 

This isn’t the first time Canada’s tourism industry has taken 
a hit. In the past two decades, it has had to recover from  major 
events like 9/11, sars, and the 2008 economic downturn. The 
sars epi demic was the most destructive. At the time, Canada 
was thought to be a very dangerous place for tourists to  travel, 
and it took fifteen years to bring our visitor rates back to what 
they were in 2002.

Will the federal government’s recent 
$1 billion investment in the tourism 
sector2 reverse the damage? 
Destination Canada, a national tour-
ism marketing organization, has always 
focused on promoting Canada inter-
nationally, but now it is shifting that 
focus toward regional travel and stay-
cations — for instance, national and prov-
incial parks, lakes and beaches a few hours 
away from home. Canadians typically will 
spend billions annually on international 
travel,3 but more than half of that money 
could be redirected to  local spending.

This is a great opportunity to develop  
travel hubs in more remote parts of 
Canada, like Indigenous cultural sites 
and places in Saskatchewan, Manitoba, 
and Northern Ontario.4 Over the past 
few decades, there have been efforts 
to promote tourism in the North, but 
they were un successful. covid-19 could 
change that. 

What travel trends can we anticipate 
in the coming months? 
Postpandemic travel, at least this sum-
mer, will be in great demand. It’s called 
the “revenge travel” phenomenon. The 
problem is that it’s going to be expen-
sive. Those who were making money 
over the past year but stuck at home with 
no places to spend it are willing to pay 
more once travel is allowed again. Ser-
vice providers have seen this as an oppor-
tunity to raise their prices. We’re already 
starting to see the effects: I’ve found that 
many campsites and small hotels close to 
 Toronto are fully booked for the  summer, 
and their rates are much higher than 
they were last year. This is going to be 
the  reality for the next two years. But, 
for those who can,  regional travel may 
be one of the best ways to keep people 
safe and save our economy. 

This interview has been edited for length 
and clarity.

chris choi is a professor at the Uni-
versity of Guelph’s school of hospital-
ity, food, and tourism management. He 
has worked as a strategic marketing spe-
cialist in tourism for more than twenty-
five years.

1 Tourism makes 
up 2 percent of 
Canada’s gdp.

2 The investment 
includes a proposal 
to establish 
a $500 million 
Tourism Relief 
Fund to help 
local tourism 
businesses.

3 According to a 
March 2021 report 
from Destination 
Canada, Canadians 
spent $28.2 billion 
on international 
travel (excluding 
airfare) in 2019.

4 In April, the  
federal govern-
ment announced 
a $1 million invest-
ment to, in part,  
increase tourism in 
Thunder Bay.
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How will Canadians travel in a postpandemic world?

By chris choi, as told to ariella Garmaise
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