
The Wig-Maker
jane t g allant

sharon the se n

vancouver
new star books

2021



 new star books ltd 

#107–3477 Commercial St, Vancouver, bc v5n 4e8  canada 
1574 Gulf Road, #1517 Point Roberts, wa 98281  usa 

newstarbooks.com ·  

info@newstarbooks.com

Copyright Janet Gallant and Sharon Thesen 2021. All rights reserved. No part of 

this work may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any 

form or by any means, without the prior written consent of the publisher or a 

licence from Access Copyright. 

The publisher acknowledges the financial support of the Canada Council for the 

Arts, the British Columbia Arts Council, and the Government of Canada.

Cataloguing information for this book is available from Library  

and Archives Canada, www.collectionscanada.gc.ca.

 

Cover design by Oliver McPartlin

Typeset by New Star Books

Printed and bound in Canada by Imprimerie Gauvin, Gatineau, QC

First printing March 2021



introduction 
Janet Gallant

My name is Janet, and I am a wig-maker. I haven’t always been a 
wig-maker. For over twenty-five years I was an executive assistant 
for various businesses in Calgary. At the age of forty-five I was 
diagnosed with alopecia, by forty-six I was bald. There on the floor 
and clogged in the shower drain was my thick curly hair. After a 
couple of frustrating years and a several thousand dollars spent on 
off-the-rack wigs, I wasn’t satisfied. The fit was never quite right, 
the hairline didn’t look natural. I didn’t feel like me. So, my journey 
into the craft of wig-making began.

I found a $100 course online that taught me the basics. I 
learned how to create a custom foundation; made of fine film-
grade lace, sections stitched together, darts formed and secured 
using invisible thread and a ventilating tool (a small barbed hook). 
Human hairs are pulled through the lace holes with the tiny hook, 
knotted two hairs, three hairs, sometimes one hair at a time. 
Thousands of hours would be spent pulling hairs at the kitchen 
table. The best wig-makers can pull fast, and achieve knots that 
are so tight, the average eye mistakes them for the real thing. 

After practicing at the kitchen table for about year, I was 
hired by an established wig-maker to work on a few projects. 
This opportunity provided me with valuable tricks of the trade 
and helped me take my wig making skills to the next level. After 
another year of practice and literally thousands and thousands of 
hair strands later, my wig making business was born. 
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I was born in, and for the most part, raised in Calgary. My father 
was in the army. His postings took us from CFB Calgary (Sarcee 
PMQs), to CFB Gagetown (Oromocto, NB) to CFB Downsview 
(Toronto), and finally back to Calgary (Currie PMQs) by the time I 
was eleven years old. I currently live with my partner Jim in Lake 
Country, BC, on a woodland treed lot, situated on a quiet cul-de-sac 
on the side of a mountain overlooking Lake Okanagan. 

Our view of the lake is from the upper-level deck off the 
master bedroom. A tiny sliver of a lake view is all we have, due 
to the row of houses between our home and the lake. One of the 
houses blocking our view is where our neighbours Sharon and 
Paul live. They were our first friends when we moved into the 
neighbourhood in December of 2014.

Paul and my Jim are avid cyclists (mountains, roads, sun or 
snow) and it didn’t take long for them to become riding buddies. 
Sharon and I had a friendly relationship for the first couple years, 
hellos as we came and went on the cul-de-sac. Friendly waves while 
shovelling in winter, while picking up the pine needles in spring.

I would often start my day with a smile as I’d watch Sharon 
and their dog Boomer, a standard poodle with a curly apricot coat, 
collect the morning newspaper. I’d watch them perform their daily 
ritual from the deck off our master bedroom. Out of the front door 
would come Sharon, wrapped tight in her house coat, pj’s peeking 
out the bottom, in her slippers. Boomer would bound around the 
front yard garden, sometimes distracted by a chipmunk, or maybe 
the quail moving through, Sharon would have to call him a time 
or two. He would come, happily, like clockwork he’d take the 
newspaper from Sharon’s hand, that was his job. Into the house 

6



The Wig-Maker

they would go, time for coffee and the news. A sweet way to start 
my day, watching Sharon and Boomer.

On July 15, 2017, I was alone in the house with our bichon shih 
tzu Mindy, working on a wig project for a wig-maker that caters to 
the film and TV industry. It was “fire season”. The annual summer 
dry season has meant forest fires here in the interior of BC. There 
had been fire stories in the news again that week, but focussing 
on my deadline, I was unaware of the fire raging just a couple of 
kilometres away. Paul knew Jim was away visiting his father in 
Drumheller and had business appointments in Calgary, so he was 
checking up on me, making sure I was not alone. From Paul I learned 
about this new fire that was threatening our neighbourhood. 

A few of us gathered at Sharon and Paul’s place to wait it out 
together. To see if the winds would work for, or against us this hot 
summer evening. Waiting to hear if we would have to evacuate. 

As we nibbled on snacks and sipped on wine, as the airtankers 
buzzed the sky, Sharon and I began the conversation that is 
this story. The conversation that gave me the courage to tell. 
Somewhere between the chips and salsa, and my second glass 
of red, our friendship began. I remember how easy it was to talk 
with Sharon. There was no small talk. I can’t explain it, my heart 
trusted her heart. By evenings end the winds would blow in our 
favour. Sadly, eight homes were lost to the fire, luckily there were 
no casualties.

Several days later, this time without wine, we sat together 
again, and it was decided. Sharon offered to take the pen, somehow 
she knew I was ready to tell, needed to tell. At first, we’d meet once 
a month, then every couple of weeks, later, thanks to publishing 

7



The Wig-Maker

deadlines, every few days. I’d talk, Sharon would listen, and type. 
I’d cry, Sharon would cry with me, and type. Many times, I would 
be struggling to express myself, I’d be without words to articulate 
certain feelings. But these are the moments that would keep us 
both going. In these moments, Sharon would pull one of her 
books from the overstuffed, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Without 
hesitation, she would flip through a few pages, scrolling swiftly 
over the words with her finger, then she would recite a passage 
or two. Each time presenting parallels that would go above and 
beyond analogy. It really was, and continues to be, magical, this 
collaboration, this friendship. 

We are writing this book, due to my lifelong need to tell the 
story of my brother Billy, dead by suicide before his fourteenth 
birthday; to tell the story of our sister Penny, dead at the age of 
forty, ravaged by breast cancer after suffering, her entire adult 
life, on the streets of Canada with schizophrenia. The story of 
innocence lost, taken by the one called father, overlooked by the 
lady of the house. A story of three generations of women (my 
grandmother, my mother, and my sister Penny) whose lives, and 
loved ones, were taken by the same mental illness. 

My friend Melissa asked me if music would be woven into 
this telling. She knows how important music was to me, is to me. 
I told her I hadn’t considered it at that point. She got me thinking. 
I look forward to following up with Melissa, to let her know how 
it worked out. To let her know the music is indeed here. Lyrics of 
truth, and notes of healing, are here. 

I would tell Melissa that an editor friend of mine, an admirer 
of Sharon’s poetic talents, helped me answer this one. He was kind 
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enough to provide me with guidance as I wrote this introduction. I 
quote him below. I think he answers Melissa’s question, beautifully.

 “Most of us think of poetry as having come out of music, 
or at least out of the same place that music comes. A term used 
to describe Sharon is that she is a ‘lyric poet,’ poetry being the 
lyrics to invisible songs.

You and Sharon are singing together.”
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questions unanswered

Now I understand where the names come from 
 I know which slave owner owned us 
  but I didn’t know my mother 
 
I didn’t even know my mother was Black 
I was ten or eleven  
 Dad said, one time when I made a mean comment 
  well, your mother’s Black. 
From then on, every time I saw a Black woman 
  I would watch her. 
 
I always wanted to be a singer 
 always idolized Diana Ross 
  and began to daydream my mom looked like Diana Ross 
 
I was about three when my mom left. 
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Abandoning your children 
 where does that come from?
  So much loss in the early days, diphtheria, the Trail of Tears
 
I looked at the census documents on the Ellis Norman farm in Texas
 They didn’t even write their names down 
  Just numbers and what they were worth 
It sickens me that the African names were lost 
 Part of the grief I’ve had is all that was stolen from us 
  Stories, language, forgiveness, remembering, ceremony 
 
African-Americans in the late 1800s— 
 The records the Normans and Johnsons kept were just the 

names of the slave owners.
  My mother’s name, Valerie “Johnson.” 
 
Why can’t I find any history on those families? 
 They’re lying about it still, 
  Still riding the backs of Black people in Texas. 
And the backs of Mexicans, too. 
 
I didn’t learn about this until I saw Roots.
 I learned about the pyramids, industrialization, the Ford people.
  If you grew up like me you didn’t know. 
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