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Love Story Medicine1

NDN love: “If we were to trust popular and scholarly represen-
tations of Native People we would have to conclude that they, 
unlike any other peoples in the world, are without love,”2 and/or 
do you believe in life after NDN love3 

Is there really such thing as NDN love, as trauma bb love, 
as love for the unloved? Or is NDN love just a tall tale I 
heard Kenny G and Dolly Parton sing about on the radio 
in my grandpa’s truck, one dry, hot prairie summer af-
ternoon, sipping the warm pop and eating the Old Dutch 
ripple chips he let me get at an isolated gas station a few 
towns over, while he worked in his garage?

Islands in the stream 
That is what we are.4

It’s probably just the ~prairie NDN thang~ though. If 
love seems unattainable, for us prairie NDNs, it’s only be-
cause we’ve lost our sacred connection to the land, and to 
all creation. We’ve lost our ability to speak and be spoken 
to by animals.5 We’ve lost the intimacy of being. 

If love seems impossible, for me and my plains NDN 
kin, it’s only because they came into our homes in the 
middle of the night and stole our babies from their beds. 
They shackled them in tiny handcuffs and sent them 
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miles and miles away where they were put into prisons—
alone, frightened, hungry, and cold. Some of them never 
made it home; some of them died trying. The ones who 
did come back no longer knew tenderness, recoiling at its 
touch, and passed this static on to the war-torn nerves of 
my generation. 

If love seems hard, on the open prairie, for me and my 
neechies, it’s probably because this world hardened us. 
Out there, in the hustle, we learned that scarcity and de-
pressive affect were the norm, and tenderness and care 
were not. Someone tricked us—told us that we are compe-
tition, and not siblings. That individual voices weaken oth-
er individual voices, instead of that our collective voices 
hold a power that can destabilize nations of yt men. 

If love seems hard for us plains NDNs it’s because they 
stole the words out of our mouths, the ones that describe 
our relationships to one another through action-based in-
tentions, rather than name and claim with nouns—colo-
nial capitalism infected our sacred words. 

If love seems hard it’s because love is heartbreaking 
for people like us, like us prairie NDNs. Cynicism and 
paranoia have made their way into our hearts, begun to 
fester and eat away at the spirit. Cynicism that mani-
fests as knowledge that the world is a stage wherein we 
are only allowed to play out our suffering because what 
is settler colonialism if not one giant trigger for Black, 
Indigenous, and displaced peoples (and the ultimate gas-
light, too6)? Affect that is always followed by paranoia that 
“survivance”7 and “resilience” are just other ways to keep 
us down—true—and, ergo, we will always be down and 
out (of love).

 But I know that to love still, without pretension, 
without fear of overt romanticism, and despite that it is 
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hard—well that’s our power, annit8? At our most essen-
tial, we still got love and that do it for the city,9 prairie NDN 
~vibe nation~. 

To love as delicately as I burn sage, to love as ceremo-
ny, to love hard, well, that’s where my dominion lies.
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The story of Mom and Dad, as told by niya (me), quilted together 
from stories told to me by adopted kin

My mom met my dad when they were both fourteen at 
pipe-band, which is exactly as it sounds: a band com-
prising youth who play bagpipes and drums, march in 
formation, and travel the world to compete in pipe-band 
competitions. My mom and dad played the snare drum 
and bagpipes, respectively, and my dad was actually 
quite good. He once desired to tour professionally when 
he was a young idealist, but later in life he would settle 
on teaching bagpiping, a mid-level engineering job, and a 
house in a nice neighbourhood with my mom. 

They built that suburban, perfectly manicured lawn 
lyfe my mom had always dreamed of—constructed and 
built up intentionally as a constant evocation of her up-
ward mobility. “She always had to have the best and the 
newest and nicest things,” my grandma once said to me. 
My mom formed her home, and her conception of what 
“home” meant, around capitalist cravings for things and 
accumulation. While perhaps not the most humble of val-
ues, I admit, now that she is gone, having passed away 
when I was only twenty-eight, commercial smells—The 
Bay, hotels, and bleached sheets and towels—always re-
mind me of her, and became my home, too. When I was 
living alone in downtown Regina, sometimes we wouldn’t 
have spoken for weeks, months even. I would loiter 
through The Bay to comfort myself, trying to surround 
myself with the feeling of her. Well, sense memory, and to 
lift a dress or two, when I was a low-budget bitch with an 
inherited taste in class mobility.
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My mom grew up on the north side with my working- 
class grandparents—my grandpa at CN and my grandma 
at a photo development centre, largely leaving my mom to 
take care of the home. I mention the companies my grand-
parents worked for because if working-class prairie folk 
trust in anyone, it’s the companies they work for, and their 
unions. In the prairies, the union, the company, pays your 
pension, health care, and time off, on top of your wages—
not chump change, at all, to my grandparents’ generation, 
who remember when everyone was dirt poor because 
they lived and worked in small farm communities, and 
not “big cities” like Regina, Saskatchewan, where I grew 
up. I would later learn in a 100-level sociology course that 
the stories my grandparents told about country rule, be-
fore the rise of the city, are formally discussed as the mass 
migration of rural populations to urban municipalities—a 
sociological phenomenon known as urbanization, or ru-
ral to urban migration, resulting from the mechanization 
of farms and the onset of factory culture. A realization 
that there’s woke university activism rhetoric, and then 
there’s the streets, the people, because, to me, the folks 
in my family weren’t just a faceless phenomenon. They’ve 
lived through industrialization, and they can now tell the 
stories of its effects on rural communities.

My mom’s role in rearing my Auntie D* (her young-
er sister), keeping their home, and making sure there 
was a meal on the table at 6 p.m. might raise eyebrows 
now. But my grandparents grew up during the Depression 
era when there were clearly defined gender roles on the 
farm and in the small-town economies of the dirt towns 
that surrounded them. The “bois” worked the farm, and 
the “girls” raised the little kids, cooked, and cleaned the 
house. The punishments were equally real for not falling 
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in line with prairie gender performativity on either side,10 

though—a belt, a slap, or maybe even a beer bottle or boot 
to the head, depending on how gay the non-observance. 
For most, Brokeback Mountain was just a solid love story. 
For folks from the prairies, gay panic is naturalized, and 
queer and trans death on the plains expected. 

My mom knew she wanted more for her kids than 
what she had grown up with, that aforementioned perfect-
ly manicured lawn lyfe. She would tell me that she didn’t 
want to repeat what she experienced as my grandma’s icy 
demeanour and distance from the home, her resistance 
to hugs and the words “I love you.” I always thought my 
grandma’s distance was the result of surviving her dad’s 
farm, country men, droughts, depressions (mental and 
economic), and days so lean she would eat potatoes for 
months, in all the ways one could—pierogies, fried for 
breakfast in a cast iron pan, baked in tinfoil, etc. Still, my 
mom envisaged home as an aesthetic representation of 
love; she was an early nurturer of my interest in the aes-
thetics of intimacy and closeness, though she struggled to 
express love outside a corrupt, capitalist moment.11

My parents’ families met through a network of Scottish 
and British social communities that had developed over a 
century of settlement in the prairies. They were central-
ized around small-town churches for my grandparents’ 
generation, and around cultural groups like social clubs, 
organizations, and pipe-bands for my parents’ generation. 
Ytness on the prairies manifests as simultaneous pride 
in settler status and immigrant heritage—in the case of 
my parents’ families, as Scottish pride. Romanticized 
narratives about yt migration to the prairies were a way 
of keeping community with like people—a yt nationalist 
commonality in the prairies—built upon the claiming of 
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immigrant status through ancestors and close relatives, 
and upholding those ancestors’ traditions through cultur-
al activities that celebrated “the motherland.” It was a po-
lite Canadian kind of racism wherein no one actually says 
that they are keeping Black, Indigenous, and other people 
of colour outside of their communities, at least out loud. 
It just manifests in microaggressions that keep yt commu-
nities in the prairies increasingly insular, by socializing 
around Scottish (or Irish, Italian, and German) clubs and 
curling rinks that, by their very mandates, keep Black and 
Indigenous people out under the guise of honouring yt set-
tler histories. 

In a different vein, perhaps overidentification with sto-
ries of relatives who were fleeing from Europe was a way 
to claim Canadian nativism as the descendant of someone 
who had settled the prairies, having run from poverty and 
persecution in their home country and bravely endured 
the open prairies for generations. Our families have sur-
vived here for over a hundred years, fuck what you heard, 
we are that holy wild wild (prairie) west. It’s a double con-
sciousness that alleviated my yt kin of guilt for the violent 
removal of Indigenous Peoples from my lands, and per-
haps even for the racist affect that continued among the 
yt settlers. But, I digress. This isn’t that story, yet—even 
though it kind of always is, you know?

This is a love story, and as the story goes, my mom 
gave my dad a valentine that had Lucy from Peanuts on it. 
The inside of the card read, Be my valentine or I’ll slug ya, 
and my dad swooned. It would be an almost perfect sum-
mation of their dynamic for the rest of her life. She always 
ruled our house with a firm hand, and my dad would fall 
in line. We all would. Though at times respect for her and 
fear of her blended a little too easily—a dynamic I wouldn’t 
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untangle until much later in life. 
Like a good prairie boi, in Sask Power my dad did 

trust. The company prettied his wrist with an expensive 
watch when he reached twenty-five years of service, when 
he finished a multi-million-dollar project on a coal mine 
in my traditional territories. In retrospect, my dad and I 
were always set up to be in opposition to one another. He 
had taken his piece of land he was entitled to, had worked 
hard for it, his 180 acres,12 and I wasn’t to breathe a word 
about how it all went down on my body. But, again, this 
isn’t that story, yet (while it always is).

This is the story of Mom and Dad, high school sweet-
hearts who met at fourteen, who loved each other through 
decades of transformation and upheaval. Through the 
lonely prairie winters when my dad travelled for months 
at a time for his work as project manager on coal plants 
across Saskatchewan, a job that was no doubt a part of my 
mom’s perfectly calculated life—and my mom lived in the 
silence. That was her sacrifice for this life she had aspired 
to: when she saw the double wheel around the moon13 and 
knew loneliness in the harsh isolating horizon of a prai-
rie’s winter storm. 

My mom and dad loved one another through my 
mom’s health issues, when she was diagnosed with von 
Willebrand disease after giving birth to my brother and 
almost dying from blood loss. VWD is a rare genetic blood 
disorder—so rare it would make my mom a research study 
whenever she entered the hospital. The disease was debili-
tating to her. 

Everything I’ve read about VWD has indicated that 
it’s not overly harmful, and that its carriers live long and 
active lives. That’s not my experience. My experience of 
VWD is having to say goodbye to my mom multiple times 



L INDSAY NIXON

9

throughout my youth, in case she didn’t “make it,” as my 
dad put it. My experience of VWD is my mom in and out 
of intensive care for long stints, her first when I was in the 
fifth grade, with infections her body could not fight off. I 
remember my mom becoming housebound, hospitalized, 
and incapacitated so often she could no longer keep her 
job as a nurse educator. She loved her job deeply. I remem-
ber when she broke her femur, a product of being raised 
just above the poverty line and the lack of calcium in her 
diet, and her white blood cells attacked the steel plate the 
doctor had inserted to heal the bone like it was an infec-
tion. She was in intensive care for weeks and never fully 
healed. What she did get, in the hospital, were the pills.

I remember my mom’s painkiller addiction, though 
we never called it that. It’s not addiction when it’s a yt 
woman on pharmaceutical opioids—it’s just disability. My 
mom’s pill use began as her attempt to cope with the con-
stant sickness and pain, and ended in a thick fog of addic-
tion, wherein she would fall asleep randomly during the 
day and often be incoherent. One could perhaps argue that 
it even ended her life, given that what led to her cardiac 
arrest was an internal bleed that started in her stomach 
as the result of an ulcer. My mom went into the hospital 
one night for what began as a stomach ache and ended up 
dying only hours later because she bled out too quickly 
and the oxygen wasn’t reaching her brain. It seemed like a 
morbid joke, when I first heard, after everything else she 
had been through. 

The pressure from my mom’s illness strained on our 
family and we began to suffocate in the tension because, 
though I’m not a waspy yt, I did grow up among them. 
The silence, the shame, the paranoia—swarming. The ten-
sion of the isolated home, behind lock and key, in the nicer 
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neighbourhoods where the cops never look, and your dad 
can get away with throwing you against a wall by your 
neck if he wants to, even if you run into the night scream-
ing for someone, anyone, to save you. But this isn’t that 
story, yet. Even if it always kind of is.

This story is about the laughter, humour, and intima-
cy maintained through decades of doctor’s appointments, 
sleepless nights, and a thousand runs between work, 
home, and the hospital caring for her. This is a story about 
all her bouts in intensive care and her long stays in the 
hospital—afterward changing bandages, supporting her 
when she walked, and helping her bathe, dress, and per-
form other essential activities. 

This story is about that long love that transcends the 
present and the teenage passion of a fourteen-year-old’s 
crush. That good love, that so rarely exists. That love 
I’ve searched for in my chosen kin, for as long as I’ve 
been searching for chosen kin. I mean, just because they 
couldn’t always love me right doesn’t mean they didn’t 
teach me a little something about it.

This is the story of teenage lust, of secretly holding 
hands in the back of the bus, and making a commitment 
at fourteen years old to put in one day, then another, then 
another, until all the days added up to a forever. No mat-
ter how clichéd that sounds, that’s just how it went down. 
This is the story about love living and surviving through 
my mom’s chronic and irreparable illness, and her inabili-
ty to have the other children she had manifested her home 
for; of surviving sadness and grief at her loss of future chil-
dren, having had to have a hysterectomy, only to find a re-
newed resolve to be a family, still. 

This is a love story, and as the story goes, my mom 



L INDSAY NIXON

11

wrote a letter to social services, enraged. They were a 
good, Christian family, weren’t they? How dare they put 
her and my dad under such scrutiny. Weren’t they worthy 
of a family, at least more worthy than some of those fos-
ter parents who had adoptable kids in their homes? She 
would tell the story beaming, a satisfied smile across her 
face. It was so clear to her that her letter secured me to 
their home, because only a few months later, they would 
get me. The way my mom tells it, she had been pouring 
labour into creating our family for years, and this was her 
last chance. 


