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Abstract 

Indigiqueer speculative fiction offers a reflection of colonial pasts and opens the window for 

potential Indigiqueer futures where we might survive and thrive. The author establishes aftercare 

as a methodology and a practice of reading essential to understanding the presence of care within 

literature in the post-apocalyptic contemporary and the ability of such care to transform and 

transfer across bodies, space, and time. The author additionally takes up a metaphor and 

methodology of traditional pottery making to encapsulate steps of embodied care through each 

chapter. This dissertation engages with the radical care present within/through Jewelle Gomez’s 

The Gilda Stories, Leanne Simpson’s As We Have Always Done, Amanda Strong’s Biidaaban: 

The Dawn Comes, Louis Esmé Cruz’s “Birthsong for Muin, in Red,”Adam Garnet Jones’s 

“History of the New World,” jaye simpson’s “Ark of the Turtle’s Back,” as well as auto-

ethnography, and considers how stories allow for transitions to new futures while simultaneously 

holding space for the complexities of loss and life, mourning and joy, and an abundance of queer 

Indigenous love. The author concludes that Indigiqueer speculative fiction as a genre offers us 

unique glimpses into futures of radical care that will help us become as we move toward more 

uncertain times. 

 

Keywords: queer Indigenous literature, speculative fiction, radical care, Two-Spirit, futurisms 

 

 

 

  



5 

Acknowledgements 

I acknowledge, first, my grandmother Myrtle Beatrice Pruitt, daughter of Frank Jesse 

Dennis and Jesse Ann Thompson, whose dream visit affirmed the path I started walking in 2019. 

It is through the artful love she shared with her family that I am the artist I am today. In her name 

I take up needle and thread to create the tapestries that adorn this dissertation. I thank my father, 

Stacy Pruitt, for passing down this gift of art across generations. I thank my mother, Billie Pruitt, 

for encouraging my growth as a writer and for forever trying to champion my work. 

I thank my siblings who grew alongside me, together building a queer garden flourishing 

throughout the world. To my eldest sibling, Megan, I thank you for your eager interest. Your ear 

to my complaints, the stories and knowledge you’ve shared, and your position as an accomplice 

in this life. I am grateful to have a partner in crime to search the beach for jellies to toss back into 

the water. To my nephews, I thank you for being a constant source of inspiration for me to make 

change in this world for you.  

I acknowledge the lands I have traversed, visited, and been embraced by. I thank the 

shores of the South for holding me in my youth; I thank Waimānalo Beach and Makapuʻu Beach 

Park for being the places I could go to write and explore my intellectual curiosities; I thank 

Ihumātao, Mauna Kea, and Palestine for helping to build my decolonial activism and illuminate 

my fire power. I am grateful to Kaʻala farm and the community there who called me ohana the 

second I got my ʻāina boots on in the loʻi. I am grateful to have been a guest on Kanaka Maoli 

and Ohlone land during the completion of this dissertation.  

 To my advisor, Hannah, I owe the greatest thanks. Your advice and constant support have 

been instrumental to every step of my post-coursework graduate career. Without your 

compassionate attention to my work and confidence boosting commentary this dissertation 



6 

would not exist. I thank you for pushing me to write something that more truly reflects my voice 

and my reality.  

To my committee, Professors Noʻu Revilla, Monisha Das Gupta, Lani Teves, and 

Danielle Seid, I thank you for your encouragement and the knowledge you have shared. I thank 

you for the time you have invested in my work— either through meetings or coursework. I am 

deeply proud to come from a lineage of profound and deeply impactful female scholars, artists, 

and activists.  

A huge thank you to all of those who have worked alongside me throughout the years. 

To Eamon Schlotterback, your companionship has pushed my theoretical knowledge 

around queerness and transness further than I ever could have hoped. Your kindness, though 

hidden beneath some of our collective cattiness, is an ever shining light for me.  

To Nathan O. A. Bakken, my writing companion of the last at least eight years: our 

poetry sings together. My work is made whole by our partnership and I look forward to the years 

of writing to come. You made me believe that I am a writer and you have shown me what radical 

care looks like.  

To Ha’åni San Nicolas, I am so glad I decided that you were the person I called on to 

speak next in Heoli and Laniʻs zoom classes. Our kinship has been deeply enlightening and the 

time we have spent lifting one another up is something I cherish.  

To Leiana Naholowaʻa and Māhealani Ahia, our time working together as queer 

Indigenous writers got me through some of the worst writer's block. Thank you for building 

solidarity with me through hours on zoom.  



7 

To Isabella Robbins, I am so fortunate that you both were part of my dissertation journey 

at the very beginning, even from across the country.  

To Tieanna Graphenreed and Ash Liu, thank you both for being zoom compatriots and 

for always opening your home to me. Your warmth travels across even the coldest Boston 

winters.  

To Alanna Prince, whose home is my home and vice versa, thank you for being one of 

the smartest and kindest women I know. Even when your cat is punching me out I am forever 

grateful for the deep conversations weʻve had each time Iʻve slept on your couch. 

To my friends in Hawaiʻi, Nora Pollard, Kristen Perreira, Kalene Castillo, Nick Hinn, 

Alia Jeraj, Keora Flanary-Olayvar, and Alejandra Rivas, thank you for making my time not 

writing so filled with art and humor and joy. You are all part of the home I made in graduate 

school.   

To Indie Ong, my partner in life and my great love: thank you for giving me a love that 

has allowed me to be fully myself and encouraged me to imagine a loving and caring future. 

Thank you for being there to witness my grief and being central to my healing. Thank you for 

supporting me and uplifting me when I fall into despair. Chi hullo li.  

 

This dissertation is in memory of all the Indigiqueers who are now ancestors. To those 

young ones who did not survive to see brighter days. To Nex Benedict, the trans chahta 

teen whose life ended due to physical assault by his classmates: you are still in my thoughts, 

nephew.  

  



8 

Preface  •  Fragments of Wonder 
  

Figure 1: "ENG 699: Trauma Theory" (2020, 2024) 
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When we stop marvelling at ourselves—ourselves in the most connected and expansive 

sense, that is, we as individuals, as activists, as communities, as past and future ancestors, as 

gods, as mountains and rivers and ocean—we lose belief in our ability to heal and transform 

even the deepest wounds. The act of bringing new life to our Indigenous stories reawakens our 

lands and peoples to remember the power we have always had, to feed our families and 

strangers, to care for the past and future 

Bryan Kamaoli Kuwada and Aiko Yamashiro,  

“Rooted in Wonder: Tales of Indigenous Activism” (4) 

 

The above-mentioned beadwork was made by my hands across many years. I believe I 

started this piece in the fall of 2020 and only just finished it in the fall of 2024. It changed 

storage boxes across the years and gathered dust for a long time until I found something I could 

do with it. This beadwork is the only one of my pieces that has an artist’s title: “ENG 699: 

Trauma Theory.” The oyster, made from size 15 pearlescent white charlottes and translucent 

navy seed beads on stiff grey felt, was but one element of my final project for my directed study 

with John Gagnon.  

Each beadwork piece takes several hours to complete— regardless of complexity of 

design— and this particular piece probably took between five and eight hours to “finish” for 

submission. At the time of the submission of this piece, along with a hand-made artist’s book and 

presentation, the beadwork was just the blue and white of the oyster on a piece of gray felt, 

wrinkled by the attention of my hands and the tension of the Nymo© thread. I hadn’t learned to 

bead onto thick interfacing at this point, but this was the most successful beadwork piece I 

completed at the time. And still, even as I have advanced in my skills, there is something 

outstandingly beautiful about the fluidity of the lines, the wavy ridges of the “shell,” the 
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thumbprint-esque umbo.1 I took the chance recently to line,2 edge,3 and mount the piece to form 

a bolo tie. When I transformed this piece into a bolo I was really just looking for anything that I 

could sell from stuff I previously beaded. As with most (if not all) of my beadwork sales, I was 

gathering things to sell so that I could make rent or pay off a vet bill or simply survive. I found 

the oyster tucked away in the bottom of a well-forgotten beading box, covered in dust and, 

honestly, the carcasses or molts of spiders. Regardless of my neglect for this piece, it was still in 

surprisingly great condition. I knew that this would be an attractive piece for someone’s 

collection, but after doing the work to transform this piece into what you see above I told my 

partner Indie and my QPLP4 Nathan about the story behind this piece of beadwork: 

I created this beadwork following the semester I took Noʻu Revilla’s graduate workshop 

in poetry. Through the course I found myself returning to images of the river of my adolescence 

and, consequently, memories of the trauma that happened there. I began writing with the water 

and the trees and, importantly, shells embedded in the mudflats and rivers of South Carolina. My 

memory snagged on the latter; unable to shake these creatures from mind they began cropping up 

in my poetry and art. One such iteration you see above, the other below:  

II 

the oyster shells soaked in the tide, slowly 

 
1 The “umbo” is the pointed end of the oyster which is the oldest part, formed during the final larval stage. “It is on 

the anterior end of the shell near the hinge. One can see concentric growth lines around the umbo. These are not 

uniformly secreted since they can be influenced by environmental changes, such as temperature, food, stress, and 

disease. These factors affect the oyster’s ability to produce more shell tissue” (Louisiana Sea Grant College 

Program). As I look at this particular art piece, I unknowingly produced this piece as the oyster itself does: umbo 

first, influenced by environmental changes.  
2 To “line” a beadwork piece is to bead around the edges of the piece with a different color or shape of bead that acts 

as a border and provides a defined shape. Not every piece needs to be lined like this, and not every beader will make 

a border around their work 
3 To edge a beadwork piece is to attach your beadwork to another textile (fabric, leather, fur, vinyl, etc.) by beading 

around the outside edge. This edging is both a style element of the piece as well as a functional element, allowing 

the beadwork to be enclosed (safer from water damage) and jewelry findings to be added. 
4 Queer Platonic Life Partner 
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kissing the water’s edges with small tongues.  

bubbles pushed out the open mouth, gaping.  

 

bodies dipped, sunk in sulfurous marshland 

clinging desperately to each other 

as waves rise over and over a top 

the scattered colonies eating plankton  

slurped from the swell of her salty embrace. 

 

we didn’t know, once we plunged our bare feet 

into the sea we’d meet the penetrating  

force of their collective existence, too 

sharp to be mistaken for something else,  

like Something benign pushing lightly in. 

no, this harsh cut dug deep and left a scar 

 

This section of my poem “only dykes and f*gs know how to be whole,” one part of a three 

sonnet poem (no attention was paid to rhyme or rhythm), attempted to capture a queer and trans 

wounding— both seen and unseen as the scars on my feet from the deep penetration of the oyster 

and mussel shells are still there to this day. I wrote this poem only months before getting top 

surgery for the first time, while my name was still shifting, and while I was grappling with 

freshly aggravated wounds from childhood trauma. The oyster and mussels enfolded themselves 

within my unconscious thoughts and feelings about my life, about my gender, about my trauma.  

Prior to my first top surgery— the first medical/surgical trauma I experienced in my 

adult life— I made plans with John Gagnon to do a directed study about trauma theory. I wanted 

to think about queer and Indigenous trauma in a complex and theoretical way, I wanted to think 

about the ways that we survive through trauma by means of art and literature and mele and 
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rebellion. I kept seeing this concurrence of trauma with joy and life and death and love through 

depictions of nature and the environment. But once I went through my first top surgery during 

the major quarantine of 2020 I didn’t want to write about trauma anymore— at least not in a 

deeply theoretical capacity. By the time the course was over, I was still recovering physically 

from my surgery and just coming to grips with the fresh wounds of medical malpractice and a 

newly/differently monstrous body.5 Rather than attempting to produce a twenty page paper to 

conclude my semester I requested to create a series of art pieces and statements to explore what I 

learned throughout the semester as it applied to my own experiences. Each stitch was embedded 

with my memory, my fears, my hopes, my loss, and my future. The oyster shell held my 

Indigiqueer body with these memories of slicing through flesh and bleeding into the earth.  

Beading was a story process, something created to be felt and understood. Something to 

be remembered and something to remember. Through this beadwork, I was able to both survive 

and articulate my survival. When I wear this piece I feel the weight of it and I know its story— it 

is my story. But this is not the story of this dissertation. It is not the way that I choose to tell this 

particular story, rather it is simply a fragment which serves to hold this work. It is a work of 

wonder. Something beautiful and marvelous, a piece of work which has become a vessel of 

knowledge as well as one of healing.  

This year, 2025, I am forced to take a step away from beading. Due to my chronic illness 

and disability I have less functional use of my hands and fingers. I can now only withstand about 

10 minutes of beading before it brings about significant pain from all of the fine motor skills 

 
5 a subsequent Queer Theory course would find me creating a zine talking about my traumatic experience with this 

surgery and The Lavender Clinic; within the zine I use Susan Stryker’s essay “My Words to Victor Frankenstein 

above the Village of Chamounix: Performing Transgender Rage” to understand and reclaim trans rage and 

monstrosity in the wake of a world which can’t seem to stop traumatizing us.  
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required to create flat-stitch beadwork. I have hope that with time and physical therapy I may be 

able to return to this storywork that is also a working of wonder and healing, but for now I also 

face the possibility that the pieces I’ve completed most recently could be the last ones I am ever 

able to finish. But the joy of being a disabled artist means that there is a lineage of fellow crip 

artists who have paved the path before me— they are still artists creating stories, they are still 

artists finding wonder in new ways of doing what able-bodied people take for granted. This art 

and this dissertation which represents my resilience and survival, as well as my loss and trauma, 

will be here as a foundation to hold what will become future fragments of wonder. This beaded 

piece is one version of this Indigiqueer wonderwork that serves as a vessel of care, traditionally 

made Chahta coil pots are another I will ground my dissertation in. This dissertation brings these 

two modes together work to reawaken stories with embodied practice being a central tenet to my 

conception of care work and the ability of radical care to traverse across time, bodies, material, 

and space.  
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Introduction 

The Indigiqueer’s Guide to the End of the World 
 

The “devastation” of the world as we know it is imminent and forthcoming for some, but 

has been here (and very much real) for many from the time of colonial contact. Indigenous 

peoples, communities from the Global South, descendants of enslaved Africans have historically 

and are presently experiencing the apocalyptic outcome of colonialism and extractive capitalism. 

To imagine the apocalypse as something inherently “coming,” “approaching,” or “on the 

horizon” is to make invisible our lived and felt experiences, and those of our ancestors across the 

past 500+ years; it is to make invisible the ongoing history of violent occupation and genocide, 

the ravaging of Indigenous land, and the countless lives lost to climate mortality. Even with this 

knowledge, that we continue to exist/persist in these precarious worlds, questions abound: What 

does the future hold for us? What do we hold for the future? How can we survive? For an answer 

we need only to turn toward stories, for we know that stories are all we are; the stories we need 

now are ones that reflect us fully and ones that offer us a glimpse at who we are, who we have 

been, and who we will always be.  

My project disavows a simple, futilist future with knowledge that the hard work, work of 

hope, is what has brought us as Indigenous peoples to this point and what will carry us forward. I 

will be engaging storytelling as carework and as a tool or technology for rupturing colonial 

systems of power. Through my examination of futurist Indigenous texts, I theorize what I call 

“aftercare” as a method of tracing the mobility of radical care— identified within storytelling—

through bodies, ideas, and communities. My definition of aftercare will expand upon radical 

care, as taken up and theorized by Hiʻilei Julia Hobart and Tamara Kneese, to consider the ways 
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in which care within stories carries us beyond the present apocalyptic moment and anticipates a 

futurity outside the settler imaginary; this care is internalized and expanded beyond a body of 

work or a single author, its impact rippling across space and time bringing life to our peoples and 

our stories. I engage in this work as a queer and trans white Mississippi Chahta who is surviving 

through the radical love and care that I have found in my communities and the love and care 

found within these stories; it is through this care that we will have strength and support for all 

that comes after.  

This dissertation takes seriously the role that these stories have as future-bearing 

technologies and in offering us potential futures of care. At the heart of this project is a deep 

investment in queer Indigenous survivance6 and thriving through the act of storytelling. Our 

lived realities are wrapped up in story and will be continued through story; storytelling not only 

imagines these potential futures, but creates them as well. Storytelling, in this dissertation, serves 

as one of the key modes in the structure of decolonization. This project is not a novel one; 

Indigenous communities and scholars have been asserting the immense power of storytelling for 

centuries and recognize the significance stories have on our everyday lives, communities, and 

futures. However, Queer Indigenous peoples have a particular stake in this project: Our cultural 

roles are often intertwined with the practice of storytelling and our stories are often suppressed 

in/by colonial histories— we are only just now getting these stories out. Queer Indigenous 

peoples talk about storytelling not only due to its essential nature to our being— being made and 

remade with story— but also due to our stories’ ability to recognize our knowledges and affirm 

 
6  I engage here with Gerald Vizenor’s employment of the term “survivance” and its presence in native stories and 

traditions. Vizenor’s application of survivance is grounded in Indigenous storytelling and practice. In Survivance: 

Narratives of Native Presence (2008), Vizenor asserts that “Native survivance is an active sense of presence over 

absence, deracination, and oblivion; survivance is the continuance of stories” (1). Inherent in this practice is a 

resistance of dominance— and surviving within that resistance.  
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our presence and existence. The history of Queer Indigenous peoples is marked by violence and 

gendercide— the histories that have permeated since contact come from colonizer encounters.7 

The colonial perspective has been taken up in the general social sphere, as well as within our 

own communities. Queer Indigenous writers are putting in the work to rewrite these histories and 

to challenge the colonial assumptions that have insidiously weaved themselves into the 

Indigenous community and into the broader public. The Indigiqueer body has always been a 

target for violence, but also a site of expansive love and kinship entangled and embodied across 

time and space. Beth Brant (Bay of Quinte Mohawk), in Writing as Witness succinctly speaks to 

the impact or role storytelling has in 2S and Indigiqueer lives: “Two-Spirit writers are merging 

the selves that colonialism splits apart” (18, emphasis mine). Indigiqueer storytelling is 

reparative and caring work— for ourselves and our communities. I aim to speak to the role that 

Indigiqueer storytellers and storytelling has in disrupting colonialism, and to how this 

storytelling is a form of care which will help carry us towards radically queer and Indigenous 

futures.  

I have chosen, for this dissertation, to work with queer Indigenous stories (ranging from 

short stories, novels, to autobiographical accounts and short film) which, in some way, embody 

Indigenous futurisms. The idea of Indigenous Futurism has been relevant throughout our 

histories, it is inherent in our existence and continued survival. The term first appeared in Grace 

L. Dillon’s (Anishinaabe) edited anthology Walking the Clouds: Anthology of Indigenous 

 
7 In her essay,“Extermination of the Joyas: Spanish Gendercide in the Californias” (2010), Deborah Miranda 

(Ohlone /Costanoan-Esselen Nation, Chumash) identifies methods through which spaniards carried out the mass 

genocide of Two-Spirit and third gendered peoples, specifically identifying these actions as “gendercide” (a term 

coined by Maureen S. Heibert to identify the extermination of individuals based on gender/sex as the primary reason 

for death). “Extermination of the Joyas” stretches beyond Heibert’s definition of gendercide to include a third 

gender as the primary target of Spanish wrath and execution, and presents archival documentation of the active 

persecution, torture, and execution of any persons engaging in same-sex attraction or gender diverse identifications.  
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Science Fiction; Dillon notes that Walking the Clouds “opens up sf to reveal Native presence,” 

that Indigenous sf and Indigenous futurism has been around but has, perhaps, been overlooked 

(2). It is important to note that Indigenous futurism comes on the heels of Afrofuturism, a term 

coined by Mark Dery (“Black to the Future”) in 1994. Though the term “Afrofuturism” was 

introduced at this time, it is clear that Black thinkers and writers have been enacting and 

engaging with Afrofuturism for longer than the term has existed. These categories of speculative 

art are bound up with one another and we cannot dislodge Indigenous futurisms–or any other 

futurisms, including Chicana(x)futurism, Pasifikafuturism, and Asian Futurisms–from a history 

of Black resistance and imagination.This includes all notions of “futurisms” of marginalized 

communities like. Lisa Yaszek, in her article “Afrofuturism, Science Fiction, and the History of 

the Future,” notes that Dery, along with other cultural critics including Greg Tate, Tricia Rose, 

and Kodwo Eshun, sought to “draw attention to the centrality of science fiction themes and 

techniques in the work of many Black authors, artists, and musicians.” Afrofuturism arose from a 

desire and a need for the Black diaspora to imagine and envision futures where they are 

surviving and eventually the term expanded for contemporary Afrofuturists who imagine and 

“assume that in the future race will continue to matter to individuals and entire civilizations 

alike” (Yaszek, 41). Within the expressions of Afrofuturism (which range prolifically across all 

creative mediums) there is a deeply political resistance to the colonial apparatus, the enslavement 

and dehumanization of the Black diaspora, and the erasure of Black and African history/culture. 

Similarly, Indigenous futurisms resist centuries of genocide, dispossession, and erasure. The 

Afrofuturist and Indigenous futurist approaches to art and resistance recognize that, from the 

point of contact and the advent of the slave trade, we have been living through apocalypse after 

apocalypse. So many of our teachings emphasize the importance of ensuring that we will 
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continue to be here into the future. While I know, and history has shown, Black and Indigenous 

people will continue to survive, I also believe that it’s an unbelievably hard thing to do… to look 

to the future and hold out hope for or envision a collective survival. In this project, I treat Afro- 

and Indigenous futurisms not as mutually exclusive, but as necessarily interwoven mechanisms 

for understanding and envisioning liberatory futures. Afrofuturism and Indigenous futurisms 

both offer us ways of holding out hope for survival, in the wake of ongoing apocalypses, and 

enable us to look into the future where, through an unyielding commitment to care and love, we 

may collectively thrive.  

 This commitment transcends the imaginary borders of settler states, and thus my project 

on queer Indigenous literature cannot be restricted in such ways. This project is intended to be a 

Trans-indigenous/trans-national approach to decolonization, care, and storytelling; the texts I 

engage with come from across Turtle Island and from the Pacific as a unique constellation of 

connections between Indigenous communities. It is important to note that these works are 

insufficient to represent the breadth and diversity of Indigeneity across the earth. I have limited 

my scope for this project to these two primary sites of Indigeneity for two key purposes. First, 

my Indigenous and geographical history; as a Turtle Island Native I am steeped and invested in 

engaging with literature being produced across occupied Indian Country, and as a settler scholar 

living in the occupied Kingdom of Hawaiʻi I have been exposed to a wealth of kānaka maoli 

scholarship which has informed my consciousness around decolonization and Indigeneity as a 

whole. Secondly, my focus on these locations is also in part to do with the silencing and 

suppressing of Indigenous voices in publishing, production, and circulation for a more diverse 

selection of queer Indigenous futurist texts. I hope, in future projects, to extend my application of 

this work to a more inclusive body of texts— especially as the field of queer Indigenous futurism 
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is rapidly expanding— however for now my intervention remains limited to these subject areas. 

Even with my geographical limitations, there is much that this work does to push the boundaries 

of Native studies. To my knowledge, this application of care as a theoretical and interpretive 

mode for queer Indigenous literature is a novel intervention; much of the work being produced 

on care within Native Studies, such as Suzanne Methot’s (Nehiyaw) Legacy: Trauma, Story, and 

Indigenous healing or Alicia Elliott’s (Haudenosaunee) Mind Spread Out on the Ground, takes a 

trauma/recovery approach— often times through autobiographical nodes. While serving to 

illustrate important healing work for Indigenous peoples, this work remains woefully inattentive 

to queer non-Black Indigenous and queer Black/Afro-Indigenous peoples, and I hope to 

contribute to the growing scholarship that engages with such authors. 

As I will be engaging in trans-Indigenous literary criticism and Native studies discourse, I 

will speak here to my use of fluctuating and fluid terminology for gender, sex, and sexuality-

diverse Indigenous peoples— particularly the use of the term “Indigiqueer” which I have use 

throughout my dissertation. Indigiqueer is a fairly recent term utilized within and external to 

Indigenous writing communities and academia. I first witnessed the use of Indigiqueer in Joshua 

Whitehead’s Full Metal Indigiqueer (2017) as a form resurgence and presence of queer 

Indigeneity in story and in the modern world and noticed a proliferation of the term on the 

Native twitter-sphere, and then within Native poetry and academia. Importantly, it was a fluid 

term which was separate from Two-Spirit.8 Though Two-Spirit is often treated by Western 

society as a term for a gay or trans, the term identifies a distinct and separate gendered category 

for Indigenous peoples that has existed across many Indigenous communities across time; many 

 
8  See the Indian Health Service’s definition and resources on Two-Spirit and a collection of names in several 

Indigenous communities that provide tribal and language specificity (https://www.ihs.gov/lgbt/twospirit/). 

https://www.ihs.gov/lgbt/twospirit/
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Two-Spirit peoples identify themselves beyond a binary sense of gender and occupy spiritual, 

cultural, and societal roles within their community that reflect their sense of gender. Indigiqueer 

(sometimes spelled Indigequeer) is a term created by Theo Jean Cuthand (Plains Cree) in 2004 as 

an offering to queer Indigenous people who “don’t feel as comfortable with the two-spirit title 

because it implies some dual gender stuff, which some people just don’t feel describes their 

identity.”9 Cuthand also notes “a lot of people don’t ID with the Queer label either. But I liked 

the idea of Indigequeer. Because Queer is kind of a confrontational label, it’s one of those old 

reclamations that makes people uncomfortable.” This history of the term seems apt, as my 

personal usage and claiming of the term began through a confrontation with Western systems of 

knowledge, power, and colonialism. In 2019, after connecting with some of my graduate cohort 

members through Native twitter, I joined a small group of Native activists at UH protesting the 

building of the Thirty Meter Telescope (TMT) on Mauna Kea. We called ourselves 

“Indigiqueers” and organized the first teach-in in 2019 for Mauna Kea, prepared for larger scale 

direct actions, and created art for the movement. The claiming of this term, both in a global 

perspective and within my personal history, is a political action; it is a rejection of colonial 

gender and a situatedness of Indigenous peoples purely in the past. Joshua Whitehead and Billy-

Ray Belcourt speak to their use of Indigiqueer in the All My Relations podcast episode 

“Indigiqueer.” Specifically, Joshua Whitehead notes that he likes Indigiqueer “because it 

removes us from like the model/maw of anthropology, [where] Two-Spirit peoples were revered. 

That past tense use of it all the time [places] us into kind of this imprisoned past. [Indigiqueer] 

puts us in the contemporary moment, it gives us futures, so I like to kind of think of Indigiqueer, 

as the vehicle, or the momentum or the energy that's driving Two-Spirit” (14:00-14:25). I use 

 
9 See Cuthand’s 2017  blog post “Indigequeer/Indigiqueer” 

https://www.tjcuthand.com/2017/05/12/indigequeerindigiqueer/ 
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Indigiqueer in this spirit throughout this dissertation while also acknowledging that the terms for 

gender, sex, and sexuality-diverse Indigenous peoples are as numerous as our nations are. There 

is not a singular term that I could use that would encapsulate the vast communities I write with 

and for and so I lean on this term for what it means now and what it can mean for the future. I 

embrace the future bearing capacity of the term for myself and acknowledge that its use in this 

dissertation is a reflection of the queer Indigenous and Two-Spirit activism and artistry that 

motivates my being. 

 

Talking Story: The Future-bearing capacity of story  

Many queer Indigenous scholars during the Native American Renaissance (late 1960s to 

the 1980s) emphasized the ways in which storytelling is a kind of resistance. I think here to Paula 

Gunn Allen (Laguna Pueblo/Sioux/Scottish/Lebanese) whose essay “Kochinnenako in Academe: 

Three Approaches to Interpreting a Keres Indian Tale” introduced me to Indigenous theory; this 

scholarship explores the colonial intrusion into Indigenous oral stories through cis-

heteropatriarchal translation, the significant and violent impact this process had on her specific 

communities. Allen’s work created/engaged with a new critical technology or method of 

reading/hearing Indigenous stories to expose the colonial threat. Chrystos (Menominee), 

throughout the entirety of their work but especially within their poetry collection Not Vanishing 

(1988), argues against the settler myth of the vanishing Indian and asserts the power and 

importance of queer Indigenous presence within literature/poetry. bell hooks, in Black Looks: 

Race and Representation, importantly directs our attention to the inheritance or internalizing of 

white supremacy within our Indigenous communities through representation, the erasure and 

suppression of Black Indigenous folks, and the necessity of ongoing political solidarity between 
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Black and Indigenous peoples as a way to reshape our world. I remember here the words of 

Janice Gould: “Little do we know, this fall, | living Indians at Feather Falls | leave tobacco to 

mark that, indeed, | we're still here, lungs full of indigenous air” (“Indian Mascot, 1959”). This 

moment, this memory, is what I hope to carry on: this Indigiqueer work of illuminating the real 

lives of Indigenous peoples, the exploring of our stories to critique and unsettle colonialism, and 

a reminder of our resistance, resilience, and rebellion. This radical legacy of these authors has 

been taken up by a new generation of queer Indigenous writers and theorists like Adrienne Marie 

Brown, Noʻu Revilla, and Billy-Ray Belcourt by continuing to illuminate the importance of 

storytelling to Indigiqueer futures. 

Of the writers and theorists working today, my work most extends from, or complicates, 

that of Daniel Heath Justice (Cherokee Nation) whose work speaks to my focus on Indigenous 

futurist literature; Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg) whose work 

speaks to my project’s emphasis on storytelling and futures; and Hiʻilei Julia Hobart (Kanaka 

Maoli) & Tamara Kneese whose work speaks to my project’s investment in radical care.  

Justice speaks to the importance of Indigenous literatures in his critical work Why 

Indigenous Literatures Matter, identifying that stories are important for our sovereignty 

movements and remind us of our pasts, our futures, and our relationships. I see his work as an 

expansion from Chrystos’ work in Not Vanishing; Chrystos’, at their peak as a writer during the 

Native American literary renaissance, featured poetics which asserted Queer Indigenous 

presence and made real the true existences of Native peoples. Justice expands this work by 

exploring the continued existence of Queer Indigenous peoples through engagement with 

storytelling. Literature, in tandem with/alongside what Justice defines as a wonderwork— 

terminology for Indigenous writers and readers that seeks to reach beyond the genre of 
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“Speculative Fiction” to better articulate the imaginative and revolutionary possibilities of our 

stories— serves to care for us and reminds us of how to care for others. The ‘work’ of 

wonderworks and storytelling, I argue, is a key component in shifting us ever closer to a 

decolonial future. Stories are valuable as part of the matrix of decolonization in the way that they 

care for those who are most subjected by the effects of colonialism— especially people who are 

multiply marginalized. Another aim of this project is to illuminate what radical care looks like 

for Queer Indigenous communities and acknowledge the different relations that Indigiqueer 

radical care supports, and creates, and nourishes through the technology of storytelling— 

specifically through wonderworks, a term I will employ to engage with a wide breadth of wonder 

stories ranging from post-apocalyptic speculative fiction to retellings of traditional oral stories. 

Wonderworks, as the term currently exists, provides a kind of indefinite boundary for what work 

is included— more solid than, perhaps, speculative fiction, wonderworks are mainly identified as 

Indigenous texts which focus on possibilities of wonder “toward Indigenous, decolonial 

purposes” (“Wonderworks”). I will engage with this definition in an expansive capacity in order 

to consider the future bearing capacity our stories of wonder hold.  

 As we think about Indigenous storytelling, particularly Indigiqueer storytelling, one 

could argue that all of our stories do work to assert a radical future where we will continue to 

exist and thrive, where we will become good ancestors. At the root of this dissertation is 

storytelling: How can good storytelling propel us towards a future where we are present and 

thriving? Where Indigiqueer peoples are not simply visible and surviving each day, but uplifted 

and cherished and nourished and loved? 

In Leanne Simpson’s (Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg) vitally significant text, As We Have 

Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through Radical Resistance, Simpson asserts the relevance 
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of resurgence and resistance to our everyday lives as Indigenous people and reminds us of the 

strength, power, and responsibility of our, and our ancestors', presence to make worlds for all of 

our relations (present, future, human, more than human, etc.). Here, I build off of Simpson to 

consider the possible ways that futurist storytelling can be key to developing decolonial futures. 

Her vision for the future reflects the change bell hooks desired and strived toward in Black 

Looks:Race and Representation. hooks asserted that white supremacy had erased our collective 

memory of solidarity and coalition between Indigenous and Black peoples, instead leaving 

behind broken bonds and internal/externalized racism. Kyle T. Mays addresses this assertion in 

his book Afro-Indigenous History of the United States; his work demonstrates “how Black and 

Indigenous peoples, in spite of presumed differences— that is, the different ways they were 

treated by the settler state— have sought solidarity with each other,” and examines a shared 

history between Black and Indigenous peoples as groups who have “always sought to disrupt, 

dismantle, and reimagine US democracy; they have even sought to radically transform how this 

society operates” (23). Robyn Maynard, too, recognizes the braiding of Black and Indigenous 

communities and histories; In their shared text, Rehearsals for Living, Maynard shares, in a letter 

to Simpson, that: 

 of course, our histories are intertwined with one another’s… the massive destruction, 

gendered and murderous, of (Indigenous) human life and land dispossession; the 

commodification, exploitation and fungibility of (Black) human life; and the relentless 

expropriation and destruction of non-human nature are inextricably linked: a disregard for all 

living things except for their value as property to be accumulated (32).  

Mays and Maynard here direct our thoughts towards an already present connection 

between Black and Indigenous peoples. The anti-Blackness that runs rampant in Indigenous 
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communities fails to account for our connections and history; fails to account for the inherent 

Indigeneity of the descendants of Africans who were forcibly removed from their 

native/homelands. Regaining these ties, relearning our histories, and embracing difference will 

help to “construct and maintain ongoing political solidarity” towards a “liberation movement that 

seeks to eradicate domination and transform society” (hooks, 94). 

 As we begin making storyworlds, we must ensure that our values do not reflect or 

replicate those of the settler colonial regime that we seek to dismantle; we must not only 

eradicate anti-Blackness, homophobia, transphobia, transmisogyny, sexism, ableism, etc. in our 

communities, but we must make a space where we honor all of our kin and histories in ways that 

make meaning for our communities and futures. But what does this mean? How do we make real 

this future for our communities? I argue that part of the making real is done through storytelling, 

that creating these worlds for ourselves and for others is a healing act.  

 

Redefining Care: Using Radical Care and Aftercare 

While Justice and Simpson are key to my discussion of futurist storytelling, Hi‘ilei Julia 

Kawehipuaakahaopulani Hobart (Kānaka Maoli) and Tamara Kneese’s “Radical Care: Survival 

Strategies for Uncertain Times'' is where I extend my work from most clearly. My dissertation 

seeks to understand and apply radical care as a theoretical and interpretive mode that examines 

the presence and articulation of radical care across Indigiqueer texts, and care is at once the 

analytic and the object of study — this application stands as my primary contribution to the 

fields of english and Native studies. Hobart (Kānaka Maoli) Kneese’s essay establishes/ 

overviews this emerging concept of radical care as grounded in coalition solidarity-building 
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across race/ gender/ class/ identity with an emphasis on ethical and sustainable approaches to 

care as a method of surviving and imagining otherwise. My interpretation of radical care will be 

filtered through a queer Indigenous lens. I will illustrate the difference between heteronormative 

Native, queer non-Native, and queer Native radical care; I will focus on queer Afro/Indigenous 

radical care as a way to expand beyond the initial definition and think through the ways in which 

the realities and futures enabled through Indigiqueer radical care do not simply have solidarity 

and coalition across borders/nations/sexuality/etc. but also species, land, and the cosmos beyond 

their own orbit. It is this collectivized concept and enactment of care— one that encompasses 

humans and other-than-human beings which transforms the current systems of white supremacy, 

cisheteropatriarchy, capitalism, and colonialism— that is what is “radical” about care. I will 

constellate this application of radical care with what I will call “Aftercare.”  

Aftercare, in its simplest form, means “care that comes after something.”  “Aftercare” is a 

temporality that may not necessarily have an end point/ it may refuse to be easily bracketed. Care 

is a constant hum that we are called on to hear when we radicalize notions of care. In other 

words, while an event has headliner status with an end, aftercare may be ongoing; it may even 

feel like a suspension of time. Often we think of this within the context of children going to care 

after school, individuals receiving care after a surgery, or the support given to folks who are 

released from prison. The care that follows these particular events is essential to the health of the 

individual, and provides possibilities for growth and community through this care. Aftercare is 

also a term that has been popularized through the BDSM community as a crucial part of a scene; 

it is the loving/intimate attention provided at the end of a scene with the intention to provide 

physical/emotional comfort and strengthen the bond between partners. Marcia A. Matthews, in 

her 2005 (social science) thesis “Lesbians Who Engage in Public BDSM,” notes that “a major 
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theme emerging in aftercare is the feeling of catharsis and healing. Part of this is being cherished 

and protected.” I seek to redefine or reapply this term to extend my definition of radical care and 

identify the extended lineages of care within communities/in the context of literature. I define 

Aftercare as a novel, viable, and necessary lens for projects which acknowledge the post-

apocalyptic existence of colonized peoples post-contact, the consistent wounding of human 

nature, the genealogy and materiality of care across bodies, space, and time, and that reading 

through this lens engages, informs, and creates the future. Aftercare intends to acknowledge the 

multifarious ways that stories and theories of care become agents of radical care themselves, the 

way this healing and catharsis is mobilized across bodies and ideas. Additionally, aftercare 

affirms the idea that we are living in an after - after what? After contact? After the apocalypse? It 

asserts that, for indigenous people, there will be an after; we will continue to survive, and 

hopefully through care we will be able to thrive. Beyond recognizing aftercare as a tool designed 

to create these possible futures, I will engage with aftercare as both a reading practice and 

analytic applied to the stories presented throughout this dissertation.  

 

This term, aftercare, came first to me through a reading of Christina Sharpe’s In The 

Wake: On Blackness and Being. Sharpe identifies and theorizes the wake as being the embodied 

site of an after— specifically the aftermath of slavery and the subsequent constant proximity of 

Black life to Black death. In considering catastrophe, apocalypse, and disaster, Sharpe notes that 

“Trans-Atlantic Slavery was and is the disaster. The disaster of Black subjection was and is 

planned… The history of capital”—as the ongoing engineer of catastrophe— “is inextricable 

from the history of Atlantic chattel slavery” (15). She asserts: “Living in the wake means living 

the history and present of terror, from slavery to the present, as the ground of our everyday Black 

existence” (25). With the knowledge of this wake, which ripples throughout history and within 
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Black existences, Sharpe employs what she terms “wake work” to imagine ways in which Black 

people can live, survive, and potentially thrive in this wake of Trans-Atlantic Slavery. As Sharpe 

recalled the varied ways her mother “tried to make a small path through the wake” in the face of 

subjection and all that was unlivable, and how she worked to imagine and create a livable world 

for them amidst death, destruction, subjection, I considered the ways in which care forges these 

paths forward, understanding that, while Black and Indigenous histories and struggles are tied 

and interwoven, the metaphor and reality of “the wake” is not directly applicable to non-Black 

Indigenous peoples. In articulating the relationship between the “after” of Atlantic chattel slavery 

and the “after” of the colonization of Indigenous peoples I reach, again, to Mays. Engaging with 

Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz’s definition of settler colonialism — “the founding of a state based on the 

ideology of white supremacy, and the widespread practice of African slavery, and a policy of 

genocide and land theft” —Mays notes the way Dunbar-Ortiz “includes the enslavement of 

Africans as one of the two parallel projects in the formation of the United States” and how 

“blackness… is central to also understanding how settler colonialism build this nation and 

impacted Indigenous peoples” (18-20).10 Building upon, or alongside, Sharpe, in this project I 

use the term “aftercare” to theorize how queer Black and Afro/Indigenous radical care make 

small paths in the wake and envision radical queer indigenous futures. Sharpe, Hobart, and 

Kneese do not envision care as something simple or easy, but rather recognize the burdensome 

and painful process it can be— particularly for those living in the wake not just of slavery but of 

colonization. If care is, as Kneese and Hobart identify, “an affective connective tissue between 

an inner self and an outer world… [constituting] a feeling with, rather than a feeling for, others… 

 
10 It is important to note that Mays here acknowledges that African peoples, who were violently torn from their own 

lands, are Indigenous as are their descendants. 
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[that] offers visceral, material, and emotional heft to acts of preservation that span a breadth of 

localities: selves, communities, and social worlds,” Radical care is the carrying through of 

“feeling with” others in response to precarious futures and into a beyond. Radical care — 

understanding radical as something that produces substantive and thorough change of present 

systems, ideologies, and worlds— produces a shift in the fabric of our worlds with recognition of 

the power structures and inequality which inhibit change and establish the dark times that require 

radical care in the first place. Aftercare, as I’ve previously identified, is a rejection or refusal of 

an assumed settler futurity and continued colonial dominance— it is an extension or application 

of radical care which transforms the current systems of white supremacy, cisheteropatriarchy, 

capitalism, and colonialism. Aftercare, as I’ve previously identified, is a rejection or refusal of an 

assumed settler futurity and continued colonial dominance. Settler stories of the future expand 

extraction, capitalism, and abuse to the furthest ends of the galaxy. Aftercare is, in its boldest and 

most ambitious application, is an exploration of continuity and care to its furthest ends. To the 

future.  

Indigiqueer storytelling does the work of aftercare. We know that a story is engaged in 

aftercare work in three primary nodes. First, the writer must introduce, explore, or create future 

bearing care worlds as an essential element of their text; to put differently, the author of a given 

text embedding care and futurisms into the text is essential to what makes it aftercare. Aftercare, 

here, operates doubly. We consider the care embodied in the act of creation— a kind of material 

resonance—the passion and knowledge, so tenderly carried and released, taking form as these 

otherwise worlds where readers can imagine, desire, and create beautiful new futures for 

themselves and their kin. Secondly, for a text to be considered aftercare work, we must see its 

uptake across time, bodies, and space. The stories which hold and act as aftercare are not simply 
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“gathering dust on the museum shelf” (Justice); there is an emphasis, with aftercare, of 

continuity and life. Aftercare is taken up and embodied— the care is given new life as it travels 

from ancestor to ancestor and so on. Finally, my conception for works of aftercare is that they 

are stories for, or towards, the future and the after. The stories I’ve chosen all, in some way, push 

us towards an otherwise world11 where care is more radically present. Aftercare acknowledges 

the harm, and shows us how to build and sustain care worlds after that harm. Aftercare does not 

solve our problems— it does not seek to do so— rather, aftercare is a tool to take up when your 

world collapses; a tool to rebuild and restore; a tool to dismantle; a tool to build community.  

 I pause here a moment to reflect on aftercare present within my own contemporary 

world. In 2019 I decided to change my name and get gender affirming top surgery after years of 

dysphoria; part of this impactful and final decision came from the Black and white memoir 

comic Tittychop, Boobslash by the queer, trans Black artist Higu Rose. The 2017 comic— sent to 

me by a fellow trans person who already had top surgery— destroyed the idea in my mind that I 

could cope with being trans in the body I had. The comic pushed me to the edge (lovingly) and 

asked me to take a leap. Rose’s comic did not push aside the worries and woes of the process of 

getting gender affirming surgery, rather it presented a path forward— one that recognized pain 

and a beautiful future. I got the first of three surgeries at the height of COVID-19 in 2020. 

 
11 In this dissertation I am engaging with the concept of “otherwise worlds” through Hobart and Kneese’s Radical 

Care (2020), but I am aware that Otherwise Worlds: Against Settler Colonialism and Anti-Blackness (2020) exists 

and speaks to Black and Indigenous communities working together to build new futures and otherwise worlds. I 

engage with Radical Care rather than Otherwise Worlds owing to the well known claims against Andrea Smith’s 

false claims of Cherokee identity and the lack of accountability shown by Smith that has caused harm to Indigenous 

scholarship. Joseph Pierce, a Cherokee academic at Stony Brook University, tweeted about Otherwise Worlds: “That 

Duke, which has so much legitimacy on critical scholarship, would allow her to make major interventions in the 

field of Native Studies, even after all the work that has been done by Native women to reject Andrea Smith, was so 

messed up to me” (https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/25/magazine/cherokee-native-american-andrea-smith.html). I 

choose not to have this particular piece of scholarship included, particularly with the fact that my intellectual 

genealogy specifically on otherwise worlds and care work already stemmed from Hobart and Kneese’s edition of 

Social Text. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/25/magazine/cherokee-native-american-andrea-smith.html
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COVID was only the first hoop I would jump through; after tracking down, being sexually 

harassed by, and paying a therapist who could write the required letter attesting to the soundness 

and transness of my mind, I met with the surgeon covered by my insurance. Leading up to the 

surgery, I had my issues and concerns about the procedure deflected or left unheard entirely, my 

gender identity and pronouns disregarded. I held out hope that my asshole surgeon was simply an 

asshole who also knew how to do his job. On August 7th, 2020, I woke up from anesthesia and 

two hours later I was out of the hospital and climbing into a friend’s car. The aftercare I received 

from my medical team and the aftercare I received from my community was vastly different. A 

nurse at my first post-op appointment treated me like I was a fool when I, dazed from the 

medications I was on, didn’t understand her questions and couldn’t calculate a number for her. 

My best friend flew out from Seattle, Washington to spend 10 days feeding me, bringing me 

water, giving me my medicine, and watching endless amounts of bad movies to stave off 

boredom and pain. This labor my chosen kin happily provided was tangible, material, and 

manifested itself in seen and unseen ways (but always felt ways). My loved ones sent funds and 

checked in on me while my doctor ignored my emails about a potential infection. I made a zine 

about punching my surgeon in the face. The surgery went wrong and it has taken two additional 

surgeries (the last one having been performed on December 27th, 2022) to get to a place where I 

don’t feel physically at odds with my body. I am healing from surgery and multiple layers of 

trauma from the medical industrial complex. I am, generally, not okay. However, I know I will 

be. The connections of care that are lifting up and supporting me now began with this comic and 

have continued into the now. Rose ends the comic with a moment of tenderness, almost one year 

post-op, with their lover and leaves us with a simple statement: “Life rules.” This is not a 

promise from aftercare, but a hope.  
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Trans theorist Hil Malatino similarly got top surgery in 2020. He writes about the 

aftercare he received— and aftercare in general— in his book “Trans Care” which engages with 

Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha’s concept of care webs12 to consider the ways that transing 

care and building resilient care webs can create potentialities of thriving for trans people. 

Malatino acknowledges that it is only through aftercare and care webs that transient people 

survive in the face of lives and worlds that have no central support— lives that are impacted by 

the violence of transphobia, transmisogyny, and misogynoir.13 Malatino speaks to the ways that 

aftercare is an inherently trans concept considering the upheaval that comes with trans existence, 

noting that aftercare “is what needs to be provided in order to help a subject heal in the wake of 

massive upheaval and transformation, and it is what facilitates and supports emergence into a 

radically recalibrated experience of both bodymind and the world it encounters” (3). Malatino 

acknowledges that aftercare is how we can survive the reality of trans life and its instability, and 

that trans care webs make survival possible in a world that tries to render it impossible. My own 

understanding of aftercare is aligned with Malatino’s in that it is invested in creating resilient and 

queer networks and systems of care for the people most subject to the violence of a racist and 

cisheteronormative society, and also extends beyond Malatino’s in that it understands aftercare 

as a tool against empire, recognizes the “after” of aftercare as after-colonialism/slavery/empire. 

Additionally, I evaluate aftercare as a decolonial reading practice, a way of engaging in story and 

the power of Indigiqueer stories to tangibly care for us just as the care one might receive healing 

from top surgery. 

 Again, aftercare does not solve our problems— in fact, it anticipates them. Aftercare 

 
12  See Care Work: Dreaming Disability Justice (2018) 
13 Moya Bailey coined the term in her 2008 dissertation to identify “the anti-Black, racist misogyny that Black 

women — and people perceived as Black women — experience.” The term is explored at length in her book: 

Misogynoir Transformed: Black Women’s Digital Resistance (2021) 
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acknowledges that pain and suffering will come, but it works to create a world with systems and 

communities of care for supporting those who have suffered after. This is a logical limit to the 

project of aftercare— it does not promise salvation or redemption, it does not imagine an 

unending and joyful afterlife for those who have been judged “worthy” within religious colonial 

imaginings. It offers hope and the future, not paradise. Another limit to aftercare is one that is 

integral to its function; aftercare acts as a loop (see figure 1), cycling towards the future through 

care stories. This loop begins in the storyworld and moves all the way (endlessly) to the future, 

which inevitably comes back to a story which shifts us to the future. Radical care and aftercare 

work in tandem to move us closer towards/into a decolonial world; peoples put work in to build 

solidarities and networks of support, to build coalitions. However, as we see in several of the 

stories discussed in this dissertation, it is not so simple to break into the loop. It’s not just reading 

these aftercare texts that get us to the future; an essential part of radical care and aftercare is 

imagining, envisioning, and enacting decolonial futures and breaking down settler colonial ones. 

Settler colonial futures imagine that happy ending through continued colonization, but aftercare 

asserts that in order to get to a decolonial/postcolonial/non-colonial future requires retelling, 

recreating, and re-storying forever. We will be responding to crises forever, but we’ll have this 

aftercare to support ourselves and others.  

Inherent in this project of aftercare is a need for Indigenous self determination and 

sovereignty as we shift towards a decolonial world. Some of the questions I will explore with 

regards to the aftercare loop include: how do we build coalitions across difference to integrate 

people into this matrix of care? Can we achieve worlds centered around care in the absence of 

sovereignty— specifically Indigiqueer inclusive sovereignty?  How does the necessity of 

coalition building complicate notions of sovereignty? 
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 This loop of care— the idea of aftercare, is something I've been chasing all of my life. In 

the 5th grade I came to a sincere conclusion. I would be an author, and I would write to create 

something that someone else would read and pass down to others. I wanted my work to impact 

another being so profoundly that this love— this care— radiated beyond me. I came to this 

conclusion after reading Lois Lowry’s The Giver (a non-Native futurist speculative fiction piece) 

as a child. I wonder (and weep) for the young River who might have come upon a chahta story 

about us queer Indigenous kids living forward into the future. I wonder and witness a new 

generation of young Indigenous readers who have storied possibilities at their fingertips, in their 

local communities…all around them. 

 

Figure 2: A diagram showing the interconnected nature of aftercare. The loop begins with (1) authors creating 
care worlds/stories; (2) the stories are then taken up by readers and the story provides hopeful futures; (3) readers then 
take steps towards caring futures, futures which are reflected by (and created through) storyworlds created by authors. 
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Building Vessels on The Bright Path (Methodologies/Theory/Research) 

 In the beginning stages of writing this dissertation, my methodology for this project 

primarily built on the methods established by Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s (Ngati Awa and Ngati 

Porou) Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (2021): Reading and 

Storytelling, Celebrating Survival - Survivance, Envisioning, Gendering, and Loving. As my 

project developed, I expanded and enacted my Indigiqueer methodological approach with 

regards to my research and writing processes and practices, however, this initial approach with 

Smith’s work is still essential to the progress of this project. My primary intervention in Smith’s 

work is with the processes of Gendering and Loving. Central to this project is a process of 

reading and storytelling; while my work does not offer a critical rereading of western texts from 

an Indigenous framework, several of the texts I engage with are doing a rereading or retelling of 

oral traditions in ways which challenge the cis-heteropatriarchal colonial ideology internalized 

within our communities. I identify these practices as a kind of aftercare that acts as a salve for 

these cis-heteropatriarchal wounds, focusing on the powers of inclusion and celebration 

as  healing and future-making actions. Furthermore, my compilation and critical readings of 

wonderworks for this project serve as counter-narratives to ones of projected settler futurity— 

such as SpaceX’s multiplanetary project, beginning with the colonization of Mars—  and I will 

be engaging with Indigenous theory to inform this reading. Additionally, celebrating survival and 

envisioning are at the very heart of this project. These collected works are themselves a 

celebration of survival on a cultural, communal, and individual level; each chapter of my 

dissertation explores a different form of wonderwork (ranging from novels and short stories to 

films and life writing) and this diversity of work is inherently connected to celebration of 

survival, the journeys of the writers and the way these stories manifest. To envision the future of 
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Indigenous peoples is to celebrate survival. It is clear from these works, which I argue are future 

bearing technologies, that we will continue into the future and through radical care we will 

thrive. My project is fully focused on this strategy of envisioning the future for two-spirit and 

Indigiqueer peoples and I will use the theoretical technology of aftercare to continue this 

envisioning and to affirm the ways our loving genealogies care for us into the future. 

Gendering is the primary location where I diverge from Smith’s methodological 

approach. In Queer Indigenous Studies: Critical Interventions in Theory, Politics, and 

Literature, Qwo-Li Driskill, Chris Finley (Colville Confederated Tribes Member), Brian Joseph 

Gilley, and Scott Lauria Morgenson note that Smith’s work marked a “methodological turn to 

Indigenous knowledges [which defined the] recent generation of Native literary criticism” and 

that this work “also informs accounts of GLBTQ2 Indigenous people” (4). Though this assertion 

is accurate, there is a continued silencing or lack of advocacy for Two-Spirit and Indigiqueer 

peoples within Smith’s most recent edition of Decolonizing Methodologies (2021). Smith does 

not account for the expansive gender of Indigenous peoples, nor does she really account for 

queer Indigeneity in her most recent methodologies text. This dissertation project interrogates the 

ways in which colonialism has a destructive effect on gender relations, particularly as it applies 

to queer Indigenous peoples; the queer characters learn from the world around them, find places 

to be celebrated (sometimes within their tribal communities, sometimes external to them), and 

move forward from the trauma of settler colonial apocalypse. It is through their queerness that 

this is possible. For the gendering project, I move beyond a project model which only informs 

queer Indigenous knowledge to one which centers and honors Indigiqueer knowledge 

production, and this is a loving, caring act. I will also actively engage in the queering or 

gendering of storytelling through autotheory/auto-ethnography. Bringing the Indigiqueer self into 
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a project such as this is necessary and important and serves to enact the care and love that my 

project urges for. The primary methodological challenge I will face comes from my trans-

national and trans-Indigenous approach. I am a queer/trans white Mississippi Choctaw (non-

status) Native from across the south east of Turtle Island, this is where my positionality and 

knowledge is located. This project, however, spans across multiple Indigenous communities with 

their own cultural knowledges and practices. The potential ethical or theoretical challenge is the 

potential for my work to become Pan-Indigenous to the extent that it is flattening vastly different 

Indigenous cultures, communities, and stories. Important to this kind of project is the process of 

having conversations across texts rather than painting each of them with the same brush; it is the 

recognition and celebration of difference without ignoring the relationships and tensions 

between/across our communities. 

My methodological approach to my dissertation shifted once I faced what I felt to be an 

insurmountable writer's block. As I began writing toward the end of my first chapter in this 

dissertation I found myself floundering, unable to get sentences down or to round out things I 

already wrote. I needed to make a shift or I would never finish my dissertation and not be able to 

move forward with intention in my work. When I shared this fear and struggle with my 

dissertation advisor, Hannah, she recommended that I take a look at how I was approaching my 

writing; it was clear that what I was producing felt “required” rather than passionate work. She 

recommended that I look at Shapes of Native Nonfiction (Washuta and Warburton) as a way of 

processing or thinking through theory, method, and form.  

As I began to think about form, I considered how I might connect this writing form to 

my Indigeneity through metaphor. I first thought about chahta cosmologies— specifically the 

importance of mounds as the place where we came from. I didn’t get far with that, but I began to 
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consider possible approaches and thought more about chahta traditional stories. I recalled stories 

about how chahta people are built from yellow clay and was inspired to look up more 

information about clay work in chahta traditions. As I researched information about chahta 

pottery I discovered that the method of hand building pottery I consider myself to be most skilled 

at (and that brings me the most joy) is the same type of pottery that my people made the most 

often (coil vessels/pots). That moment of realization felt fated, like a gift passed down by my 

ancestors to me that I had not recognized or noticed until that very moment. Only later did I 

discover the term hina hanta, “the bright path,” as I looked at different sources for pottery and 

searched for a word in Chahta that reflected this gift from my ancestors; Hina Hanta happened to 

be the name of a digital archive for Choctaw Nation art and other museum exhibits. The site 

shares: “Hina Hanta is the Bright Path, a sacred way of life that [creator] has given the Choctaw 

people. Our story includes all events along that path, from thousands of years ago to the current 

generation. From the traditional arts perfected by our ancestors to the modern pieces of our 

Choctaw life, Choctaw Nation curates materials from all along the path” (Hina Hanta). I wanted 

to learn more about hina hanta, but struggled to make connections with folks who knew more 

about it than this general explanation. In my exploration I found Tina Bly’s 2022 dissertation: 

“Hina Hanta: The Circle of Metacognition.” In her dissertation, Oklahoma Chahta Bly similarly 

describes hina hanta as the path that creator has shown the Chahta people, and she takes up this 

concept as an Indigenous paradigm which connects place, memories, reflections, stories, and 

experiences/observations as spiralling and overlapping elements in the creation of Oral tradition 

and the healing enacted through those oral traditions. In her paradigm I found my own work. We 

each, Chahtas separated by our individual nations due to a colonial attempt at Chahta elimination 

through the Trail of Tears, took up stories as a mechanism for healing and framed our growth 
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around a connectedness to this path, hina hanta. My connection to the bright path through 

pottery was further illuminated by our traditional stories about Grandmother Spider creating the 

first clay bowl and my chahta friends on the internet all beginning their pottery artistic 

reclamation. I moved forward and began integrating clay coiling as framing metaphor, method, 

and practice.  

The process of making coil vessels in the traditional chahta way happens in 4 basic 

steps14: finding and harvesting the clay, tempering the clay with mussel shells, rolling the coils 

and making the vessel, and firing the piece. I wasn’t sure at first how to go about building 

towards a methodology of chahta coil vessels, so I sought advice from those closest to me. My 

long term creative partner, Nathan Bakken, suggested I try writing a poem for each of the steps 

to see what the poems might reveal to me about the steps, their purpose, and how I might 

integrate them into my method. “Yes,” I thought, “this I can do.” With an assured mind, I wrote 

out four poems in the span of a week and workshopped them as a collection. The resulting poems 

corresponded with my individual chapters: “Part I: Harvesting/Gathering/Collecting : Resting 

upon the mounds of creation” maps onto my first chapter about The Gilda Stories, particularly as 

I use this piece to uncover the wealth of care work that is already present in Indigiqueer writing. 

“Part II: Tempering” maps onto my second chapter about modern interpretations of traditional 

stories and their inclusion of Indigiqueer youth as an act of tempering. “Part III: Coiling: A How 

To” maps on to my third chapter as I think about wonderworks and the future bearing capacity of 

Indigiqueer speculative fiction to build up and create new futures. “Part IV: Firing” maps onto 

my academic coda which concludes this dissertation through its examination of what it takes to 

 
14 Ian Thompson’s work in revitalizing traditional Chahta pottery has been instrumental to my methodology and 

knowledge of Chahta pottery.  
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build new vessels to carry us and how we must make use of the imperfect and broken pieces if 

we are to create something that survives into the future. Consequently, each of my chapters 

features these poems as “critical interjections” prior to and throughout each chapter. I was 

inspired by the creative non-fiction “Acts” in Anna Tsing’s Mushroom at the End of the World: 

On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins that serve to build connections between the chapters 

and help frame one's reading and approach to a given chapter. These critical interjections are 

accompanied by one of the following chahta pottery designs:  
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Figure 3: Three Designs for Chahta Pottery digitized by the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma 

 

Each of these designs, published digitally by the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma, are 

replications or continuations of the designs found on ancestral chahta pottery. Choctaw Nation, 

in discussing the designs, states that: 

 In ancient times, these decorations are believed to have represented the patterns of 

nature—movements of the stars, the wind or the sun. These designs are also commonly 

associated with the step patterns of the Choctaw dances, such as the snake dance... Similar comb 

and band designs have been found on pottery from ancestral sites in Mississippi, Alabama and 

Louisiana. The pattern crossed the Trail of Tears and has continued to be used by Oklahoma 

Choctaw potters. 

I mark my critical interjections with these designs to assert an embodied chahta presence 

and history into each and every chapter. Though they are but digital recreations, these represent 

our very real ancestral traditions. When you see these designs, I encourage you to think about the 

hands that scored them into red clay; I want you to imagine the vision of the rattlesnake dance, 

feet moving slowly at first and building momentum as the line of dancers wind around the 

grounds and encircle the singer/drummer; I want you to taste the hominy cooked for kin inside 

these pots. These marks are a reminder of my ancestors, the care they put into creating the future 

world of my present. They are a reminder that our hands at work bring about beauty in the world. 

My hands, in pain as I type this dissertation, are building something beautiful that will be found 

by other Chahtas in the future.  



42 

When I first started developing this clay methodology, I was concerned that it might not 

map well onto my concept of the aftercare loop (see fig. 1). I was determined to have everything 

fit into precise molds. In a world where this precision was relevant, I would say that gathering 

clay (collecting what you need to build) directly correlates with an author creating a storyworld 

revolving around care and the future; consequently tempering clay (the process of mixing in 

something to make the whole stronger and more stable) would correlate with a story being taken 

up by the reader and shows them visions of a better world/hopeful future; the coiling of the pots 

(the building of an object that follows only after the harvesting and tempering) would be the 

tangible actions towards caring and loving futures enacted by those readers that allow us to 

survive into the future and care for others better; and ultimately the firing process (taking the 

built piece and exposing it to flame until it has transformed from brittle clay to hardened 
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ceramic) would serve as the return, where the tangible action becomes the groundwork for a new 

cycle to begin. However the reality, like working with clay, is a bit messier.  

Figure 4 shows the overlap of gathering, tempering, coiling, and firing with the 

individual segments of the aftercare loop. It is within this web that I encourage you to approach 

my methodology— understanding that fire is needed for tempering, that finished-but-broken pots 

are needed for firing, that clay can be gathered in a coiled pot, and that each step relies on the 

other to produce traditional pottery and to produce alternative futures.  

 In structuring this dissertation, I offer this introduction, three primary chapters, and an 

Figure 4: Gathering, tempering, coiling, firing. The overlay of these steps on top of the Aftercare loop speaks to the fluid 
connections between the two methodologies 
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academic coda; each chapter will center around 1-3 queer Indigenous texts using literary analysis 

and critical theory to support my overall claim; I trace the presence of and apply my theory of 

aftercare within each of the chapters. Each of these texts provides, in some way, a countermap 

towards our queer Indigenous futures through care and kinship. The chapters feature 

wonderworks which show us futures that may come to bear, all of which end with the celebration 

of queer kinship and the possibility of a future outside of the colonial present. I prescribe to an 

expansive understanding of wonderworks to feature texts which queerly adapt stories from 

Nishnaabeg and Mi'kmaq traditions in ways which bring the past to bear on the present and 

future. Throughout each of these chapters I provide critical interjections of narrative writing and 

auto-ethnography to grapple with the tangible impacts of the theory I am building. I cultivate 

these stories in this way to contend with the multifarious shapes and forms our stories and 

wonderworks take and how they bring us closer to the queer Indigenous futures we desire. 

 

 

Chapter Outlines: 

Chapter 1: Radical Care, Aftercare, and Care-full Worldbuilding of The Gilda Stories 

In this chapter I will introduce radical care as a framework, its role in decolonization, 

and how stories can enact care (as well as having care enacted within). I use Hobart and Kneese's 

article on Radical Care (2020) as my branching off point. How do we begin to define radical 

care? In their critical introduction “Radical Care: Survival Strategies for Uncertain Times,” 

Hi‘ilei Julia Kawehipuaakahaopulani Hobart (Kānaka Maoli) and Tamara Kneese identify 

radical care as “a set of vital but underappreciated strategies for enduring precarious worlds” (2). 
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Hobart and Kneese affirm, “when crisis and disaster are the relentlessly pervasive frameworks 

through which, for some, ‘redemption is not recognized as imminent or expected as 

forthcoming,’ despondence and disorientation are rational outcomes” (3). It is logical to feel 

profoundly burdened with this lived knowledge. It is logical to collapse under that weight, and 

yet Hobart and Kneese insist that “despite such unavoidable circumstances, we find hope in 

locating spaces and enactments of care” (3). Care for ourselves, care for our communities, for 

our more-than-human relatives. Sustainable and ethical radical care abandons the neoliberal 

fashionings of self care or exploitative care networks under the framework of settler colonialism 

and shifts us closer to Audre Lorde’s original message from A Burst of Light about self care: 

“Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political 

warfare,” instead offering coalition building and solidarity across difference (of species, race, 

gender, sexuality, etc.) (95). This radical care carries us onward, creating a knowing that we are 

here now, we were here before, and we will continue to be in the future.  

 As I think about how we, especially queer Indigenous folks, move forward, how we 

continue, I lean on these texts. Queer, Trans, and Two-Spirit Natives, who often encounter 

internal violence from their communities in addition to the external violence routinely faced by 

Natives and BIPOC, non-cis, poor queer folks, are surviving and “[daring] to thrive in 

environments that challenge their very existence” (Hobart and Kneese, 3). Everyday queer and 

2S Natives are raising funds to support their community, their kin, and others who they are in 

coalition with; they are opening their homes and lives to new kin; they are on the front lines of 

sovereignty movements; they are fierce protectors of the land and more other-than-human 

relations; they are creating art to see themselves in, they are creating art for others to find 

themselves, too. These every day acts of care and presence are radical, and are world making. 
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Pressed on all sides, yet continuing to be present and show care for their community and those 

outside of it. My argument will expand beyond Hobart and Kneese’s primary discussion of 

radical care to differentiate radical care (that is cis/het Native or Non-native) and Indigiqueer 

radical care, the latter of which focuses on radical queer Indigenous realities; these realities and 

futures do not simply have solidarity/coalition across borders/nations/sexuality/etc. but also 

species, land, and the cosmos beyond their own orbit.  

I use Jewelle Gomez’s The Gilda Stories as the first text to examine. This text acts as a 

test case for reading radical care, but also as a framework for what radical care can mean, as well 

as the impact a wonderwork can have on people. Gomez’s work as a Cape Verdean/ Ioway 

/Wampanoag Black Native is not simply an example of an Afro-Indigenous wonderwork, but a 

theory of Afro-Indigenous futurity and care, and through this book Gomez actually creates and 

engages in this theory of Afro-Indigenous care and kinship. In this chapter, I theorize the term 

aftercare, identifying the loop established by Gomez through the creation of her story world in 

The Gilda Stories. In this chapter I also invoke the knowledge of Christina Sharpe, Jamaica 

Heolimeleikalani Osorio (Kānaka Maoli), Kyle T. Mays, Alexis Pauline Gumbs, Jerry Rafiki 

Jenkins, Robyn Maynard, and Audre Lorde as I consider aftercare and the genealogies of 

Black/Afro-Indigenous radical care in the wake of slavery and colonization.  

 

The Gilda Stories follows a young girl who, within the first several pages, escapes her 

enslavement on a Mississippi plantation in 1850, runs away to Louisiana, and, while 

resting/hiding, kills a white overseer who attempts to rape and recapture her. The Girl is found 

and taken in by Gilda, a white lesbian vampire. Each chapter asserts a different kind of 

vampirism than what is canonical-- Gomez provides an Afro-Indigenous alternative to the white 
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cisheterosexist vampires that proceed (and follow) her work. Where the lion's share of vampire 

novels (clearly influenced by and sustaining settler colonial ideals) present narratives of dubious 

or absent consent, an exercise of extreme power, and careless consumption (either to death or to 

“turning”), Gomez’s vampire acts are ones grounded in transference.  

Rather than simply feeding on humans, the primary vampire characters of this novel 

(Gilda’s found/created family) are invested in reciprocal and balanced practices of sharing. The 

process of sustaining their bodies is not centered around taking power or subjugating those who 

provide them with what they need to survive, but it is about retaining balance and maintaining 

one’s responsibility to those we are connected to. To understand these connections, I turn to 

scholarship on Afro-Futurism, such as Jayna Brown’s Black Utopias: Speculative Life and the 

Music of Other Worlds. Brown similarly asserts the necessity of bonds through community and 

kinship, acknowledging that these connections and practices have existed in our world and that 

continued imagining of worlds where these bonds are prevalent is pivotal to our survival, but that 

historically imaginings of Black futures are built of and from notions of cis-heteropatriarchy and 

anthropocentrism. With The Gilda Stories, Gomez, by emphasizing and maintaining this 

approach to sharing and exchanging as a tenet central to the community of vampires within the 

story— particularly considering the queerness and Blackness of her connections— offers us an 

alternate world and an alternate system of connectivity. Not only does she provide us with new 

possibilities for what vampire and speculative fiction can look like, but she provides us with an 

ethical way of living and being that is grounded in Black and Indigenous knowledge which 

challenges and usurps cis-heteropatriarchal systems of colonial visions. 

Gomez uses her story world to subvert expectations, showing vampires (who 

traditionally embody qualities of cis-heteropatriarchal violence) of diverse histories/backgrounds 
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living by abolitionist, land-based, and community centered values. The vampires continue to 

survive throughout time, much as Indigenous peoples do, even in the face of environmental 

duress and persecution. The Gilda Stories presents this story world of possibility, a story about 

how we can engage in beautiful, fulfilling, and long-lasting connections. A story about what is 

possible when we are responsible to all of our kin, and when care is taken with regard to our 

relations (and what happens when care is not present). Perhaps most importantly, with The Gilda 

Stories, Jewelle Gomez has become a part of a transgressive legacy for Black and Afro-

Indigenous queer women storytellers and readers, a legacy her own work descends from.  

Chapter 2: Queer (Un)making: Transforming the Traditional 

 In this chapter I consider rewritings of traditional stories in order to both extend Justice’s 

terminology of “Indigenous wonderworks” and to understand manifestations of Indigiqueer 

remaking to provide space and possibility for all queer Indigenous peoples to be included into a 

matrix of care, love, and community. Retelling Indigenous traditional stories with a movement 

towards including people of all genders into the storyworld encourages our communities away 

from this oppressive system of relation (colonial gender binaries) towards one which reflects not 

only attention to our past stories of traditional gender variance, but also an investment in a future 

where all Indigenous peoples/community members are free from rigid mechanisms used to 

control Indigenous bodies, power, sovereignty, and community. My approach to these retellings 

is to engage in and perform countermapping/countercartography as a way of challenging those 

oppressive relationalities and connecting truly to the power of transformation. In this chapter I 

examine and develop multispecies networks of relationality and reciprocity as a way of 

Indigiqueering our pasts, futures, and the present.   

 In this chapter I engage with the eighth chapter of Simpson’s As We Have Always Done: 
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“Indigenous Queer Normativity.” This chapter ruminates on the ways that colonial intrusions of 

christianity, cisheteropatriarchy, and white supremacy have influenced greatly how Two Spirit 

and Indigiqueer peoples are treated within our communities and the manifold ways that this 

contributes to the anti-queer violence. If the goal of the heteropatriarchy is to break down and 

disrupt/destroy our relations, embracing queerness in our communities undermines colonial 

control and helps us move towards a future society where we are not passing down pain, 

violence, and colonial oppression to our kin. In a retelling of the Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg story 

about the practice of harvesting sap and making syrup with an intentional move to make the 

central character a gender-nonconforming child by using they/them/their pronouns (145). 

Simpson makes this conscious shift, changing the context of the story, in a way that 

demonstrates her investment in Indigenous queer normativity framed in the previous chapter. My 

analysis focuses first on the elements of Indigenous queer normativity integrated alongside the 

critical notion of land as pedagogy/Nishnaabeg intelligence. This gender expansiveness of a 

character in one story, particularly one that is so integral to community practices connected to 

land and knowledge, shows young Natives that their kinship and relations with the land are not 

(and should not be) defined by their gender and provides alternative worlds where all members 

of a community (human or more-than-human) are valued and celebrated for their knowledge and 

contributions. Simpson’s work demonstrates the power that storytelling has to not only refuse 

colonial realities that seek to break apart our communities, but to create spaces and futures where 

each member of our communities know love, compassion, and understanding-- and that these 

ideals/ethics have existed before, exist now, and will carry on to the future. Additionally, I bring 

focus to an adaptation of Simpson’s work by short film director Amanda Strong (Red River 

Michif/Metis). Biidaaban visualizes Simpson’s work through stop-motion animation in a story 



50 

about a young Indigiqueer following in the footsteps of their ancestors to harvest on their 

traditional lands— facing urban settler colonialism in the process. I understand Strong’s work to 

be a poignant transformed story which, owing to its medium of storytelling, can reach and 

provide space for readers in ways that written text alone cannot manifest. 

 Like Simpson, Louis Esmé Cruz’s (Mi'kmaq) short story, “Birth Song for Muin, in 

Red,” is a retelling of a traditional story; however, Cruz’s tale diverges from the original 

Mi’kmaq tale in numerous and poignant ways, providing a story for Two-Spirit, trans, and 

Indigiqueer Natives can identify themselves in. The story begins with a young girl who has no 

one to guide her through life and much like queer Natives, the girl must leave her home in order 

to find what she needs to survive. She soon comes upon a collective of Queer bears and meet 

them in an embrace (66-67). The queer community she finds herself in is complex and diverse in 

multiple ways, and out of a longing and desire to make a home in this beautiful and joyful 

family. Queer transformations occur across the piece as Cruz presents this complex, and 

comforting, landscape of self; this moment of reflection pulls together all of his knowledge into a 

balanced being, recognizing that the balance here is not conforming to some cis-heteropatriarchal 

idea of gender or identity, but instead the balance that comes from breaking away from that 

expectation. We see, at the end, Muinji’j flourishing as an old bear-man, only possible through 

his embrace of his own complex human-bear-ness 

 Thinking back to the aftercare loop established previously, each of these stories 

emphasizes the “after” in aftercare. These retellings are retellings— they are doing the work to 

provide care for community members and readers after cis-heteropatriarchal settler colonial 

society has manipulated and violated our traditional stories and (subsequently) our Indigenous 
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communities. To read, write, and engage with retellings in a way that heals or soothes harm— in 

a way that creates inclusive worlds— is aftercare in action.  

As I interject my own narrative throughout this chapter, a retelling of its own, this 

dissertation, too, becomes aftercare in action. I use autotheory to ground this argument in two 

pivotal ways. First, the personal work here performs transformative reflection as a salve— 

traditional medicine to heal wounds and soothe pain that will allow me to continue forward into a 

kinder future (for myself and for those I am in kinship with). Secondly, I follow in Cruz’s 

literary footsteps to craft an Indigiqueer retelling from my own oral tradition which will, with 

hope, be taken up as a vision of a more caring world that holds space for Indigiqueer life.  

 

Chapter 3: Wonderworks, Speculative Fiction, and the Apocalypse 

Indigiqueer speculative fiction offers a reflection of colonial pasts and opens the window 

for potential Indigiqueer futures where we might survive and thrive. This chapter clearly 

establishes aftercare as a methodology and a practice of reading essential to understanding the 

presence of care within literature in the postapocalyptic contemporary and the ability of such 

care to transform and transfer across bodies, space, and time. This chapter engages with the 

radical care present within/through Adam Garnet Jones’s “History of the New World” and jaye 

simpson’s “Ark of the Turtle’s Back” and considers how it allows for transitions to new futures 

while simultaneously holding space for the complexities of loss and life, mourning and joy, and 

an abundance of queer Indigenous love. I conclude that Indigiqueer speculative fiction as a genre 

offers us unique glimpses into futures of radical care that will help us become as we move 

toward more uncertain times.  
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In this chapter, I engage with Daniel Heath Justice’s piece on wonderworks and the 

expanding field of sf or speculative fiction. Through the term “wonderworks” Justice encourages 

a shift in terminology for Indigenous stories. In “Indigenous Wonderworks and the Settler-

Colonial Imaginary,” Justice speaks to wonderworks as an avenue for understanding and 

visualizing our fully lived realities, imagining otherwise, and crafting futures of possibility. I find 

this terminology effective compared to discussions of expanding the boundaries of speculative 

fiction15 when discussing Indigenous futurist stories as Indigenous Wonderworks open up a 

space of possibility for us to explore, play, imagine. They ask of us to remember and to 

recognize that we are not alone in a single reality or world, but that we exist alongside countless 

others and that within and external to our own worlds is a complex system of possible relations, 

where we form and continue our relationships with our kin, with the land and our histories, with 

the worlds and kin we have yet to meet (5). 

 I will use Justice’s term “Indigenous Wonderworks” to analyze two contrasting stories 

from Joshua Whitehead’s (Oji-nêhiyaw) edited anthology, Love After the End (2020, 2021) 

dedicated to exploring these uncertainties about our futures. By doing this I will assert that these 

stories are more than escapism from the terror and exhaustion within our everyday lives, they 

allow us to occupy and invent new worlds-- to integrate ourselves into different future; 

speculative fiction and Indigenous wonderworks encourage their readers to think about their own 

contemporary worlds, how and why they are structured this way and how they could look 

differently. Here I call attention to the second and third elements of the theoretical aftercare loop; 

again, the story provides visions of other, hopeful worlds for readers but the uptake of these 

 
15 Joy Sanchez-Taylor’s Diverse futures: Science Fiction and Authors of Color speaks to the expanding field of sf or 

speculative fiction. Sanchez-Taylor expresses comfort with the widening borders of sf as a genre (beneficial to 

people of color who have formerly been excluded from the category). 
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stories leads to tangible actions towards caring and loving futures. As these actions build upon 

themselves, we, as a collective, survive into the future and care for others better and I argue that 

the future bearing element to these stories is essential— these texts explore the “after” of 

aftercare. Jones’ short story propels us into a not-so-far-off future Tkaronto, a deteriorating city 

in a deteriorating and increasingly uninhabitable world, where a small queer family must make a 

decision to leave the earth and become trans-dimensional pioneers (read: colonizers and settlers) 

of a twin planet or to “dig in [and]... stay”(46). simpson’s short story stands out in the anthology 

through its exploration of trans/Two Spirit queer loving, Indigenous resistance, and new kinships 

found beyond the ancient ones that connect us to this earth. The characters make the difficult 

choice to “[get] off this damn planet before they take any more of us” (66).  

Ultimately, none of the choices made by the characters are simple or easy— just as 

aftercare is not always simple or easy. After a crisis, after massive loss of life, of land, of 

community what remains present is a care that binds a collective together. Aftercare is there to 

support the characters after an overwhelming crisis. Jones’ “History of the New World” is a story 

of loss and heartbreak, colonial trauma, and environmental devastation as well as one of renewal, 

resurgence, and rebirth. This story presents fissures, abandonment, ruination, loss; characters 

face situations which almost demand despondency— and yet instead we find the emergence of 

care and love as avenues for Indigiqueer futurity that expands beyond the constraints of 

colonialism and capitalism. Radical care and aftercare— grounded in queerness and 

Indigeneity— becomes the nucleus for these new worlds and ways of knowing and being. It is 

only through Indigiqueer radical care that any of us can survive, and in Indigiqueer wonderworks 

we find radical hope and a tangible path forward.  
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jaye simpson’s “Ark of the Turtles Back” offers an alternative future-- one where the 

choice lies between a continued genocide and an exodus that would end the planet but save a 

large collective of the marginalized. In this story, once again, we see a defiance and resistance 

against colonial systems. We see a community created and bound by care and love, as well as a 

growth towards a future of care through this exodus and incalculable loss. Although the sacrifice 

for it is almost unbearable, there is a knowledge that we will continue as we have always done. 

That we will continue with consensual care for those we establish relationships with, with the 

land and the buffalo and the grasses of the new earth. We see healing enacted despite deep 

wounds and scars both before and after the exodus. In this, readers can also see alternative ways 

of existing and being outside the restrictive colonial binaries.  

These are futures not rooted in some ahistorical past or a flattened utopian future, but 

rather are connected to a simultaneous past, present, and future. The story reminds (or shows 

perhaps for the first time) queer Indigenous individuals their power and presence; they can locate 

themselves in the story, within a community, and in a coming future. These short stories offer up 

a future world for Indigiqueer and Two-Spirit individuals, and makes real the radical care that 

they need in the present. To see Indigiqueers represented in futurism stories where growth and 

relation and joy and hope and something other than loss is presented cares for us, tends to our 

bodies and minds and tangibly changes the worlds we inhabit. These stories make meaning and 

make real the future and care for our pasts, now. It is an act of calling to, calling forth. In this 

chapter, I will also invoke Lou Cornum (Diné/Bilagáana), Frantz Fanon, Eve Tuck (Aleut), K. 

Wayne Yang, C. Ree, Aiko Yamashiro (Japanese/Okinawan/Chamorro) and Bryan Kamaoli 

Kuwada (Kānaka Maoli).  
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Act I •  Harvesting/Gathering/Collecting  
 

 

 

 

Awaken your senses, hear the sound 

of shifting—sliding—early earth. 

arrive, stumbling onto your hands 

and knees— feel the deep warmth 

as the tips of your fingers dig 

fervently into the flesh of the land. 
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Gathering in Pools 

My memories of digging always come with water. 

At the beach we dig deep, my sister and I, using water’s erosive character to drag away 

unwanted sand— of course water never exactly follows the will of children. We ask it to drag 

away the sand so that our hole might become deeper, wider, expansive— and water does, but 

with the coming waves water simply deposits more sand for use to remove. Water is tricky, 

sometimes collapsing and dragging into itself the sand fortifications we worked so tirelessly to 

build, and sometimes lending her essential aid to building those same structures.  

Though he does not play fair, though he sometimes knocks us onto our asses and we 

tumble together like two young kids duking it out, we show our friend the respect a comrade or 

kin deserves.  

To the deep blues of the Atlantic Ocean we return the living (and dead) moon jellies: we 

use our small hands to dig deep into the sand, pick up the jelly laying on what is now swiftly 

crumbling infrastructure, run to the edge of the water, toss it in quickly, and watch it drift away 

with the waves before running back to the drier sand. This goes on and on throughout the day, 

onlookers seeing two young children excitedly running up and down the foreshore and tossing 

sand into the air, screaming if for one second we thought we had touched the soft, squishy body 

of the stinging creature— only to learn later in life that moon jellies can’t even penetrate human 

skin with their cnidocytes (stinging cells). Though I now know that most common jellies washed 

ashore will most certainly die even if returned to the water, you’ll still catch me and my sister 

scooping our hands into the wet sand and rushing the jellies to a watery reprieve. Even now in 

Hawaiʻi, where venomous Portuguese Man-o-War wash up onto Pacific shores after every full 
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moon, my loved ones are forever stuck in trepidation watching me dig up bright blue dangers 

and setting them loose into the waves (much to the assumed dismay of nearby swimmers).  

To the brackish marsh water along the Carolinian coasts we return the living horseshoe 

crabs— this time with notably more care put into the process. Early intervention and education 

from our father trained us to scan the beach for these ancient creatures, their reddish brown 

carapaces and distinctive tracks of their shovel-like heads dipped into the sand easily spotted 

from the backshore. I can remember the thwacking sound of the upturned crabs, folding at their 

abdomen, tail slapping towards their heads in an attempt to flip over and return to the water; I 

remember their segmented limbs chaotically scrabbling in the air. I think, like many small 

children, I was scared of them at first. Something so foreign to the senses and uncategorizable 

but, like most things to do with water-bound animals, growing curiosity overtook any developing 

phobia. We were taught first to never grab their tails, but not out of fear for ourselves, but the 

fear of endangering these beautiful, ancient creatures. We learned— and taught others— to look 

at the horseshoe crab tracks to see if they were headed back towards the water, grab them by 

their carapaces, and gently carry them back to the water and release them. I recall being 

overpowered at times by the crabs thwacking against my little grasp, but a determination above 

all to protect them as best as I could. This was something that seemed so important, yet also so 

trivial. Horseshoes were commonplace on South Carolinian shores so this is just something we 

did; now reflecting on this practice I realize that I was enacting a multispecies kinship by 

inserting myself into the life of this particular ecosystem. To the voices that rang out in my youth 

telling me that my compassion and intervention for these creatures challenged by their own 

environment was disobeying some law of the natural world, I respond with generations of 
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knowledge that Indigenous people have always interacted with the lands and waters they 

steward, promoting biodiversity, ecosystem balance, and new growth.  

 

When the sky showed signs of rain and the land responded in kind with the rich 

fragrance of petrichor, we embraced the opportunity to dig our hands into the earth softened by 

the inundation of water. Pouring rain allowed us to run outside in our bathing suits and create 

new worlds out of mud, twigs, and other natural materials. With our hands moats overrun with 

crocodiles, underground civilizations, and archaeological digs manifested; spoons became 

shovels to help us dig deeper and dislodge massive boulders (quartz pebbles in the soil). Our joy 

was most tangible when we dug our fingers into the mud and they were met with fattened iron-

red and slate-grey earth. Clay was abundant underneath the topsoil of our coastal North 

Carolinian military base, particularly due to our location by New River, an ancient tributary of 

the Kanawha River. Two million years ago glacial sheets covered the New River and left behind 

iron-rich clay and rocks as glacial debris, leading to an abundance of red clay persisting in the 

land. Rain followed by a Southern heat spell would wick away the moisture in the ground and 

consequently create cracks in the earth revealing the presence of red clay on the surface of the 

land. I can recall, even now, the soft crunch of the dried clay beneath my shoes— more 

satisfying than the dead and dried leaves of fall. With this fat earth we would make animal 

figurines, small bowls, and fortify tunnels dug into the ground. We didn’t know about adding 

temper, building with any particular style, or firing a piece for permanence, but by playing in the 

dirt and with the water or finding clay deposits from an ancient river we were acting in line with 

the footsteps of our ancestors.  
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Whenever we find clay or interact with our ancestors (human and non-human), there is 

always a process that results in that discovery. To find the clay mentioned above, we needed to 

gain knowledge from our earthly kin— we needed to pay attention to the land, to the waters, and 

know what has come before. The part of the process that we take part in requires this communion 

with the land, and our care and joy in searching for clay and digging in the dirt is an offering to 

the land. We take time to unearth the clay, to reveal what was left behind—in the case of New 

River—from the shifting of glacial ice over twenty thousand years ago. The clay was there 

laying in the earth and only through our joyful exploration was it excavated, examined, 

transformed, and played with. The work it requires to reveal clay is not one to be disregarded— 

the process of discovery within a powerful multi-species kinship network can indeed change the 

worlds we walk within.  
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Chapter I  •  Radical Care, Aftercare, and Care-full Worldbuilding of The 

Gilda Stories 

Part I: Tracing Care Back and Forth: Forewords, Afterwords 

The Gilda Stories was the first of its kind; amidst the canonical white masculinist 

vampire stories like Bram Stoker’s Dracula and Anne Rice’s Vampire Chronicles, or the 

hierarchical and (once again) white lesbian vampire novella Carmilla by Sheridan Le Fanu, The 

Gilda Stories centers around intimate and erotic connections between vampires, others of their 

kind, humans, and the land around them. The Gilda Stories, a Black lesbian vampire novel that 

predates Butler’s Fledgling, was born out of a moment of rage and a desire for power in the face 

of powerlessness, but transformed into a story grounded in questions about family, responsibility 

to ourselves and others, about consent, life, and connections across difference (i-iii). Our central 

character is a young, Black girl (known simply as The Girl) who escapes her enslavement at a 

Mississippi plantation in 1850. Though she saves herself from bondage, she is found by a white 

bounty hunter/overseer who begins to rape her. She uses a stolen wooden knife to kill the man 

and is found sobbing by Gilda, a white lesbian vampire who runs Woodard’s, a brothel, 

alongside her companion and lover, Bird (a Lakota lesbian vampire). Gilda takes the girl into her 

care, introducing her to a life filled with much more joy and pleasure than the girl could 

previously imagine. The Girl grows into an inquisitive and curious young woman under the 

tutelage of Bird and Gilda until she is transformed into a vampire after the original Gilda decides 

to take a final death/stillness, and she then gains the name of Gilda herself.  

Each chapter explores the advancing years of Gilda’s new life, and asserts a different 

kind of vampirism than what is canonical-- Gomez provides an Afro-Indigenous alternative to 
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the white cisheterosexist vampires that proceed (and follow) her work. Where the lion's share of 

vampire novels (clearly influenced by and sustaining settler colonial ideals) present narratives of 

dubious or absent consent, an exercise of extreme power, and careless consumption (either to 

death or to “turning”), Gomez’s vampire acts are ones grounded in transference. Rather than 

simply feeding on humans, the primary vampire characters of this novel (Gilda’s found/created 

family) are invested in reciprocal and balanced practices of sharing. As the Original Gilda invites 

Gilda into her world, into the life of a vampire, she shares this overarching message about how 

she and others of her kind live: 

In our life, we who live by sharing the life blood of others have no need to kill. It 

is through our connection with life, not death, that we live...There is a joy to the exchange we 

make. We draw life into ourselves, yet we give life as well. We give what’s needed—energy, 

dreams, ideas. It’s a fair exchange in a world full of cheaters. And when we feel it is right, when 

the need is great on both sides, we can re-create others like ourselves to share life with us. It is 

not a bad life. (45) 

For the vampires in the novel, the process of sustaining their bodies is not centered 

around taking power or subjugating those who provide them with what they need to survive, but 

it is about retaining balance and maintaining one’s responsibility to those we are connected to. It 

is not just blood that is shared, it is a deeper feeling of life and humanity that is shared. In Yerba 

Buena (1890, a full forty years after her initial escape from slavery and approximately 20 years 

in her new life as a vampire), when asked by an elder family member what she has learned, Gilda 

states with deep feeling: “Betraying our shared life, our shared humanity makes one unworthy of 

sharing, unworthy of life” (81). To disturb, disrupt, abandon, or forsake our bonds, to reject our 

connectedness is a turn towards colonial perceptions of power, greed, and subjugation. By 
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emphasizing and maintaining this approach to sharing and exchanging as a tenet central to the 

community of vampires within the story, Gomez offers us an alternate world and an alternate 

system of connectivity. Not only does she provide us with new possibilities for what vampire and 

speculative fiction can look like, but she provides us with an ethical way of living and being that 

is grounded in Black and Indigenous knowledges. 

The Gilda Stories as a primary text is a remarkable example of the power of 

wonderworks and speculative fiction to establish ethical Indigiqueer futurisms. However, In Part 

I of this chapter I want to focus first on the ways that care arises in the text through the 

transformation and transference of care across generations between Black and Afro-Indigenous 

women— it is this ability to transform the world through these words/works that makes this care 

radical. In particular, this 25th Anniversary expanded edition of The Gilda Stories provides great 

insight into the impact of radically caring and future bearing stories/theory through the use of 

powerfully interconnected epigraph, foreword, and afterword. The “after” of this afterword 

becomes a clear reflection of aftercare in action through its engagement with radical care that 

comes in the wake of catastrophe and manifests change in the world through a building and 

growing together. This chapter, in its progression and its formatting, is a representation of this 

joyful exploration; it materializes this process of gathering and harvesting. As with gathering 

clay to make pots, I gather ideas and methods from this text, and rather than assemble them here, 

they form the material that will be used for future pots. This part of my work, by necessity, is not 

an orderly coil pot but it is the clay, the earth from which that coil pot may be built. The Gilda 

Stories was the foundation for my work in this dissertation, just as joyful exploration in the mud 

is the first step for any clay pot.  
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The Haunting of “Prologue” 

In the foreword of the 25th anniversary edition of The Gilda Stories, Jewelle Gomez 

shares the essential questions which arise from the writing and reading of the novel; this work, 

her story, ponders the meanings of family, of responsible engagements of power, the necessity of 

building community and of creating and maintaining connections across difference (XII). 

Essential to the “spine” of the story is a refrain Gomez shares from the theatrical adaptation of 

the novel: “We take blood, not life, and leave something in exchange.” She writes: “In order to 

answer any of the questions this book raises we must take blood— metaphorically speaking. 

That is, we must learn how to break through the surface, find the deep dangerous place where 

blood flows without hurting one another, and share all that we know and love in order to 

survive.” I must admit, upon my first few readings of The Gilda Stories I overlooked her 

messages within the foreword. So eager to read and journey with Gilda, I passed by something so 

essential to my understanding and experience of the novel— where I was floundering to make 

connections, build bridges, and formulate theory, Gomez was here with a guiding hand all along. 

“This is a lifelong pursuit for all of us,” she asserts, “ I hope another couple of generations will 

take this journey with Gilda at their sides as I do” (XII). The journey is not simply the joyful act 

of reading The Gilda Stories, but our everyday actions and movement towards a future— one 

which, with Gilda at our sides, will perhaps be kinder and more caring. By engaging in questions 

around our reciprocal relationships and loving communities which occupy/inform the novel, we 

are transformed; no longer simply in the world, but of it. Gomez both recognizes the impact her 

work has had in the twenty-five years since its debut and the potential future that Gilda/Gilda 

will have. She acknowledges her contribution to a lineage of scholarship/writing/fiction by (and 

for) Black lesbian authors and anticipates a future where there will be more. This act of gazing 
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back and looking forward exists at the heart/core of my theorization of aftercare as a practice, 

framework, and methodology and is what guides me into these narratives.  

 It is important to note that as I speak to this Black lesbian lineage documented by the 

front matter and end matter of The Gilda Stories in this section, Afro-Indigeneity is central to 

Gomez’s positionality and genealogy. Her Indigeneity, though not clarified or addressed in her 

foreword, is significantly present within the body of the text. Her integration of radical care 

throughout the text is never more poignant than in her approach to kinship with land, her 

prioritization of balance, and through Gilda’s own relationship to her Blackness— an inherently 

Indigenous relationality. In an interview with the Horror Writers Association, “Indigenous 

Heritage in Horror,” Jewelle shares:  

I grew up with my great grandmother and her daughter who were Ioway and 

Wampanoag. They were wonderful storytellers as well as voracious readers. So they were 

always telling stories about their pasts or about books they read. As a kid I was enraptured… In 

The Gilda Stories I wanted a character that represented my grandmother who was so loving in 

helping my great grandmother raise me so I did include a Native character in the first chapter. 

Then in a later chapter… I use her stage name and character directly. I do it mostly to honour my 

family and keep mixed Natives from being invisible. 

Though this chapter explores a conversation about Black lesbian feminism between 

Black lesbian feminists, Gomez’s Indigeneity is critical in framing this conversation and in 

building a genealogy of aftercare. 
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When I first began writing this chapter I was convinced that I would save my discussion 

of the front and end matter for my conclusion. It seemed right, in my mind, to build the stage and 

play out the parts first; only after that was done would I be able to build the bridge between story 

and people, analysis and action. However, as I returned to the front matter and end matter, I felt 

no longer burdened by this boundary I had placed on myself. Instead, I became curious. Gomez 

had intentionally provided us readers with a quote from Audre Lorde, serving both as a framing 

of our reading and as a gateway into the future of her making.  

At night sleep locks me into an echoless coffin 

sometimes at noon I dream 

there is nothing to fear 

“Prologue,” Audre Lorde (lines 10-12) 

 

Seeing this quote in the 25th anniversary edition of The Gilda Stories, I decided to look back to 

earlier additions to affirm that this epigraph was present in the original editions in 1991. Through 

my research I stumbled upon an essay written by Gomez for The Feminist Wire; in it she shares 

how instrumental Lorde was in forming her political identity and her identity as a writer, 

routinely returning to Lorde’s poetry and essays as a way to enter or begin her own writing 

practice. Gomez reflects on how, when she first wrote the short story collection that became this 

novel, she reached once again to Lorde’s writing for some morsel of script to collect her stories 

together and— in the same moment— wrap them in love. “Prologue,” she analyzes, represents 

Lorde’s beliefs about transformation and nature: “her life would be transmuted and feed the earth 

from which would spring the future.” This excerpt Gomez has pulled from “Prologue” works 

doubly, both in identifying or predicting Gilda’s life within the text and reflecting Gomez’s own 

experiences which led to the creation of Gilda. This excerpt from “Prologue,” too, presents a 

kind of transformation within nature— or at least the hopes of one. Gomez aptly uses this 
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simultaneously haunting and hopeful excerpt where Lorde juxtaposes the dark, dreary, 

suffocating image of an echoless coffin with the light of day and the possibility of a future 

without fear. Lorde here serves as a contemporary and an ancestor for Gomez, her knowledge 

and wisdom taken up and given to the heart of this novel. You cannot read this book without 

seeing the spectral hand of Lorde guiding Gomez’s work, and it is their gentle hands working in 

tandem that help us build this possible future without fear.  If haunting ceases to stop, as Eve 

Tuck and C. Ree assert in “A Glossary of Haunting,” then we can consider Lorde’s presence an 

inescapable spectre in Gomez’s work and ideology. Haunting, this continued presence within this 

world of things long since past, begins here with the prologue— this epigraph— and carries 

across The Gilda Stories as a mechanism to imbue care towards a kinder future. 

Within the context of the poem as a whole, these excerpted lines are buttressed by 

haunting; “Prologue”’s first stanza— which holds our excerpted lines—begins: “Haunted by 

poems beginning with I / seek out those whom I love who are deaf / to whatever does not destroy 

/ or curse the old ways that did not serve us” and concludes with “and through my lips comes the 

voices / of the ghosts of our ancestors / living and moving among us” (lines 1-4, 19-21). Of 

course, the haunting does not end with this stanza, but is present throughout the entirety of 

“Prologue.” The haunting throughout is, just as within lines 10-12, not a simple gothic horror; I 

choose, rather, to take up haunting as a complex duality— it is both the coffin and the new light 

of day. The coffin is that which confines and encloses. It is a space occupied by death and decay, 

a kind of constancy and knowing which burdens the living. For Lorde, it is the darkness which 

keeps our voices and bodies constrained, maintaining an unsure footing as we move forward. 

The coffin holds that which is not living, a space where time for its occupants and their witnesses 

becomes stagnant— never aging, never growing, never changing. That which exists in the coffin 
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is burdened to gather dust and decay as the world moves ever forward. The new light, however, 

is an anticipatory constant; we know to expect the light shining across the edges of the earth 

every morning, we prepare and wait for its return. It is the persistent return and promise of the 

everyday future, and an acknowledgement of the days and lives that have witnessed the same 

light. “The ghosts of our ancestors” that Lorde brings into her work are not necessarily 

supernatural agents to be horrified by, but rather the past colliding and existing with the present.  

For Black and Indigenous lives that have been subjected to the violences of colonization 

and genocide, ghostly matters are all too common. In Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the 

Sociological Imagination, Avery F. Gordon asserts that “haunting is not the same as being 

exploited, traumatized, or oppressed, although it usually involves these experiences or is 

produced by them. What’s distinctive about haunting is that it is an animated state in which 

repressed or unresolved social violence is making itself known” (xvi). In walking this life, in the 

spectre of slavery and colonization, Black and Indigenous lives exist closer to death; we carry 

death through the intergenerational trauma brought about through these historical processes, and 

we experience death and dying through their continued presence in our lives.  

In the context of Black life, Christina Sharpe identifies this intimacy with death as a 

product of living in the wake — a multiplicitous term which Sharpe uses as a “means of 

understanding how slavery’s violences emerge within the contemporary conditions of spatial, 

legal, psychic, material, and other dimensions of Black non/beings as well as in Black modes of 

resistance” (24). Gordon similarly comments on the “lingering inheritance of racial slavery,” 

noting “slavery has ended, but something of it continues to live on, in the social geography of 

where peoples reside, in the authority of collective wisdom and shared benightedness, in the 

veins of the contradictory formation we call New World modernity” (139). It is clear that 
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through the continued permanence of the structures of slavery and violence, haunting or ghostly 

matters are reproduced as easily as Black non-living. Krista Franklin, in a roundtable discussion 

on “Raising the Dead” with Aricka Foreman and avery r. Young, similarly echoes:  

Just living in the body of Blackness—the bodies of Blacknesses—means we are 

constantly walking with the dead…Because we have that specific relationship and 

understanding to death [as Black people] — because the hauntology is something we are 

constantly living in—our stories are full of those who have passed on, or who are passing 

on, or who have not yet arrived (Black Hauntology).  

Franklin, alongside the other individuals on the panel, does not show fear in the face of the 

stories filled with the dead, dying, and unborn; rather, just as Lorde contends, they are the ghosts 

of ancestors and future kin here living among us, carried along through the stages of life.  

Indigenous peoples similarly contend with this proximity to death by and through the 

settler colonial state. I think here of the phrase which has been in use in the Americas since the 

mid-to-late nineteenth century: “The only good Indian is a dead Indian.” This proverb carries 

with it the genocidal intentions of a nation, the desire of a general public as well as a settler 

government to not simply remove or displace Natives, but to eliminate them. These processes of 

genocide are still in place in both insidiously subtle and brazen ways; they are enacted through 

policy, through the absence of policy, through the continued desecration of Indigenous land and 

waterways, through the patriarchal and misogynistic systems which disrupt Native life and 

traditional practice, through the disappearing of Indigenous Women, Girls, and Two-Spirit. All 

the while, the North American public actively participates in the continued erasure of Indigenous 

peoples. In “Indigenous Wonderworks and the Settler Colonial Imaginary,” Daniel Heath Justice 

speaks to the need for more accurate and comprehensive Indigenous representation as “so much 
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of what people think they know about Indigeneity is self-serving colonial fantasy that 

rationalizes the continuing theft of Indigenous lands, violence against Indigenous bodies and 

relations, marginalization of Indigenous lives, and displacement of Indigenous being.” He 

continues, sharing that the settler construction of Indigenous identity is predicated on “real” 

Indigeneity being centered in loss, deficit, and othering. Indigenous people, within this context, 

are seen as ghosts— those who have already past, those who do not fit or function within this 

temporal reality, “that which is passed away or gathering dust on the museum shelf.” Tuck and 

Ree speak to an Indigenous haunting, produced as a result of a genocidal America, noting that 

“Settler colonialism is the management of those who have been made killable, once and future 

ghosts—those that had been destroyed, but also those that are generated in every generation” 

(642). Here the spectre is one that is as cyclical and seemingly unending as the project of settler 

colonialism refuses to cease and we are always already future ghosts/ancestors.  

Ancestors. Ancestors who have carried across time their knowledges, wisdom, stories, 

recipes, sorrows, loves, and lives are now our burden. This haunting is then a lineage, a way of 

carrying the past with us into the future.  

I return now to The Gilda Stories’ epigraph; as we engage with the duality of these lines 

— that sensation of being haunted and hopeful— I find that the excerpt itself works doubly, both 

in identifying or predicting Gilda’s life and reflecting Gomez’s own experiences which led to the 

creation of Gilda. Both the author and her character move, live, and work through a world where 

they are persistently haunted. In the introduction to his folio “Black Hauntology: An Introduction 

- The Ghosts that Endure” for Yale Review, Phillip B. Williams expand’s on Gordon’s discourse 

and describes haunting as “the cyclical attempt at reconciliation between a past story and a 

present interior.” The haunting, he shares, tethers Black people always to what was, “recoloring 
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ways Black people think, move, and feel in the present tense.” For Gilda, as I will explore 

throughout my literary analysis in this chapter, the haunting is exceptionally present; exceptional 

both because of her former status as an enslaved person and her latter status as a vampire— a 

being which lives far beyond their assumed mortal death. As time passes for Gilda, she gains a 

temporal and physical distance from the trauma of enslavement, but throughout the text it clings 

to her. There are repeated instances throughout the text where we can see the past surface to 

trouble Gilda. For example, in the chapter “Rosebud, Missouri: 1921— set 71 years after her 

escape from enslavement—Gilda fights two nightriders, killing one of them and injuring the 

other and she becomes overwhelmed with fear at her own relishing of violence. Days later, when 

there is a knock at her door in the night, she is startled and confronted with this haunting: “There 

was a moment of terror when time eclipsed itself and it was again 1850. Gilda fought the panic 

barrelling through her and searched her mind for who it might be” (115). Though one could 

simply read this fear as a traumatic response to the recent encounter with the nightriders, the 

residual adrenaline coursing through her veins, I find this moment (and those like it) to be a 

reflection of her haunting. Here time eclipses itself to place her back into her memories of being 

enslaved and the efforts she made to remain free, we witness the animation of this past trauma 

and violence override Gilda’s sense of the present. The panic does not merely appear and resolve 

itself, it barrels through her, commanding her to recognize its presence.  

Though there are many moments throughout the text where Gilda experiences these 

triggering moments, this is not the main presence of the haunting. The haunting presents more 

than some episodic moments of stress and fear; rather, as Williams notes, it colors her entire 

experience of the world and her subsequent relations with the people in it. The haunting clings to 

her; we see it through her fear of water and oceans, we see it in her unsettled nature, we see it in 
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her indecision and even stitched into her clothing. Just as she carries these weighty memories, 

ever present companions, she too must carry with her always the soil of her birthplace and, 

subsequently, her enslavement. Part of the necessary measures taken by vampires to protect 

themselves from sun, water, and other such weaknesses, each vampire must retain sachets of 

their native soil. She keeps this soil with her, literally stitched into her clothing, but never returns 

to her birthplace. In the final chapter, as Gomez writes of her journey southwest, she shares 

“[Gilda] had come south and west from New Hampshire, avoiding Mississippi almost 

unconsciously as if bounty hunters might still be searching for the girl she had been” (243). Two 

hundred years have elapsed between her escape and this moment, but still the past makes itself 

known and physically impacts the way she moves in the world. However, it is that which haunts 

her and alters her presence in the world that allows her to find comfort and closeness with other 

humans— particularly other Black people— and keep a grip on her own humanity. In each place 

that Gilda claims as her home she builds community and in the process bolsters Black life: in 

Rosebud, Missouri she supports a young Black widow as she finds her agency outside of her 

marriage; In Boston’s South End she creates Black community through her beauty salon and 

lives happily amongst the Black human population there, only leaving after a conflict with 

another of her kind; and it is only in New York that Gilda fosters a relationship with someone 

who becomes her kin, a Black man named Julius. Though her educators and elders teach her that 

“betraying our shared life, our shared humanity makes one unworthy of sharing, unworthy of 

life” they also urge her to separate or distance herself from these humans whom she cares for so 

much, they urge her to acknowledge the difference between her life and mortals. She too felt this 

as time passed, but still that present haunting clung to Gilda. As she considers the idea of 

entering another being into this life she chose and turning a human into a vampire, she reflects on 
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the past and all the moments and people, both mortal and immortal, who led her to her survival 

and held her with love. She identifies her tether to her own humanness:  

Her connection to the daylight world came from her blackness. The memories of her 

master’s lash as well as her mother’s face, legends of the Middle Passage, lynchings she 

had not been able to prevent, images of black women bent over scouring brushes—all 

fueled her ambition. She had been attacked more than once by men determined that she 

die, but of course she had not. She felt their hatred as personally as any mortal. The 

energy of the struggles of those times sustained her, somehow (180)16 

In this way Gilda was unlike the others of her family, she needed this bond with the Black public 

and with Black people; without this connection and kinship she would not withstand the long 

passage of time.  She reflects here on the people who led her through this life, and it is 

predominantly Black women that she has cemented relationships to. Chapter three and beyond 

feature Gilda as a part of the wider Black community, something Gilda notes that other vampires 

don't really do, nor do they feel the need or desire to foster such intimacy. In this particular 

chapter, she speaks with Julius about their shared connection to Black power movements. She 

routinely finds herself integrated into and needing these Black communities in the same way that 

someone like Bird needed to connect to indigenous peoples across the world. This community 

making is a response to this haunting, a persistent prompting for Gilda to establish a community 

with Black women both sustains her, but also provides this opportunity for Black flourishing and 

potentialities.  

 
16 Black in quotations from The Gilda Stories goes un-capitalized for accurate replication of the text. 
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Each chapter that features Gilda “on her own” is one in which we find Gilda immersed 

in the Black community like the beauty shop in the South End or the Black church of Rosebud, 

Missouri. In this chapter (Chapter 5 - Off-Broadway: 1971), Gilda is building a relationship with 

Julius through their shared connection to Black power movements, particularly within the 

context of the theater work they are both currently performing. Gomez continues: “[Gilda’s] 

need to shrug off human entrapments was strong, but her bond with the past life was deeper.” 

This haunting spectre bonds itself to Black life through the “endless returns” of slavery. Gordon 

notes on the difference between haunting and trauma that “haunting, unlike trauma, is distinctive 

for producing something-to-be-done” (xvi); Gilda takes up this ghostly demand and uses it to 

transform her world, she works to recognize and name the places of confinement and pain for her 

people, but also embraces, emboldens, and creates the persistent return of the light and the 

hopeful future it promises. We routinely see Gilda integrating herself into, and needing, these 

Black communities in the same way that someone like Bird needed to connect to Indigenous 

peoples throughout the world. This community-making is a response to the haunting, a persistent 

prompting for Gilda to establish roots and build with Black women that both sustains her but also 

provides a space for Black flourishing and potentialities. .  

 Gomez writes Gilda as this extraordinary beacon of hope, but she does so in a way 

which values Gilda’s humanity. The humanity Gomez creates through Gilda and her loved ones 

is a kind that is righteous yet fallible; that leans towards love, intimacy, and kinship; that finds 

value in caring radically for those beings who occupy our world. Gomez specifically mentions 

humanity in her foreword, stating 

 the trauma of the escape and the violence that surrounds her path to freedom is a weight 

she must bear through time. Each new decade brings reminders that the culture has not 
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yet healed the wounds left from slavery and bigotry. Gilda must learn to leave those she 

loves behind without bending under the further weight of loneliness. Throughout her 

journey she tries to hold on to her humanity and help others to find theirs (XII) 

Humanity is essential to this conversation as it reveals that it is not the vampire's separateness 

that produces the caring communities, but Gilda's specific attachment to humanity, through her 

Blackness, which allows for this kinship mentioned. However, the concept of humanity in 

concert with Blackness is often fraught and complex. Black studies, specifically the framework 

of Afropessimism, speaks at length to the inaccessibility for Black people to the category of the 

human.17 Humanity is central to The Gilda Stories, but its presence in the narrative is fraught and 

conflicting— both within the text itself and in relation to Black studies. Gilda clings to her 

humanity and Gomez encourages us to find and cling to our own, but what humanity are they 

reaching for?  

For Gilda, being a vampire— being so concretely non-human— is not fulfilling enough. 

She cannot “properly” distance herself from humans as her fellow vampire kin do and 

recommend. Her existence, her ability to continue a meaningful life across time is owed to her 

connection with Black humans— especially Black women. As I think about a text like The Gilda 

Stories as a project in line with Black speculative fiction, I invoke Jayna Brown’s Black Utopia: 

Speculative Life and the Music of Other Worlds (2021). Brown’s work steps into a tradition of 

Black studies which understands this Black exclusion from the category of the human, but posits 

that it is this exclusion that allows for Black “epistemic and ontological mobility” (7). She, in 

 
17 See Alexander Weheliye’s Habeus Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist Theories of 

the Human (2014); Hortense Spillers’ “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” (1987); and 

Sylvia Wynter’s “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom”  
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line with Sylvia Wynter, imagines a reality— a utopia— external to the current concept of the 

human; her questions, in response to Wynter, I use to poke at Gomez and Gilda’s relationship to 

humanity: “What do we consider essential to the human, i.e., what do we assume is fundamental 

to the species? What is worth saving? What, exactly, do we want to preserve and retain about the 

human?” (9).For Gilda this answer is simple. For her humanity Blackness is fundamental, it is 

what is worth saving, preserving, and retaining. The relationships she forms with the women 

who frequent her salon in the South End, the bond shared between her and Aurelia through 

feminist Black church work, the young Black women she kiki’s with singing at jazz clubs in 

New York— these are all moments which bond Gilda to a life worth living. The humanity Gilda 

reaches for is familial, rooted in the earth and in a shared experience living in the wake. Living in 

the wake and still producing a room full of laughter, still navigating abjection alongside and 

supporting fellow Black women. The human community she finds with these Black women 

cannot be replicated by her vampire kin; though they are her family, and though they provide her 

with stable love and an approach to life that is grounded in reciprocity, they do not have the 

shared history, comradeship, and energy that Gilda values in Black women. This assertion stands 

at odds with Afro-pessimist thought and with Brown’s work, but it is important to note that the 

otherwise world Gomez is building is not utopia. Gomez built a character whose life is not 

unreachable. The otherwise world created is not possible only through the mechanism of the 

vampire's immortal life— or even the vampire's capacity to share— but through this capacity of 

Gilda to connect to these things (kinship, love, intimacy, etc) through her humanity and her 

Blackness. Rather than retreating from the human, as Brown and her vampire kin suggest, Gilda 

affirms that these human experiences, mundane and spectacular and anguishing and beautiful, 

with other Black folks is necessary for her living. For Gilda it is almost as though to relinquish 
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the human would be to abandon her own Blackness. In Gilda readers find a complex character 

whose experience— though inhuman— embodies a human struggle, one specifically of Black 

humanity, and readers are therefore are able to connect to the character more stably and see for 

themselves the future bearing potentialities of this story. 

Returning to the epigraph, I find The Gilda Stories to be a manifestation of Lorde’s  

dream at noon where there is nothing to fear. Gomez uses this epigraph and this book, which I 

will explore in more depth in Part II, to encourage and create an otherwise world where care is 

factored into all aspects of how one moves in a world. If a haunting, cyclical and reiterative in its 

nature, tethers Black people to their pasts, this imagining of and acting towards a better future is 

tethered there, too. Gomez herself wrote (and writes) Gilda as a way to reconcile with the 

violence of patriarchy and racism she has experienced in her life. In the foreword she tells the 

story about a time when she was sexually harassed on the streets of Manhattan by two men while 

she was using a phone booth to call a friend. She shares:  

I thought about the fact that women go through this debasement regularly, routinely. How 

we usually steel ourselves and block it out. But this time, on that evening long ago, rage 

welled up in me like a tidal wave… I turned on the two men and began screaming like a 

mythical banshee…if I had had a weapon in hand I would have gleefully beaten or shot 

or stabbed or bombed those two guys. Instead I went back to my flat and wrote the first 

installment of what would become The Gilda Stories (xi). 

Gomez harnesses, through the act of writing this novel, the power which Audre Lorde 

encouraged of all women in her speech for the 1977 Modern Language Association panel on 

Lesbians and Literature: the transformation of silence into language and action. I cannot help but 

imagine that Gomez turned— as she almost always does— to Lorde and took up this call as she 
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began her writing that evening. Lorde haunts her writing, both in practice and project; Lorde 

comes to bear on the present and, in some ways, provides that animation to Gomez’s work— 

work that in itself animates others, especially Black/Afro-Indigenous lesbians. Gomez’s act of 

sharing this excerpt from “Prologue” is at once a call for us to carry the spirit of Audre Lorde 

with us (and an acknowledgement that reading and writing The Gilda Stories is an act of doing 

so) as well as a cyclical return to a site of care. Similar to how Lorde has transformed those who 

read and engage with her work— through the knowledge she shared, the world of care she 

envisioned and created— Gomez is carrying on this tradition of transforming through her worlds 

of care and visions for the future. She knows that there are many of us out there, clamoring for a 

world like this, ready to carry Gilda with us on our journeys forward.  

As I began writing this chapter, I reached out to Jewelle Gomez; I wanted her to know 

and feel the profound impact she has had on this Indigiqueer (and so many other queer, 

Indigenous, and/or Black people out there). I was desperate to find an address for fan-mail, a 

thought so antiquated and yet so appropriate. Gomez herself had written a chapbook and sent it 

off to Lorde, wanting in some capacity for her work to get into the hands of the “progenitor” of 

her work, but not expecting or seeking the relationship that blossomed from that daring letter. I 

wanted to handwrite something to truly etch into the page my deep appreciation for the 

knowledge she shared through The Gilda Stories, to have it take material form. After a brief 

snoop through the internet I found no fan-mail address (expected) but instead came upon her 

active presence on social media, specifically her Instagram @ Vampyrevamp. I took up some of 

the courage Gomez herself had displayed and messaged her. In my brief note I shared how 

important her book was, how I was writing a dissertation with Gilda at the center, how grateful I 

was for her abundance— reflecting Gomez’s own words about Audre Lorde back to her. I 
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expected no response, and sent no manuscript, but I hoped that I could be one more voice to 

affirm for her what Gilda means to the world and to the future. When she responded, she shared 

her absolute gratitude for each and every person who has been touched by Gilda as Gilda 

touches her. As I complete this dissertation, I still seek to bring her work to more people’s hands; 

thankfully, with a little bit of detective work from powerful allies at my workplace, in June 2025 

I will be coordinating a Bay Area Queer Author Talk series with our inaugural speaker, Jewelle 

Gomez.  

 In the afterword for Gilda, Alexis Pauline Gumbs pours care and gratitude back into 

Gomez. Titled “Blood Relations: Gilda and the Stakes of our Future,” Gumbs articulates The 

Gilda Stories as both an exciting, groundbreaking Black Lesbian vampire novel and this thing 

which has the active power to transform worlds. Gumbs begins this afterword with some 

personal intimacy, sharing how she wanted to, and did, introduce Gilda to her mother; she 

shares:  

I saw The Gilda Stories as a portal for our mother/daughter conversation. I hoped that  

reading the novel would give my mother a sense that my life as a queer black feminist is  

about something more than my choice of partners. It is also about a relationship to time  

and people and shared space (254).  

 

Here she is bearing witness to the power this book has in its ability to further develop kinship 

with one another. Gilda offers not only a space of recognition or reflection for Gumbs, and other 

queer Black feminists, but also a “portal” or pathway for understanding and loving across 

difference. Gumbs continues, underlining the radical presence of the text across time and space; 

she notes how Gilda has survived the fate of many other Black lesbian feminists whose works 
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have disappeared from print and recognition, and has done so in defiance of the systems and 

communities which actively worked to invisiblize and denigrate Black lesbians. She ponders at 

length on the bravery Gomez had in writing about a queer Black woman vampire “when people 

were making their political careers off of depictions of how Black women and their inner city 

offspring were sucking the lifeblood out of American capitalism” or in a time “when the rise of 

the religious right was impacting publication norms and restrictive public funding by equating 

lesbian and gay art with pornography” (256).  Gumbs continues by identifying the countless 

ways in which Gomez redefines Blackness beyond the limitations of the Black community; she 

continues, explaining that “ if the definition of blackness, femininity, and queerness are death in 

the eyes of the dominant culture, Gomez offers another way of being black, queer, and feminine 

by creating the undead” (256). Gilda stands as a powerful Black lesbian vampire who exists 

beyond all expectations, both for herself and the prevailing society. Gumbs notes how this stands 

true for The Gilda Stories as well, at the time having been in publication for twenty-five years. 

Gumbs rightfully positions Gilda as a tool of transformation, possibility, and knowledge— for 

ourselves, for the people we share Gilda with, and for the future.  

Interspersed throughout the afterword, Gumbs shares selections of a poem written for 

Gomez entitled “For Jewelle” entwined with excerpts of Lorde’s “Prologue.” The poem riffs off 

of Lorde’s, specifically the epigraph shared by Gomez:  

sometimes 

at noon 

i take a nap 

surrounded by books 

filled with women 

who are not dead 
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but could be 

(if the body was the only place to live).  

 

 

Gumbs, in the first two lines, establishes the genealogical ties between Lorde, Gomez, and 

herself by returning to this phrase “sometimes/at noon.” In combination with the title “For 

Jewelle,” Gumbs demonstrates the importance of Lorde within her own writing, but also the 

significant space that Lorde occupies within Gomez’s life and writing world. To put it 

differently, it is through this embrace of Lorde that we are able to love and understand Gomez 

and, similarly, it is through this embrace of Gomez that we gain insight into Lorde’s own work. 

Gumbs introduces a shift in the narrative in the third line and beyond. We first find a 

transformation of Lorde’s lines from “I dream / there is nothing to fear” to Gumbs’ “i take a nap 

/ surrounded by books”; where Lorde dreams, a kind of active longing of hope, Gumbs naps. 

Lorde expresses this aspiration, or perhaps a fantasy, for a future where her fears are no longer 

necessary or present; the transformation from “dream” to “nap” represents the transformation 

from fear and longing to a moment or uptake of rest. It is only through the active dreaming and 

longing that Lorde expresses and actively works towards that Gumbs is able to experience or 

express this rest. Tricia Hersey founder of The Nap Ministry (2016), an organization which 

focuses on the power of rest as a liberatory tool, speaks to the revolutionary power of naps— but 

also how her work, and that of other radical rest advocates, reaches beyond just naps, “This is 

about more than naps.” Hersey shares: “My rest as a Black woman in America suffering from 

generational exhaustion and racial trauma always was a political refusal and social justice 

uprising within my body.” Gumbs’ transition away from active dreaming in this moment 

signifies this movement beyond the suffering and exhaustion established through the afterlives of 

slavery and settler colonial capitalist regimes. This shift, however, is not instantaneous or an 
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individual act; rather, we see the nap/rest here is sustained by the books filled with women that 

surround the speaker, almost as if they are lifting her up and protecting her rest. The speaker 

continues: “women / who are not dead / but could be / (if the body was the only place to live).” 

Here we witness a return, or the presence of haunting; the speaker is surrounded and uplifted by 

the women who “are not dead” in the sense that our mortal coil is not that which tethers us to the 

earth, or perhaps not the only thing that does. This excerpt offers up care through and of 

haunting; it is a comfort to know the women of these books survive beyond the body as it is a 

comfort to be surrounded by their ghosts.  

Going back to “Raising the Dead,” Aricka Foreman acknowledges a similar haunting; 

she reports, “hooks understood the necessity of a spiritual practice that would sustain her amid 

the skeptics in academia; unlike her colleagues, she knew that spirituality and intellect were two 

sides of the same coin. Now hooks is gone. Yet we still carry her with us, as we carry all our 

ghosts” (emphasis mine). Foreman establishes this practice of carrying hooks’s ghost— along 

with all the others— as a part of Black hauntology. The haunting that occurs here, both for 

Foreman and Gumbs, is a reciprocal one; those who are haunted are embraced by the spirits, 

cared for in their presence, and those who are haunting then exist beyond what some (settler) 

conceptions of time would believe is the end of their life, a true death that occurs when the body 

dies. Gumbs returns to Lorde at the end of her afterword to affirm this knowledge carried 

through a genealogy of Black feminist authors. As she questions what we might learn from Gilda 

that will “save our own and each other’s lives,” Gumbs offers up these two excerpts (259): 

Somewhere in the landscape past noon 

I shall leave a dark print 

of the me that I am 
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and who I am not 

 

 

— from “Prologue”  

 

but everytime, every day, every second 

every minute midnight morning 

I am a black woman reborn in myself 

dangerous in my love 

alive in multitude 

and I think you dreamt that 

 

— from “For Jewelle” 

 

In this first excerpt from Lorde which comes from the final stanza of “Prologue,” she revisits the 

first stanza and provides an outlook which expands into a landscape beyond the coffin at noon 

where she currently resides. She envisions an opening up of the world and reveals that we will 

reach a future where there will be nothing to fear; it will no longer be her dream, but a reality. 

“Prologue” was first published in Lorde’s poetry collection From a Land Where Other People 

Live (1973); the title of this collection is particularly relevant to our understanding of this stanza 

as Lorde acknowledges that her presence within this world is one which she leaves behind, a 

presence non-corporeal. That which is left behind is both “the me that I am and who I am not,” 

an understanding that our lasting presence leaves traces of who we are, the truth of our lives and 

words, mingling amongst the traces of what others have created or speculated about ourselves 

and our lives. Lorde establishes that she has not yet reached this world, this time past noon, but 

she has projected her presence within it and establishes her extended genealogy and haunting all 

at once. Gumbs calls upon Lorde as a beloved ancestor in the afterword for The Gilda Stories as 
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a way of engaging in this act of gazing back and looking forward. She brings Lorde’s work to 

bear on how she connects to and forms kinship with Gomez. The stanza of her own work that she 

shares here at the end of the afterword (and consequently at the end of the book itself) 

acknowledges Jewelle Gomez as someone who has been wrapped up in Lorde’s caring words 

and actions, and that Gomez has similarly done so for Gumbs herself. The Gilda Stories offers us 

glimpses of a past, present, and future; yes, we travel with Gilda throughout the ages, in her life 

of over 200 years. Of itself, this novel is a beautiful unwrapping of the past as well as a critique 

of cisheteropatriarchal, racist, and colonial present, but what is most illuminating is the power 

The Gilda Stories has to transform those it reaches. In her foreword Gomez remarks that she was 

guided by these questions (and still works to pursue them) as she wrote: “What is family? How 

do we live inside our power and at the same time act responsibly? How do we build community? 

How do we connect authentically across gender, ethnicity, and class lines?” (xiii). Gomez’s 

pursual of these questions takes form as this novel, and the answers she offers establish a 

potential world where reciprocal relationships to other humans, land, and other-than-human 

beings becomes the foundation for a liberated existence. In these questions we see the influence 

of Lorde’s caring work, and through her enactment of that knowledge Gomez is able to not only 

present this “landscape past noon” and carry on the “dark print” left behind by Lorde, she is able 

to offer up knowledge and care to a new generation of readers. Gumb’s final words here are a 

powerful recognition of that. This stanza, where Gumbs composes what I could only describe as 

a love letter to Gilda, Gomez, and Lorde, is a compelling enactment of my articulation of 

“aftercare.”  

 My concept of “aftercare” came about as I read this final stanza. I was shaken by the 

power of dreams, visions, words, and worlds. Returning to a point earlier in her afterword, 
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Gumbs remarks that she used The Gilda Stories as a way of getting and allowing her mother to 

understand, not just accept, her life as a queer Black feminist. Here in this final stanza, Gumbs is 

now expounding on how Gomez’s work has transformed her existence “everyday, every second, 

every minute midnight morning.” It is in these lines, in this afterword, that the lyrical meets the 

material. Gumbs’ afterword and it’s accompanying poem marks this genealogy between herself, 

Gomez, and Lorde, showing us the tangible effects of aftercare — The Gilda Stories retains this 

power to impact readers and writers across bodies, space, and time, providing them with a care 

which heals and sustains those it touches. It has the ability to keep those it cares for alive. I 

produce work from this love and care, as did Gumbs, as did Gomez, as did all those who came 

before. This radical care produces a clear path for us to walk into the future. A haunting, both its 

savory and harmful aspects, is transformed by aftercare within these conditions. Aftercare serves 

as a productive response to the haunting, a response which does not necessarily resolve the 

haunting, but rather serves as a site for healing and creates support to carry the burden of these 

ghosts which haunt us. Understanding The Gilda Stories as a product and model of aftercare 

allows us to identify how Gomez responds to this haunting; her book began as a response to 

systemic harm— both as a result of the sexual harassment she and other women have 

experienced under patriarchal social systems as well as a result of the overarching racist and 

colonial systems she has lived in and through. Though her writing began from this site of pain 

and rage, it was transformed into this beautiful storyworld which envisioned kinship, reciprocity, 

and care as the way through and beyond the harmful hauntings of the world. This message, the 

guiding core of the novel, reflects one which Lorde shares in “Prologue” — Lorde’s poem 

speaks to the way that harm is being perpetuated on an everyday basis (particularly for Black 

women) and looks to the future to find a time, a place, a land beyond that pain; Gomez, with her 
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speculative fiction writing, begins to imagine and create this world; and Gumbs ultimately lives 

within that increasingly more caring world. Important to note here is that Gumb’s world is not 

one where everyone is fully healed and there is no longer any suffering— no, aftercare does not 

promise this. Rather, Gumbs occupies an otherwise world where, amidst the constant wounding 

and warring of human nature she is “alive in multitude,” surviving and perhaps even thriving 

through the care and kinship that has been passed down to her through the form of The Gilda 

Stories. Each writer within this matrix of care performs this gazing back and looking forward, 

building a bridge between the past, present, and future and transforming worlds through that act.  

 As a response to haunting, aftercare exists as a mechanism or representation of 

continued life and resurgence— it is the process through which we continue living. Aftercare 

recognizes that the processes/structures of colonization and slavery have established a post-

apocalyptic existence for Black and Indigenous peoples. If we understand aftercare, at its most 

bare existence, as care which comes after a traumatic event— or in the case of Black and 

Indigenous life, a traumatized collective history and continued existence— then we can establish 

that aftercare is the process through which Black and Indigenous peoples survive through these 

apocalypses; the after is ever present and therefore the care is constantly necessitated. It is the 

collective healing and holding after which engenders collective survival. As I have established, 

Black and Indigenous speculative fiction, stories of the future, have the capacity to perform this 

care and determine our futures (both individually and collectively) beyond these apocalypses. As 

I conclude Part I, the tracing, genealogy, and gathering of care within the front and end matter by 

digging deeper into the world of after in conversation with Christina Sharpe’s In the Wake: On 

Blackness and Being. I will follow Part I with Part II which will consist of two thematic close 

readings of The Gilda Stories to illustrate the breadth and depth of care throughout Gomez’s text. 
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Lay your body on the light expanse of the land, 

bask within rays, the sun releasing visible sound— 

vibrations irradiating newly enfleshed bones. dig. 

reach for ancient words of the fattened earth, 

for the belly of a playful creator, their touch— warmth 

itself— their game, layers upon layers, enfolded hands.  
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Walking Through the Wake  

I want to think “the wake” as a problem of and for thought. 

I want to think care as a problem for and of thought. 

I want to think care in the wake as a problem for thinking  

and of and for Black non/being in the world. 

Christina Sharpe, In the Wake (15) 

 

Upon reflecting on my reading of The Gilda Stories, I almost immediately connected the 

story in my mind with Sharpe’s concept of wake work— particularly as it exists as a form of care 

work. Wake work, as defined by Sharpe, is an analytic derived from three primary metaphorical 

meanings of ‘wake’: “the keeping watch with the dead, the path of a ship, a consequence of 

something, in line of flight and/or sight, awakening, and consciousness” (27). Sharpe produces 

these terms as an alternative to “melancholia and mourning,” recognizing the boundless 

structural a/effect of the disaster and apocalypse that is slavery; wake work establishes an 

actionable response to a haunting, a way of caring for our dead and other ghostly matters — 

through wake work we consider “in what ways do we remember the dead, those lost in the 

Middle Passage, those who arrived reluctantly, and those still arriving?” (29-30). The answer to 

the question Sharpe proposes is expansive, as both the structure of violence against Black life 

and the potentials for care work are interminable. In gesturing towards survival and the 

continuation of Black life, Sharpe posits the concept of finding paths through the wake; in 

considering the precarity of her childhood and the work/struggle her parents faced in surviving, 

Sharpe shares  

Through all of that and more, my mother tried to make a small path through the wake. 

She brought beauty into that house in every way that she could; she worked at joy, and 
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she made livable moments, spaces, and places in the midst of all that was unlivable there, 

in the town we lived in; the schools we attended; in the violence we saw and felt inside 

the home while my father was living and outside it in the larger white world before, 

during, and after his death. In other words, even as we experienced, recognized, and lived 

subjection, we did not simply or only live in subjection and as the subjected (14). 

Amidst the violence and subjection, the precarity and the disturbance of the wake, her mother 

was able to transform (at least in some significant way) the lives of her children within the 

“larger antiblack world that structured all of [their] lives.” I begin my discussion of The Gilda 

Stories with Sharpe because it is only within the context of understanding Atlantic chattel slavery 

as an ongoing apocalypse that structures everyday life that we are able to understand and 

interpret Gilda’s story and the paths through the wake she discovers to navigate her two-hundred 

plus years. 

Gilda, who we follow from the point of her escape from enslavement to the year 2050, is 

a unique subject of the wake due to her “staying aliveness.” Gilda is an immortal being whose 

life extended much further than she had ever expected prior to freeing herself from bondage. 

When Anthony, a fellow vampire who houses and guides Gilda as a family member during her 

visit to Yerba Buena in 1890, expresses his concern for Gilda (with regards to vampires in the 

city who do not follow the shared vision for reciprocity/sharing), she shares: 

It’s been a mere, what, forty years since I made my way to freedom? A rather small 1st 

time, I understand, in comparison to others. But for me it’s much longer than I could ever 

have hoped to live. Seeing those you love pass from you either under a lash or simply of 

old age before their time is not something that keeps you young and innocent, as I’m 

sure you know. When I left New Orleans… it soon became clear that although the 
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institution of enslavement was no longer sanctioned, our world had not become a more 

hospitable place for me or my people. Often it was only the gifts I acquired in this new 

life that saved me from those we call civilized (82). 

Anthony’s response— “I don’t think anyone can be prepared for the deliberate murder of a 

human being”— shows his inability to grasp the level of subjection Gilda experienced as a child, 

nor the continued subjection and violence she faces as a Black woman surviving in the wake of 

slavery and the everydayness of Black death. Because of Gilda’s long life and her former 

enslavement, she is extraordinarily exposed to the waves of the wake; however, it is precisely 

this life that enables her staying aliveness. In “Blackness, Freedom, and the Staying Alive 

Vampire in The Gilda Stories” from The Paradox of Blackness in African American Vampire 

Fiction, Jerry Rafiki Jenkins uses this term “staying alive” to recognize Gilda as a human who 

transforms into an immortal and stays alive in the present without requiring the intervention of 

death or science. This term evokes not only the sense of freedom Gilda has achieved or the 

immortality which helps her retain said freedom, but also the continuation of her humanity even 

with this extended life and mythical abilities (29-31). Rafiki notes how Gilda actively pursues to 

become more human across time, and regards this as her chosen pathway towards happiness 

within her immortality: this humanity is not grounded in the violent colonial, hierarchical, white 

supremacist, cisheteronormative ideals which make up the world around her. Gilda refuses to 

persist in a world made of and from Black subjection, and therefore creates a life which exists 

beyond and in spite of this subjection that informs her life. Gilda and her family are empowered 

by this life and their experiences, each of them seeking to create paths through the wake to 

survive into the future with radical care and to bring along those with them who will also know 

freedom and empowerment through immortality.  
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It is both the wake and this world making which bring us to the ‘after’ of aftercare; to 

live in the wake is to live in the catastrophic after of slavery, and it is the care that follows which 

illuminates those paths through it and allows us to imagine and create a world beyond it. 

Aftercare attends to this “after” and expands to recognize the similar/ interconnected, but 

distinct, catastrophe of colonialism. Even though each of these communities, Black and 

Indigenous, have differing and sometimes overlapping experiences of these lasting apocalypses, 

aftercare— building networks of lateral care across these differences— is what has allowed each 

of us to survive to this point in time and will hold us in the days and apocalypses that follow. 

Being witness to and subjected to these systems of oppression has required Black and Indigenous 

peoples to create these systems of care just to survive. I believe aftercare has the potential to 

move us into those worlds that would see us thrive. The Gilda Stories, in its capacity to witness 

history and establish futures that are deeply rooted in radical care as the pathway from survival 

into thriving, is the perfect test case for applying my theory of aftercare. This care we find 

throughout Gilda, as I asserted earlier, is expansive and takes on endless forms, but for the 

purpose of this chapter and test case I will limit my discussion to two primary paths of care: 

Black/Indigenous ancestral knowledge as care and survival and Black/Indigenous Solidarity.  
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We are one made, you and i, from rough hands, 

fiercely and dutifully meeting with the land 

pulling us from the dark, from a world without warmth, 

your soft touch molding our figures, soundly 

building the limbs upon which we trample upon the earth. 

they wait patient for the time when we, too, will dig. 
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Part II: The Land of Enchantment 

What is Utopia for Indigiqueers? 

“The Land of Enchantment” is the title of the closing chapter of The Gilda Stories, 

understood by the characters and readers of the novel as a location that exists in some beyond. It 

seems to be a place that exists for when the human world has all but ended. It is a space, implied 

by enchantment, of wonder— a delight and amazement of the land before us and, in Gilda’s 

case, the future waiting to unfold there. The Land of Enchantment is both a real physical place 

and a manifestation of an idealized future world. In Jose Esteban Munoz’s influential work 

Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (2009), he asserts that  

queerness is the thing that lets up feel that this world is not enough, that indeed 

something is missing. Often we can glimpse the worlds proposed and promised by 

queerness in the realm of the aesthetic. The aesthetic, especially the queer aesthetic, 

frequently contains blueprints and schemata of forward-dawning futurity. Both the 

ornamental and the quotidian can contain a map of the utopia that is queerness (1). 

Queerness, Munoz asserts, is not yet here but is on the horizon. The horizon, however, 

becomes complicated by Afro/Indigiqueer futurity— futurities which defy the flattening of time 

into a neat knowable/unknowable line. Indigiqueerness reflects Indigenous senses of time, 

whether they be spiral, cyclical, rhythmic or otherwise. My personal sense of Indigiqueer time is 

one which is flowing and returning, intersecting and collapsing, swirling and converging into 

what I would describe as rivers weaving themselves into a ball— always connected and always 

full. Our Indigiqueer futures, our pasts, our presents are full and entangled. As I engage with the 

text of The Gilda Stories here, it is understandably through a lens of Indigiqueerness which 
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cannot be separated from the intimacies between Indigiqueers, other-than-human beings, and the 

land. 

 

Black/Indigenous Ancestral Knowledge as Care and Survival  

“The Girl slept restlessly, feeling the prickly straw as if it were teasing pinches from her 

mother. The stiff moldy odor transformed itself into her mother’s starchy dough smell. The 

rustling of the Girl’s body in the barn hay was sometimes like the sound of fatback frying in the 

cooking shed behind the plantation’s main house. At other moments in her dream it was the 

crackling of the brush as her mother raked the bristles through the Girl’s thicket of dark hair 

before beginning the intricate pattern of braided rows” (1) 

I dive into the text here as we, the readers, are introduced to young Gilda through this 

fleeting embodied and interwoven experience. In this brief moment of respite from traveling in 

secret across Mississippi plantation land into Louisiana, Gilda layers and weaves sensory 

memories into the present moment; fearful of being discovered, caught, and returned/killed for 

bounty she remaps comforting textures, tastes, smells, and tactile sensations upon her 

surroundings. The stiff moldy odor is remade into her mother’s dough, the uncomfortable straw 

becomes her mother’s loving and playful touch. Within the horror of her present, Gilda 

transforms threat into comfort and care. Through this work of transformation she is able to 

receive care and knowledge from her mother and from her Fulani ancestors. As an overseer 

begins to pull Gilda from the barn hay she dives deeper into her own memory and heart, calling 

upon her mother’s stories and phantom presence for strength— unready to “give in to those 

whom her mother had sworn were not fully human” as she remembers the Fulani legends passed 

down to her and envisions “a natural rhythm of life without bondage” (2). Her memory now 
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focuses, recalling a specific conversation between herself and her mother one morning while 

making breakfast for the white enslavers on the plantation. As they work, Gilda’s mother tells 

her that white people like butter on their biscuits, but that if there is no butter they will 

unwittingly and happily eat biscuits coated with lard instead. Gilda inquires: “Mama, how come 

they cain’t tell butter from fat? Baby Minerva can smell butter ‘fore it clears the top of the churn. 

She wont drink no pig fat. Why cain’t they tell how butter taste?” and her mother replies “they 

ain’t been here long ‘nough. They just barely human. Maybe not even. They suck up the world, 

don’t taste it” (3). Here, Gilda’s mother shares a truth about the world, one which acknowledges 

the inhumanity of her enslavers (and of whiteness). The white colonizers and enslavers are 

gluttons who only consume and consume without the capacity to relish, to feel, to savor. 

Consumption, ownership, and elimination of the other are the primary modes in which the white 

enslavers of Gilda’s world violently operate, deprived of the human potential to share, to 

embrace, and to taste of the world— potentials which come to form and make up her future 

existence. This knowledge is carried into the present as Gilda, retreating from her memories, 

looks up “at the beast from this other land” who has come to dominate and consume her. The 

desire to invade and conquest the escaped enslaved girl drives this beast’s actions; his lust for 

power over her, however, is extinguished as Gilda “[enters] him with her heart which was now a 

wood-handled knife”-- the very wood-handled knife that Gilda had previously clutched and 

imagined as her mother’s hand while she slept. The object which once functioned as a 

connection to her mother’s comforting touch is now transformed into her heart, a blade sharp 

enough to pierce the body of her rapist and potential captor. Through this transformation the 

object’s comfort is gone, but the protection, strength, and wisdom from her ancestors is ever 

present. As her attacker lay upon her, bleeding out, the warmth of the blood “comfortably warm 
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against her now cool skin” reminds Gilda of the first real bath given to her by her mother (who 

went through extreme lengths to secure this small luxury for young Gilda); this caring act was 

intimacy and warmth which never left Gilda. Gilda is cleansed by the blood and affirmed by her 

ancestral knowledge that his death was one befitting a beast and nothing more. It is in the wake 

of this traumatic encounter that Gilda begins her life with the Original Gilda, Bird, and the 

community of women working at Woodards.  

 As Gilda settles into a new life at Woodards, her world shifts beyond— but not absent 

of— a constant fear of capture, assault, and death. Gilda begins her lessons with Bird, which 

transforms from something Gilda finds to be purposeless to a joyful activity. Through Bird’s 

lessons, Gilda is able to access a greater command and understanding of her new world; as she 

learns, Gilda is happy to finally comprehend the allusions the girls at Woodards would make to 

the Bible and the external political realm. Additional to the excitement of this new knowledge 

and capability, Gilda simply liked to be with Bird, “she liked the way Bird smelled. When they 

sat on the soft cushions of the couch in Bird’s room, bending over the books and papers, [Gilda] 

was comforted by the pungent earthiness of the Lakota woman… The soft scent of brown soap 

mixed with the leather of her headband and necklace created a familiar aura. It reminded [Gilda] 

of her mother and the strong smell of her sweat dropping onto the logs under the burning 

cauldrons. [Gilda] rarely allowed herself to miss her mother or her sisters, preferring to leave the 

past alone for a while, at least until she felt safe in this new world” (20-21). Not only do we see 

the memory of her mother as a source of comfort (and discomfort simultaneously)— allowing 

Gilda to connect smoothly with the women of this new life and build kin— we also see Bird 

taking on the role of an elder. Bird, who prior to taking charge of the girl’s care was “aloof,” 

becomes the primary nurturing figure for Gilda and passes down her knowledge not only of 
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English, but of Indigenous languages, the history of their land, and her own personal history and 

stories. Gilda and Bird both grow, in love, through this act of sharing and making kin; the 

communication between them is open and fluid, lacking all the characteristics of a colonial 

education— one based on hierarchy and submission.  

Bird has created this space where Gilda can act inquisitively and be met equally with 

Bird’s knowledge and history; within this space they both are vulnerable enough to talk story 

about their collective scarring. In one of the first discussions Gomez depicts between the pair, 

Gilda asks: “Why white people feel they got to mark us?” when thinking about the pox marks 

that covered Bird’s back (from illness brought to her Native community from white 

settlers/traders) and the calloused roughness of her own hands. Bird responds, “Maybe they’re 

afraid they’ll be forgotten... They don’t know that we easily forget them, who they might be. All 

we ever remember is their scars” (23). There is a direct connection between what Bird says here 

and the wisdom given to her by her mother— these people, white enslavers and colonizers, who 

inflict suffering and subjugate people they deem “inferior” have enacted such horrors on 

Indigenous “Americans” and enslaved Africans alike. Bird’s knowledge reflecting that of her 

mothers secures for Gilda a geography of storied knowledge that extends the borders of her 

mother’s home and her captor’s prison. When Gilda wonders how her skin is so soft Bird tells 

her that the Original Gilda has a lotion that she spent time rubbing into Bird’s back. The skin 

softened as a result, but their scars from white colonizers and enslavers remain. This moment, 

again, establishes a through line between the Black and Indigenous experience; both Gilda and 

Bird have been scarred, both know and feel the pain inflicted on them and their kin. While their 

scarring is different, each necessitates care and leaves something impermeable behind. Though 

Original Gilda, a white woman, has provided this skincare to help aid in the healing of them 
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both, it will not stop pain and trauma from happening or prevent it from ever having occurred in 

the first place— it is a balm required only after the pain has come and left its mark upon flesh, a 

kind of aftercare in itself.  

 As Gilda grows, both in body and in confidence of her place in her new world, Original 

Gilda begins her exit from this life she built for herself, for Bird, and now for young Gilda. On 

the night the three women arrive at the farmhouse, a site of secrecy and solitude, Original Gilda 

and Bird urgently shared stories between one another— marking, unspoken, the oncoming 

ending. At a point in the evening, Original Gilda brings Gilda into the fold, encouraging her to 

weave her own tapestry alongside and intermingled with their own. Original Gilda turns to Gilda 

and asks “What do you remember of your mother and sisters?” (39). Gilda, who had spent the 

years had gained trying to, in some ways, suppress her memories of her life before reveals— as 

she had only previously done with Bird during their lessons and talk story—her memories of 

those loved ones. She recalls her sisters and the sensory images which encapsulated her history 

prior to Woodards, both the pleasurable and painful experiences. As she looks to her past, to the 

land of her ancestors, she shares her uncertainty:  

It was always a dream place— distant, unreal. Except the talk of dancing. [Gilda] 

could close her eyes and almost hear the rhythmic shuffling of feet, the bells and gourds. All kept 

beat inside her body, and the feel of heat from an open fire made the dream place real. Talking of 

it now, her body rocked slightly as if she had been removed into that old circle of dancers. She 

poured out the images and names, proud of her own ability to weave a story. Bird smiled at her 

pupil who claimed her past, reassuring her silently (39) 

Though Gilda had reserved her history, thinking only of her sisters before she slept—

“their memory her nightly prayers”— she holds this bodily memory of her Fulani ancestors and 
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the rhythm of their world. It is not just their world, or her mother’s, in this moment, but it is hers 

as well. She describes a land she has only heard about through her mother’s stories, and yet it is 

one that she could project herself to see, hear, feel, and witness her history. Gilda, and in this 

space Original Gilda and Bird too, is engaging in archival work— specifically with the archive 

of her own body. 

 In The Hemispheric Institute’s talk “The Body As An Archive: Memory, Healing & 

Transformation,” Sage Ni’Ja Whitson (they/them) joins a collective of Black scholars, artists, 

and ancestral practitioners in conversation about “human bodies [as] living archives that hold 

stories, memories, rituals, and information from the present, while also inheriting ancestral 

knowledge from the past.” As a multi/anti-discipline queer, non-binary, trans artist/futurist and 

choreographer, their talk explores their understanding of Black queer and trans people’s place in 

the archive, memory, and medicine. They describe archival work as “ an extension of ancestor 

veneration. It’s about ritual and ceremony, and I hold a ritual engagement to, and with, queer and 

transgender keepers of collective memory” (57:20-57:32). Yes, Gilda— in joining the circle of 

dancers, in her outpouring of names and memories— performs this ancestor veneration and 

establishes herself as a gatekeeper of this collective knowledge/memory and of a greater spiritual 

world. Whitson, citing Elder Malidoma Some as part of their intellectual genealogy, asserts that 

within some African cosmologies queer and trans people “are necessary and vital to all spiritual 

gates. Not just some of them, not a few of them, but all of them.” This is essential for Whitson 

who then remarks: “this means to me that not only is it then critical that we honor Black trans 

and queer people as part of our work spiritually, but that we honor these folks as vital to the 

future of our spiritual traditions and our future as a people” (58:33-58:42). I bring in Whitson’s 

wisdom here to understand the ways in which Gilda, throughout the text but particularly in this 
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moment of embodied memory through dance, is building and accessing an archive that is doing 

this work to carry this tradition and knowledge into the future; she is anchoring the future in this 

caring and spiritual past. Whitson notes: “I think of archive, kind of capital ‘A’ Archive proper, 

as not only engagement with a past, but a proposal for what is possible in our futures” (57:20-

57:45); if we understand this moment in time with Gilda to be archival work, the timely nature of 

the text allows us to see how this knowledge and practice has informed (and will continue to 

inform) the future. After traversing across two hundred years and through many lands, we return 

to this archive in the Land of Enchantment. In Gomez’s final chapter, Gilda is living in a period 

of persecution by hunters who seek power and a vampire’s immortality for their masters. After 

evading capture, Gilda heads South to seek a new future— one away from the horrors plaguing 

the human world— with her kin; on the way south, however, she discovered a young, Black girl 

in the “tombstone high-rises” who had “chosen death rather than wait for death to choose her” 

(243-244). Gilda turned the girl, Ermis, and offered her not only an immortal life, but family as 

well. The two women traveled south together, facing seemingly insurmountable odds of survival, 

but together reached the meeting place where she and her family would plan their future. As they 

walk together over the mountains, toward Machu Picchu, Gilda turns to Ermis and says “We will 

build large campfires, then you must tell me your story. Who you’ve been and what life has been 

like for you. There will be stories and dancing again” (251). In this moment we find Gilda 

returning to this practice and ritual, returning to her ancestors, and activating her archive. She 

returns to her embodied memory— memory of her ancestors and their knowledge, memory of 

Original Gilda creating space for Gilda’s world and history to take up space— and grounds the 

future they are headed towards in stories and dancing and music. Her embrace of this movement 

and memory is world building.  
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Around us the others scatter to the winds. we dig 

in, plant ourselves, making roots of our hands. 

and just like that we embrace our familiar lover, earth. 

she is all spinning waters and weathered lands, 

spilling over, blowing over, shifting and sliding— a sound 

like a call to life, dust translated to a muddied warmth. 
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Black and Indigenous Solidarities 

 

“Land is so important to me, and to Indigenous peoples, that all of our uprisings and 

resistances hold land at the centre.  

Land is of unquestionable importance to Indigenous peoples and land is of unquestionable 

importance to Black peoples.”  

Leanne Betasamosake Simpson 

 

“In this time that our communities, collectively, are changing the air, have changed the 

air, I want us to win as much as is possible, to use this window as well and as wisely as we can. 

It’s in protracted struggle alongside one another that we get to the heart of what it means to get 

free.”  

Robyn Maynard 

 

Rehearsals for living 

 

Each time I visit Massachusett, Pawtucket, and Naumkeag land I am graciously hosted 

by my dear friend Alanna Prince, a fellow scholar whose work centers Black and Indigenous 

relationality. Alanna lives further away from the city center of Boston, but her apartment is that 

place where I am always welcomed (and celebrated), and is well worth the hour or more it takes 

to get there from different parts of the city. Our visits look virtually the same every time; I load 

up my charlie card, roll up to Wonderland station on the MBTA Blue line (often taking the 

twenty-ish minute walk from the station to her beach-side apartment— except when it’s the dead 

of winter). This last visit (days before I was set to present my research for the first time at an 

MLA conference, days before I was set to stand in solidarity with Palestine at a scholarly protest 

there), I was miserable before arriving at Alanna’s house, everything had gone wrong that could 

possibly and I wanted to leave the continental U.S. without going to the conference at all. Alanna 

picked me up at the station, got out of her car, and we proceeded to ritually embrace one 
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another— hyping each other up and doing some kind of weird pre-hug dance. The moment I’m 

finally in her company all the bullshit that was making me so deeply upset fades away. Of course 

I still tell her about all of the bullshit, but the teeth of the day is gone, now only a story to add to 

our ever increasing list of hilarious and depressing traveling woes in our attempts to see each 

other again. I fondly recall the time Alanna missed two different trains to Saco, Maine coming 

from Boston, and yet still remained determined to reach me. From the time we reach her 

apartment and into the early morning hours we are talking, gossiping, sharing, bitching, and 

laughing non-stop. There seems to be not enough space or time for us to regale every fragment of 

our lives to one another, often pushing each other further away from sleep with the last thing we 

need to share for the night. And while sharing our lives with each other is always enough, our 

conversations always seem to wrap themselves around this idea of Black and Indigenous 

solidarity— we’re both deeply enmeshed in this theory that is the foundation of one another’s 

work. We talk about land, we talk and culture and history, we share our intellectual genealogies 

through book recommendations, we embrace our converging and diverging definitions and 

ideology around this thing we call solidarity. Our work and our lives are bound up together with 

intentionality. I gather some of my precious memories of this relationship together as a way of 

bringing light to this mundane yet beautiful and essential wellspring of connection, kinship, and 

care. When I visit Alanna, I am offered more than a place to rest— there is some special quality 

to our coming together again. Our playful exchanges over beautifully cooked meals, our 

conversations holding deep meaning, our collective giving to one another— I have found 

something beautiful to return to time and time again. It’s not a daily occurrence, but like the 

seasons of harvesting we gather together in abundance when the time comes.  



106 

 

 

We walk along the margins of a river, under the hvshi warmth, 

with baskets of woven reed and sticks to help dig 

into her sticky wetness, pulling at her fat with sounds 

like suckling. we are fed with these coated hands, 

colored in the grey, brown, black, red, yellow of the land. 

we offer fragrant kisses and tenderness to her, earth. 
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As I return to The Gilda Stories, what is always striking is this abundance of both the 

mundane and pivotal moments which illuminate the care sowed within and throughout the book. 

In this section, I will harvest these moments and memories scattered throughout The Gilda 

Stories to illustrate the abundance of Black solidarities as well as Black and Indigenous 

solidarities in this storyworld Gomez has created. Essential to this harvest, however, is 

intentionally leaving behind enough material for future readers to gather; to collect sustainably is 

to provide abundance for the future. As I read and reread this text, I am always overwhelmed by 

the haunting presence of Bernice— the Black cook from Woodards— throughout the two 

hundred year chronicle of Gilda’s life. Although Bernice exists as a kind of proxy for Gilda’s 

mother or sisters, she is not featured significantly throughout the novel. Her humanity, and 

consequent mortality, renders her a secondary character when compared to the likes of Gilda’s 

immortal kin like Bird or Anthony and Sorel. This is part of the function of the narrative 

structure Gomez has put in place: chapters feature humans that Gilda forms intimate 

relationships with, but ultimately she moves forward with her life as her time stretches forward. 

The humans age and die while Gilda remains unchanging and undying, and it is at this point of 

death that the character no longer speaks their own words. Any further dialogue of these 

characters is relayed through another or exists through Gilda’s memory, and so their presence in 

the text becomes the flesh of Gilda’s embodied memory. Bernice’s specific recurrence, or should 

I say persistence, in Gilda’s thoughts appears as her own joy and self perception. For example, in 

a moment of reflection on her past and her own Blackness, Gilda conjures Bernice: “As she 

looked in the mirror, seeing her mother’s eyes staring back out at her was comforting. Bird’s 

presence in her walk, the sound of Bernice’s laughter in her own, all made the connection to life 

less tenuous. Finding those she loved within herself eased the passage of time” (179-180). 
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Bernice is as integral to Gilda’s identity and measure of herself as Bird and her own mother are. 

Later, when she leaves a place she has made home, her parting thoughts are of Bernice (230). 

What is it about Gilda’s relationship with Bernice that results in such lasting integration into her 

memory and actions? Much of this, I argue, owes to this performance of intraracial solidarity. 

From the beginning of her time living at Woodards under the care of Original Gilda and Bird, 

Bernice was the one person who truly looked out for her— especially being the only other Black 

woman in the brothel. Bernice’s protection and guidance was essential in Gilda’s upbringing, 

whether it be the close—but unspoken— attention she paid to Gilda’s weight and health when 

she first arrived or the caution Bernice held for Gilda’s future with the two strange and 

unknowable women who owned Woodards and claimed the young Gilda as kin (24, 35). This 

sisterly love and affection, shared solely between Bernice and Gilda in the halls of the brothel, is 

an essential element that shapes and informs Gilda’s future. On the night Gilda is transformed 

from human to vampire, Original Gilda shares her dream for the future: “The real dream is to 

make a world— to see the people and still want to make a world” (44). When Gilda responds 

negatively— thinking back to her enslavement, rape, and the everyday dehumanization faced by 

Black people— Original Gilda prompts her again: “But what of the people?... Put aside the faces 

of those who’ve hunted you, who’ve hurt you. What of the people you’ve loved? Those you 

could love tomorrow?” In assessing such possible love, Gilda’s thoughts return to Bernice: “the 

wary, protective way Bernice had watched her grow, their evenings alone in the kitchen talking 

about the ways of the world— these were things of value” (44).  

In thinking about the love Gilda received and reciprocated, Bernice becomes this site of 

thoughtful community care; it is in the ways that she is loved by Bernice that Gilda cultivates 

into her own life philosophy. Part of this care is the protection— it is the watchful eye for one’s 
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kin, the desire for the surviving and thriving of other Black women and girls in a woefully anti-

Black world. Bernice assures that there will be a space, in her company, for other Black women 

to reach a future of their own desires. While this protective care Bernice provides is essential, I 

maintain that it is “the evenings alone talking about the ways of the world” which works to form 

Gilda’s consciousness and life philosophy into one deeply concerned with Black freedom. The 

foundational conversation between the two women within the text is about providing refuge for 

formerly enslaved Black people. It is essential to note that these conversations both occur as 

Gilda is still a girl, growing and learning beyond her personal journey out of enslavement. That 

is to say that, though Gilda has a consciousness around race from the perspective of her own 

experience of the world, she is still developing her own thoughts and ideas about the world. 

Bernice, as the older Black woman in her community, becomes one of the voices that informs 

Gilda’s thoughts. When Gilda and Bernice talk about the upcoming Civil War, Gilda speaks 

from a somewhat naïve and sheltered perspective, having grown up under the protection of 

Original Gilda and Bird at Woodards. Gilda responds to Bernice’s questioning about the 

potential freeing of enslaved Black people by asserting “we free already, Bernice. Won’t mean 

much over here, you think?” to which Bernice fiercely retorts “Gal, they’s whole lot of us ain’t 

free, just ask down the road!” (26). Though Gilda took her freedom through her escape, at her 

young age she invests effort and time into suppressing her traumatic memories. She avoids 

thinking about her mother, her sisters, other kin working at the plantation alongside them as a 

method of self preservation, but Bernice’s statement forces her to think deeply about the reality 

of Black life outside of the protective community she now occupies. “A surge of fear welled up 

in [Gilda]” and she comes to the conclusion “‘We gotta keep this place safe, Bernice, no matter 

how the war goes. They’ll be people needin’ to come here I ‘spect’.” Here, with guidance from 



110 

Bernice, Gilda begins to form the principles she will take with her into future community 

building. Shared in low tones, Bernice proposes: “‘We keep our eye out, maybe some folks need 

to take root, if you knows I mean. Me an’ you can do that. I been figurin’ on something like that. 

It’s not the war, it’s the freedom we got to keep our eye on.’” (26). Bernice establishes both an 

acknowledgement between the two of them, but also a plan for the future grounded in providing 

space and tangible support for freed Black folks. Through this, she reminds Gilda that their focus 

must be on finding and cultivating freedom— that it is an ongoing process, one that did not end 

with Gilda’s escape— and that it is this freedom which should motivate their actions going 

forward. 

 Gilda’s two hundred years as a vampire find her acting with this fierce determination 

and dedication to Black freedoms. Functionally immortal, Gilda bears witness to the struggles 

and triumphs for Black liberation in a way that her vampiric family and mortal Black community 

do not. Her immortal kin (particularly Anthony and Sorel), in many ways, do not understand the 

profound need Gilda has to be in mortal Black community; though they are steadfast supporters 

of Gilda and do their best to acknowledge and understand her position as a Black woman, their 

status and privilege as non-Black vampires allows (and encourages) a disconnection from the 

human world. Humans, for them, live within a separate world and the connections made from 

vampires to humans are tenuous. Even Bird encourages her to attend to this mental separation: 

“Dear Girl, the mortal ones will settle their own worries. To connect with them, yes, but you 

must live as what you are. Listen to the world from your own powers” (157). Yet for Gilda, this 

connection to humans, to the Black struggle, is that vital thing which keeps her in and of the 

world. Considering Original Gilda’s final words to young Gilda as instruction— “You must also 

remember, later, when time weighs on you like hard earthenware strapped to your back, it is for 
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love that we do this” — Gilda’s ardent connection to Black community is her response (47). In 

looking for something to bolster her movement and survival through her long life, Gilda turns to 

Black freedom and the Black human experience.  

The inattention of her contemporaries to some mortal questions, like race, didn’t suit 

her. She didn’t believe a past could, or should, be so easily discarded. Her connection to the 

daylight world came from her blackness. The memories of her master’s lash as well as her 

mother’s face, legends of the Middle Passage, lynchings she had not been able to prevent, images 

of black women bent over scouring brushes—all fueled her ambition. She had been attacked 

more than once by men determined that she die, but of course she had not. She felt their hatred as 

personally as any mortal. The energy of the struggles of those times sustained her, somehow. 

(180) 

Gilda is fueled by all that she has witnessed and experienced as a Black woman; in many 

ways, she cannot divorce herself from being in community with fellow Black people (especially 

Black women) because she is sustained by that community. It is not something she initially finds 

within her immortal family, in fact it is something that she must seek out for herself. It is not 

until she brings Julius, a Black man, into her family that she has Black vampires in her world. 

Still, she does not begin to truly separate from the human world until Effie, an ancient Black 

vampire with a complex history, finds and loves her. With Effie, Gilda has someone who can, in 

many ways, reflect her own experience and understand her motivations and desires. Effie’s 

presence does not end Gilda’s connection with the greater human community, but Gilda’s life 

with Effie allows for the love which sustains her to take on a new form. Her motivation for Black 

freedoms remains constant, even as she considers taking the final death in the last chapter; again, 

when Gilda finds Ermis dying alone at the end of the world, Gilda finds hope and possibility in a 
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world where this young Black woman might continue to live on. Two hundred years later, Gilda 

is still adhering to the plan Bernice proposed to keep their eyes open for folks who need to take 

root. 

 

“You must make roots for yourself, for you are my roots” 

—Bird (190) 

 

 As I shift my thoughts towards the Black and Indigenous kinship between Bird and 

Gilda, I return to the epigraph from Leanne Simpson at the top of this section. I ask myself: In 

what ways does our relationship to the land build solidarity across difference? What abundance 

comes from knowing the land through kinship?  

“Land is of unquestionable importance to Indigenous peoples and land is of 

unquestionable importance to Black peoples” 

If I were to revise this quote to fit smoothly within the matrix of the world Gomez has 

built, I would include that, for vampires land is also of unquestionable importance. A vampire’s 

relationship to land, particularly the soil of the earth, is part of the mechanics and lore that 

Gomez designed for The Gilda Stories and is a pertinent challenge to traditional canonized 

vampires. Vampire canon, across time, has accumulated several standard tropes— blood 

sucking, weakness in daylight, and superhuman strength— and some which notably stand out 

amidst the customary— the donning of gloves outside of the domestic space, symbiosis with 

human communities, or having diamond-like, glittering skin. While much of the basis for 

vampirism in The Gilda Stories descends from these canonical tropes (drinking blood, 
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superhuman strength, weakness to sunlight and water, hypnotic control), key differences lie in 

the manner in which these strengths and weaknesses are utilized (both by the author and the 

characters). The relationship to land Gomez has written into a new vampire canon is a poignant 

example; for these vampires, the earth or soil from their homelands is essential for their survival. 

In order to withstand the light of the sun, bodies of water, and other such weaknesses, the 

vampires stitch their native soil into their clothing and bedding. They must, at all times and in all 

places, have access to this native soil lest they risk succumbing to their natural weaknesses. This 

is evidenced initially through Original Gilda’s true death: “Without the power of her native soil 

woven into her breeches, she surrendered [to the water] easily. The air was squeezed from her 

lungs and she eagerly embraced her rest. Bird felt a moment of the sun’s warmth…She knew the 

knife-edged sun rays stripped the flesh from Gilda’s bones” (48). The power of their native soil 

over life and death is further affirmed when its removal is used as the method to ensure the death 

of a violent and cruel vampire, Fox. Cultivating and sustaining a relationship with the land— 

ensuring the continued survival of the earth— becomes paramount in this world. It is this subtle 

shift or change in the canon which challenges not only the nature of vampires as a species, but 

also the very nature of contemporary society.  

 Land is the nexus for intimacies in The Gilda Stories, particularly when it comes to the 

eroticism and relationship between Gilda and Bird. The exchange of blood, the transformation 

from human to vampire, is at once a sensual act and the giving of life from “mother” to child. To 

Gilda, Bird was a lover, mother, and provider— the woman to close the circle (exchanging her 

blood with Gilda through her breasts) and the woman to gather the pallets of Mississippian earth 

which sustained Gilda’s life throughout time. The latter gesture becomes increasingly poignant 

when we realize that it is only through Bird that Gilda has access to her native soil; due to the 
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trauma of living in and escaping an enslaved labor camp in Mississippi, Gilda never returns to 

her birth place. She does not collect more soil, purely relying on the sachets that Bird and the 

Original Gilda gathered for her in the mid-to-late 1800s. And so when Bird returns to Gilda and 

they complete the exchange of blood once more, finally claimed by Bird, it is atop this soil. 

Lovingly gathered, land is of unquestionable importance, and when the land becomes the axis 

upon which your entire world rotates, solidarity and change becomes possible. Land at the center 

becomes a site for intimacy, an opportunity for knowledge, and a celebration of a shared home 

and a shared future. 

 For Gilda, land becomes the site of curiosity which affords her the future; as she and 

Ermis travel towards Machu Picchu, her hope for the future takes the form of the greenery 

growing thickly in spite of the rapid decline of the planet’s environment.  

“She felt her lungs expand with the air scented by the thick foliage. The night itself 

seemed green as the rustle of leaves grew louder. She closed her eyes, remembering those 

first glimpses of the road she had seen inside the woman who rescued her so long ago. It 

had been much like this one— narrow, winding, almost enveloped in the abundance 

surrounding it. She looked more closely at an enormous leaf, reaching forward from the 

darkness. The light veins and soft curves of its outline offered a universe unto itself, a 

wonder yet explored” (251)  

Gilda’s former desperation at the ending of the earth becomes transformed and her world 

becomes— after two hundred years on her journey— new again. The possibility of joy and 

wonder with the natural world is a beacon for Gilda, a new path to travel and a way to move 

towards the future.  
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Gilda’s path into this future through the land is made possible by her kinship with 

Bird— and conversely Birdʻs future is made possible through her kinship with Gilda. The two 

women have survived collectively. When Gilda is adopted into Original Gilda’s family/staff, it is 

Bird who teaches her to read and write, who educates her on the world, and her who eventually 

teaches Gilda the ways of their community. For Bird, Gilda becomes a place and person to return 

to and someone who helps her understand and move on from the loss of her lover. Gilda’s 

presence in Bird’s life is Original Gilda’s final gift. After Original Gilda’s death, Bird is unable 

and unwilling to accept the tradeoff forced upon her (one Gilda for another) and her lover’s 

agency in death, and young Gilda is the person who helps her (slowly) understand by 

acknowledging that “it’s not just me, it’s you. Her life, her freedom for our future. You are as 

much a part of the bargain as I am. She brought me to this place for your need as well as mine. 

It’s us seeing the future together that satisfies her needs” (49). Though Bird does not 

immediately take these words at face value, over time she is able to comprehend Original Gilda’s 

choice and Gilda’s deep importance to her— eventually identifying Gilda as her “roots” (190). It 

is their collective existence, their bonds and solidarities with one another, that gets them to the 

future Original Gilda saw for them. This solidarity comes into clear focus in the final scenes of 

the book, when Gilda has all but given up hope for the world just as her predecessor had. When 

venturing to meet up with her kin, accompanied and carried by Ermis, Gilda begins to hear 

Bird’s voice beckoning for her, calling her home:  

 Ah, so finally you come to me in a place I’ve made home, Bird said. 

 And we can leave this world together. Gilda heard her response as if she’d spoken aloud. 

 No, my girl. I think not. I have flown from nest to nest since Woodard’s. And we’ve not 

had time enough to know this world together. 
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 Gilda felt protest welling inside of her. The Hunters would be relentless; there was little 

chance the atmosphere could be saved. She knew no reason to remain. 

 We remain because this our home. We both have lost land here. Should we leave it all to 

them? I will not. 

 Gilda was able to open her eyes. She watched the determined back pulling her and the 

weight of many things behind. 

 Yes, we’ll stay. 

 Gilda focused her will outward, alongside the others she knew drew them forward. (250) 

Bird, Gilda’s oldest friend/lover/caretaker, is able to transform Gilda’s moment of desperation— 

preventing her from succumbing to her deepest fears for the future. Bird relies on their kinship, 

on their mutual desire to know the world together, to assert her need for Gilda’s continued 

presence. She then, in the face of potential dissent, reminds Gilda of their shared loss, their 

connected struggle, and their collective goal of liberation in their homelands. Bird convinces 

Gilda to carry on, again, through their kinship with the land. The solidarity Bird calls forth here 

is not devoid of purpose, a simple gesture to keep her kin alive; it is an active condemnation of 

the settler colonial, extractivist, capitalist destruction of the world (of land and of society) that 

has the power to change the very air around them. It is only after being revitalized by Bird’s 

solidarity with her and with the land that Gilda is able to take a deep breath with nature and look 

once more onto the path ahead. Gomez establishes this kinship across difference and across land 

as a model for her readers to follow: “I cling to my faith that human beings, at some point [will] 

say, ‘we can do this a different way, we don’t have to do it the way we’ve been doing it’.” (The 

Bookseller). Just as Gilda and Bird may find a future together, we each have the agency to build 
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kinship between us and change the very air around us. This solidarity opens up avenues of 

abundance that will provide for future generations.  
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We return, often, our footprints marking the earth— 

a path worn through the tall grasses. the warmth 

of summer winds keep us returning to this land, 

our affection for her deep softness obliges us to dig. 

we seek coils of earth to twist and turn in our hands, 

to build and play, to hear once more earth’s loving sound. 
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Act II • Tempering  
 

 

by the 

salted river-lake 

-bay -channel-sea at the 

tide’s recede, there rested an old 

tale of silver and fire, coals and dust. they 

come to the edge, seeking a feast for hungering 

bellies, the morsel to take with them, to gather. small 

dots across the sand, clusters clung to exposed rock, or found 

underfoot only when the sharpness is felt and sticky red blood mixes on top 

of the mud and sand, in the water, like a dangerous film—something broken reveals 

something new. what leaves behind a scar as time passes takes the blood and offers its body 

in return. and it is a gift to behold, it’s inner tissues and muscles exposed through prying open an 

airtight mouth. slippery guts soon to be boiled in fresh water, sands expelled, mouths accepting new 

flesh. shells glitter, left to the side once the meat is all taken, and bake within the low coals of an 

older flame. fire makes change of us all, the silver flakes into fragments of stars, a pounding 

render them to dust. transformation comes time and time again, the powder is trans 

formed as it is poured into clay, the mingling of hands pushing pressing 

twisting mixing enveloping making new—making 

unmaking making un making new 
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The River, Broad and Royal 

From 2004 to 2005, I was a young person newly living in Beaufort, South Carolina— to 

be more specific I was living on the Parris Island Marine Corps base. As is custom with many 

military dependents (children with military parents, people with military spouses), my family 

moved geographic locations for the 4th or 5th time in my short life. When we first moved to 

Parris Island from Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, my family and I lived in condemned housing 

with other mid-ranked enlisted Marine Corps members. The outside of our small base housing 

unit was made out of mildew infested styrofoam, the stucco covering it flaked off in large 

chunks. I remember taking chunks out of it for the sheer reason that it was possible to do so. This 

tiny, crumbling home and the massive grove of trees surrounding us, draped in Spanish Moss, 

are much of what I recall and recount when thinking about this transitionary period. There is 

some thrill in sharing the stories about my little fingers prying massive chunks off of a decaying 

home, or passing down the myth shared with me at the time that the Spanish Moss hanging 

above our heads held dangerous, microscopic insects (Chiggers) that feast upon human and 

animal flesh.18 The bites scattered across our bodies— most likely from horse flies or the 

 
18 See Rosenfeld, A.H. 1911. Insects and mites in Spanish moss. Journal of Economic Entomology 4: 398-309. ^ 

Whitaker Jr., J; Ruckdeschel, C. (2010). “Spanish Moss, the Unfinished Chigger Story”. Southeastern Naturalist. 9 

(1): 85–94. doi:10.1656/058.009.0107. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_moss#cite_ref-15
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_object_identifier
https://doi.org/10.1656%2F058.009.0107
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infamous sand fleas— were only further confirmation of the myth. It is easy, I think, for me to 

remember South Carolina and think primarily through a lens of cynicism or pessimism; for many 

people, particularly white liberals, it is easy to picture the South in this way, as a place not to 

visit— unless you’re in coastal towns like Myrtle Beach— and a place not to return. In my past, I 

built up an archive of reasons why I would never return, unwittingly falling into the white 

supremacist and elitist assertion that the south is irredeemable, that “red states” are these sites of 

violence and oppression and that they are the places that are “holding us back” from achieving 

some kind of caring, democratic society.19 But to forsake this place, these communities, is to 

forsake a collective bond between peoples and a history of radical and transformative justice and 

freedom movements that emerged and hold ground in the south. Looking at the absences in my 

historical knowledge specifically, I was unaware and uninformed— even whilst I went to middle 

school in that town— that the Combahee River Collective (a Black feminist collective devoted to 

revolutionary freedom in the 1970s) named themselves after the 1863 military raid on the 

Combahee Ferry by Harriet Tubman, Union Colonel James Montgomery, and 150 Black union 

soldiers who liberated more than 750 enslaved peoples unaware of their lawful freedom post-

Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation (NPS Combahee River Ferry). This is but one missed 

connection of many, one example of a liberatory past recovered amidst (or beyond) a colonial 

pessimism.  

 

 
19 See Wiley with Legal Defense Fund for insightful analysis on gerrymandering’s impact on the power of Black 

Voting and democratic institutions (https://www.naacpldf.org/redistricting-racism/); see Kelley’s Black Folk: The 

Roots of the Black Working Class for incisive analysis on the historical power of Southern Black collective action to 

improve the working lives of all Americans; see grassroots media correspondent Rose for their post-2024 election 

cycle piece debunking myths about the South that circulate within liberal communities post-fascist elections 

(https://scalawagmagazine.org/2024/11/election-myths-the-left-tells-about-the-south/); look to Stop Cop City 

protests (2003-present) in DeKalb County, Atlanta, led by Black and Indigenous grassroots organizers and 

land/community protectors (timeline: https://atlanta.capitalbnews.org/cop-city-timeline/)  

https://www.naacpldf.org/redistricting-racism/
https://scalawagmagazine.org/2024/11/election-myths-the-left-tells-about-the-south/
https://atlanta.capitalbnews.org/cop-city-timeline/
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 It has taken much internal work over the past decade or so to reverse— or transform— 

my thought process and relationship to the south and to my homelands. I, like many, at one point 

or another abandoned my southern accent to such an extent that my relatives would chastise me 

for not sounding more southern. As the world shamed the accents of southerners, lumping  them 

in with the ignorance and illiteracy they characterized the region with, I also was shamed for 

losing that tongue. The lilt of my speech was curtailed by humiliation and a desire to be 

acknowledged for my intellect and wit. Any southern affect I take on now feels forced and false, 

a mockery of my past and of a southern present; yet, I now cherish the moments I let the words 

drip from my tongue like a sickly sweet honey made from mississippi magnolia flowers and low 

country tupelo trees. I lean into the way “get” is transforms into “git” or “pen” comes out as 

“pin,” I chuckle when the controversial “crayon” into “crown” or “cray-ahn” crops up. Yet 

through all of my intentional vernacular shifting as a kid, “Y’all” and “ain’t”  never left my 

colloquial vocabulary— it is this tenacious and persistent artifact whose familiarity always 

seemed wrong to attempt to scrub away. I now seek a kind of auto-archaeology, a process of 

excavating or uncovering these artifacts from my own human vestiges that have been buried. I 

approach with wonder this crust and layers of static sediment formed over my ancient memories, 

both from the personal history of River and that of my ancestors.  

I chose the name River after playing around with several names across months and 

years. As a child I wanted nothing more than to distance myself from the highly effeminate name 

given to me by my parents. Each utterance tied me to the visage of a young “miss” that was 

never appropriate or correct; each utterance affirmed for the people witnessing me that 

something was off, that either ***** was a mistake or I was; each utterance cemented my 

inscrutable discomfort and produced the desire for a transformation. When I entered my first 
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academic graduate program, I had yet to synthesize my longing for transformation and my social 

existence, but was quickly thrust into such a reckoning once I found myself surrounded by non-

binary, trans, gender-fuck, and gender non-conforming graduate students and coworkers at my 

side job as a barista. Even surrounded by endless examples of queer gender expression, I could 

not yet make a shift even as the potentialities pestered me relentlessly. Towards the end of my 

masters program, I could admit that there was something not cis about me, but taking a leap into 

a personal unknown would require dramatic change. Experiences and traumas pushed me in and 

out of the proverbial closet— though admittedly one with a glass door. Starting my Ph.D. 

somewhere new afforded me the opportunity to truly transform; this new world had not been 

deeply marked with my presence, and for me this meant that I could swiftly and smoothly 

transform into someone who felt real, or at the very least more accurate. Names, as it turns out, 

are tricky and easy to fall into the wrong ones; in fact, I was able to get a bodily invasive top 

surgery two out of three times before I came to the name River. 

I sought out elemental names from my loved ones, leaning auspiciously towards those 

associated with water. Water flowed around the edges of a conversation with my friend/queer 

and trans elder, Nathan, about new names. Returning to this conversation now, “River” was the 

first on their list and “Lake” on mine. We tossed names around like skipping stones running on 

the tense surface of a still pool and found joy in the absurdity of building new words for new 

worlds:  
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May 04, 2021 at 1:38 PM20 

Conversation between Nathan and River (with some texts removed for space and clarity) 

 

“Sksksks hello I am trench. Help please my name is bog”   

 

“I lowkey like bog… it gives me trans mask gutter witch energy… like Bog is a trans man who’s 

friends with Bits [our queerdo former coworker]” 

 

“Puddle is a trans fem who went through a SEVERE lolita phase in 2007”  

 

“Lake is a white trans man who likes to fish and wear waders… and is short”  

 

“Cove is a cis white woman who had a spiritual experience on shrooms and co-opts native 

culture on instagram… Loch is a Scottish trans who is the human embodiment of a warm cut of 

tea on a chilly overcast day”  

 

“Similar to lake in that they both wear flannel” 

“Sandbar is a baby trans (like a pre teen) who is testing out new names and has a supportive 

family… but is also the weird kid in class and not just because they’re trans” 

“Sea is a lesbian”  

 

“Crest is a brown Ivy League Trans(™) who has a dual degree in poly sci and Marketting”  

 

“Same league as chester. But chester is white trans. Chester and Crest are dating and are fiscally 

republican”  

 

“Shoal is 36 has severe anxiety and is agender and ace, writes NaruSasu Fanfic, has a queer 

platonic life partner named Cliff (cis he him lesbian) and is a mentor to Sandbar” 

 

“Fuck. The cis he/him lesbian got to me”  

 

 
20 Spelling errors retained for accurate portrayal of the conversation 
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“STRAIT. LMAO”  

 

“Strait but a f****t. Strait listens to Kenny loggins and kesha”  

 

“Strait is a white f***** trans man who is a sex worker/runs an etsy shop. Listens to kenny 

logins and kesha, while doing poppers. Goes by Rai. And is on the second queer season of Are 

You The One” 

“Gulch is dating Bog”  

 

“Gulch, surprisingly, is femme but is also really into trans goblin rhetoric”  

 

“I also think marine sea creatures are also trans names. Heron, Seal, Orca, Shark. All trans. 

Shark is a straight trans man who perpetuates toxic masculinity and believes in passing”  

 

“Yes. He believes in trans rage a bit too much” 

 

“Manatee is a fat trans femme witch who lives in rural florida. Peak tropical swamp cottage core 

[Nathan then creates Manatee in the Sims and shares the screenshot]” 

 

 

 

Our joyous outpour, and consequently our joyous return for this particular excavation, 

came from something deep— though the resulting conversation looked to be a product of chaotic 

riffs off of the trans naming experience, arriving at (and beginning with) River is a reflection of 

my aforementioned past. Within this process of wading through and reflecting upon names, I 

connect with a young River who found themselves on the edges of Carolina low country, on the 

shores where the Broad River, Beaufort River, and Port Royal Sound embraced. It was a place of 

profound joy and kinship with the land, a site of childhood wonder and exploration, and later a 

source of deep wounding. I work to unravel a crude and restricted narrative around my 
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childhood, and I return to these sites of creation to reshape my relationship to my past, to the 

land that raised me, and to my future— and to the futures beside and beyond me. In the spirit of 

Gilda, who turned to the beauty and wonder of the natural world in order to envision an 

otherwise world in her moment of profound despondency, I, too, look back to the scenes of 

nature that make up my existence. Always, I return to waters. Always, I return to the river.  

 After we moved out of the transitory Styrofoam home and into what would become our 

more permanent home (at least for the time my family was stationed in Parris Island), we lived at 

the meeting place of the Atlantic Ocean with the local rivers. We were situated near the back line 

of a newly developed military suburb with only a few hundred feet of dirt, grasses, sand, and 

trees between our feet and the water’s edge. The old officer’s lodging, large and old antebellum-

style houses, were razed and left behind large tracts of dug up earth near the sandy coast. The 

mammoth Southern Live Oak trees shaded our short walks and offered their branches for the 

nimble climbing of an adventurous twelve-year-old kid. Our bare feet always found purchase 

with the sharp stiles of acorns scattered amongst the grasses. It seemed an unwritten rule for the 

South that shoes were not needed when adventuring in the nature surrounding you— or at least it 

was my unwritten rule. How could you feel the painful pricks of the dropped acorns, the rough 

bark of the Southern Live Oak, or the soft texture of dusty, flattened earth? How could you feel 

the sand beneath your feet or the grasses scratching at your toes? This is all to say, we kids made 

our way to the river often, our lack of shoes an aid in reaching the water swiftly. My sister and I 

often explored the shores and mudflats along the river, climbing over felled trees and trapping 

ourselves in the wet, squelching muck and getting deep gashes on the soles of our feet from 

mussels and oysters hiding underneath the surface. We would search for living horseshoe crabs 

to return them to the water and we would search for shark teeth and fossils in the gritty sediment. 
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There is such abundance in my history on that shore. This beauty, this youthful joy, is an artifact 

recovered from my past, but just as it is necessary for me to retexture my history with that beauty 

and wonder, I cannot simply overwrite this period of my life or my memories with the river as 

unconditionally positive. The archaeological exploration of my past serves to bring to light what 

has been hidden or discarded, part of this includes the violence I experienced near that water’s 

edge, amongst those trees and acorns, and the ruins of a southern history. As a thirteen year old 

gender queer, neurodivergent, gay kid (unbeknownst to me at the time), I spent a lot of time 

defending myself external harassment from my peers for my boy clothes, short hair, and what 

could only be called “exuberance” of self (read “flaming” or “leo personality”). As such, I could 

not conceive— and in some ways still cannot even after routine exposure— that I would become 

a target of sexualized violence by an older friend on the beach and the trees in my own backyard. 

I was, in my own eyes, too “queer” to be desirable, someone unaccessible. It’s this same 

misplaced confidence in my undesirability that had me walking the streets of Spain alone at 

2AM as a college student, getting lost for hours after escaping (running away from) a persistent 

and forceful guy from a club. By placing these memories beside one another, I am able to 

contend with or access the complexity of my own experience— it is a navigation of the 

contemporaneous and extreme emotions of this period in my life that, in witnessing, helps me 

understand the ways that life and loss, suffering and joy exist all at once. Consequently, I am 

better able to imagine futures of care that acknowledge and account for this reality— that the 

wounding of life comes in tandem with all that we deem precious and hold dear. My name, then, 

becomes a commitment to this witnessing; it becomes a salve and a celebration. River is a gift, 

an ecosystem, a story, a world.  
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Chapter Two • Queer (Un)making: Transforming the Traditional 
Stories Need Transformation 

The oral tradition is more than a record of a people’s culture. It is the creative source of 

their collective and individual selves. When that wellspring of identity is tampered with, the 

sense of self is also tampered with; and when that tampering includes the sexist and classist 

assumptions of the white world within the body of an Indian tradition, serious consequences 

necessarily ensue. 

Paula Gunn Allen  

The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American Indian Traditions 

 

 Paula Gunn Allen’s words here from her essay “Kochinnenako in Academe: Three 

Approaches to Interpreting a Keres Indian Tale” were my first step into academic Indigenous 

literary theory; they were introduced to me without the context of Gunn Allen’s lesbian identity, 

something at the very core of her work, erased by this bygone or forgotten detail. I returned to 

Gunn Allen often in my first few years of teaching English composition, encouraging students to 

engage with her conversation about colonialism and storytelling. While my students, often non-

Native in those first few years, could not grasp the gendered implications of her work nor the 

focus on balance in perspective, they could take away the concept that oral tradition and the 

ways it is presented within families, communities, institutions, etc. has been impacted across 
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time and space, and that such an impact engenders change within a culture and their traditions. In 

“Kochinnenako in Academe,” Gunn Allen asserts that colonial intrusions— specifically 

cisheteropatriarchal ones within translations of traditional stories— taken up into Keres/Laguna 

Pueblo communities lead not only to the degradation and transformation of that tradition, but to 

tangible consequences within Native communities. Gunn Allen recognizes the oral tradition of a 

community as a “living body” and a “wellspring of identity,” just as susceptible to change and 

transformation and harm or pollution as human bodies are (86). Shifts in the oral tradition are 

both impacted by the reality within which a people live (a racist, classist, cisheteropatriarchal 

society) and impact a community through the insidious uptake of colonial ideology into 

traditional narratives. The consequences of such a tampering take many forms, but one such 

consequence is addressed within of footnote of the essay:  

Education in Western schools, exposure to mass media, and the need to function in a 

white-dominated world have subtly but perhaps permanently altered the narrative 

structures of the old tales and with them the tribal conceptual modes of tribespeople… 

Concurrently, tribal social organization and interpersonal relations have taken a turn 

toward authoritarian, patriarchal, linear, and misogynistic modes— hence the rise of 

violence against women, an unthinkable event in older, more circular and tribal times 

(106).  

Gunn Allen initiates this conversation within Critical Indigenous Studies (CIS), as The Sacred 

Hoop is “often considered the first American Indian feminist study” (Barker, 2017), but this 

knowledge and critique about colonial intrusions and their link to violence against Indigenous 

women did not begin, nor end, with Gunn Allen’s analysis. Contemporary scholars Cindy 

Holmes and Sarah Hunt (Kwakwaka’wakw – Kwagu’ł/Dzawada’enuxw) expand on this dialogue 



131 

in their 2017 article for the National Center for Collaborating Indigenous Health (NCCIH), 

“Indigenous Communities and Family Violence: Changing the Conversation.” Their work shifts 

the narrative of the violence experienced by Indigenous peoples (particularly women, girls, and 

two-spirit peoples) from a non-Native/state sanctioned public projection of blame on the 

communities and individuals themselves to a deeper understanding of the “intersections of 

ongoing state neglect, racism, sexism, homophobia, and other expressions of colonialism in 

contributing to overwhelming realities of physical and sexual violence” (5). In their report, 

Holmes and Hunt identify the historic resistance against violence by Indigenous women, noting 

that “as long as there has been violence, there has been resistance” (10). Similarly, Indigiqueer 

scholar Dian Million’s (Tanana Athabascan) 2009 Wicazo Sa Review article and subsequent 

book chapter in Therapeutic Nations on “Felt Theory” speaks to the practice of and delicate 

experiences of such resistance. Her theory asserts both the necessity of understanding and 

valuing Native women’s experiences as knowledge and recognizing the “nuances of truth and 

telling, silence, silencing and lived truth practices” of Indigenous women facing violence within 

their communities. The co-optation of colonialism into our communities has wreaked havoc on 

our traditions, bodies and mind, spaces, and time. This violence extends beyond the domestic 

past and present into the future.  

Indigenous imaginings of otherwise worlds or futures often takes the form of nation 

building and sovereignty movements— considering the ways in which specific Indigenous 

communities can define themselves, their collective desires, ethics, beliefs, and practices external 

to or excised from colonial institutions like the United States. I refrain from using the term 

“rights” in deference to Haunani-Kay Trask’s (Kanaka Maoli) assertion in From a Native 

Daughter: Colonialism and Sovereignty in Hawaiʻi that “when Hawaiians begin to think 
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otherwise, that is, to think in terms of ‘rights,’ the identification as ‘Americans’ is not far off” 

and the subsequent theft of land, culture, language, and government with the arrival of “rights” 

as “American citizens” (88-89). Trask notes that engaging in the legal systems of the United 

States and this subject of rights leaves Natives to “participate in their own mental colonization”; 

that such colonization must be countered by Native resistance and decolonization, and that young 

Hawaiian women have been leading this resistance through the “virtue of their cultural mana” 

(88;91). Similar to Gunn Allen and other Native women’s voices, Trask notes the uptake of cis-

heteropatriarchy into the political and cultural systems by Native men, and that such desires of 

Native men to participate or cooperate in the Americanized political system led to the 

sovereignty movement being led by nationalist women. She declares:  

I believe the main reason women lead the nationalist front today is simply that women 

have not lost sight of the lāhui, that is, of the nation. Caring for the nation is, in Hawaiian 

belief, an extension of caring for the family, the large family that includes both our lands 

and our people… the defining characteristic of leadership is mana, the ability to speak for 

the people and the land, to command respect by virtue of this ability, and to set the issues 

of public debate as those that benefit the lāhui. In formulating the sovereignty position, 

Hawaiian women have demonstrated most forcefully what pono leadership might be. 

(94,95) 

In her chapter “Indigenous Hawaiian Sexuality and the Politics of Nationalist Decolonization” 

from Critically Sovereign: Indigenous Gender, Sexuality, and Feminist Studies, J. Kēhaulani 

Kauanui extends this conversation of nation building and the Hawaiian sovereignty movement to 

cultural decolonization as it relates to gender and sexuality. Within this chapter, Kauanui 

engages with a case study of the group Nā Mamo o Hawaiʻi, a collective of bisexual, lesbian, 
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gay, transgender, and māhū Kanaka Maoli; the group did work to establish themselves within the 

nationalist struggle through the articulation of same-sex relations as “an integral part of 

ʻIndigenous tradition’” through the genealogical tracing— “Those affiliated with Nā Mamo 

made a point to claim a Native lineage for their work and in doing so attempted to secure a place 

in Hawaiian nationalist culture” (50-51). Kauanui notes that, while there were many sovereignty 

leaders and coalitions that actively supported the “formal inclusion” of diverse sexual practices 

and identities in Hawaiian nation building, organizations like Ka Lāhui Hawaiʻi and Sovereign 

and Independent Nation-State of Hawaiʻi did not integrate formal anti-discriminatory clauses 

with regards to such identities. Additionally, at a gathering of Kanaka Maoli organizations and 

individuals focused on restoring Hawaiian self-governance21 with particular emphasis on aloha 

ʻāina and malama ʻāina facilitated by Nā Mamo, Noenoe Silva submitted a proposal that “all 

printed material emanating from the meeting include a statement… of antidiscrimination for 

BLGTM Hawaiians regarding all proposals put forth” to prevent “discriminat[ion] from land 

access because of oneʻs sexual orientation” — a proposal which was met with “hostility” and 

“refusal,” ranging from outright disgust for queer Hawaiians to assertions that, because Kanaka 

Maoli community is already so accepting, there was no need to include specific anti-

discriminatory statements within any proposal or constitution of self-governance (54-55).  

Other such rejections sprung forth from the idea that questions of anti-discrimination as 

it applied to Hawaiian sovereignty movements should be considered “ʻafter the land base’ was 

reclaimed’” (55). The cis-heteronormative assertion of this last sentiment has been routinely 

echoed in Native sovereignty and queer activist movements alike— the former pressing the idea 

 
21 The third Puwalu (coming together) of a Puwalu series intended to be an alternative to the state-sponsored 

Hawaiian Sovereignty Advisory Commission: “Puwalu ʻEkolu challenged the state’s authority but also focused on 

creating an alternative process to unite Kanaka Maoli on the political push for Hawaiian sovereignty.” (54) 
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that sovereignty or “land back” must be achieved before we can start thinking about where queer 

Indigeneity fits into nation building; the latter asserting that we must achieve general queer rights 

before we can focus on creating protections for trans lives. This approach of “not now” or “not 

yet” is a re-assertion of western colonial strategy; Leanne Simpson, in her chapter “Indigenous 

Queer Normativity'' writes: “the more that heterosexual cisgendered Native men and women buy 

into [cis-heteropatriarchy] and choose to reproduce and enforce violence, exclusion, and erasure, 

the better it works to divide and destroy the fabric of relationships that make up our nations” (As 

We Have Always Done, 123). The relationship, then, between cis-heterosexual Natives and their 

desires to nation build and maintain cis-heterosexism becomes a paradox: We need to form our 

nations before we can integrate gender and sexual variance into our systems, and without 

attention to gender and sexual variance our nation building and sovereignty movements will not 

succeed. Rather than detracting from the issue at hand (self-determination for Indigenous 

communities and decolonization of our lands, bodies, and minds), understanding, including, and 

celebrating queer Indigeneity and Indigenous feminisms within our communities and movements 

is essential to building our futures and re-establishing the connections and power needed for 

nation building. 

As I play around with this metaphor of tempering, I consider what role the sparkling 

fragments and dust of the fired mussel shells provides the clay— land— and the finished 

structure of the clay vessel. If our futures and our nations are these finished vessels, the queer 

shell speckles are that which give the clay (and consequently, the vessel) its strength. It is their 

strength, the bonding of the clay with the fragments and dust, that keeps these vessels from 

cracking in the intense heat from the firing process. Just as the intentional inclusion of 

Indigiqueers into our sovereignty movements is paramount to their future success, the intentional 
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inclusion of Indigiqueers into our traditional stories is an act of transformation through 

tempering. Our integration into the Indigenous “body” or corpus makes our stories stronger, 

helps them glimmer, and keeps them from breaking or fragmenting. This integration does not 

simply benefit the Indigiqueers who find themselves in the stories, but all those who are exposed 

to them. In this chapter, I endeavor to capture what the tempering and transformation of our 

traditional stories offers Indigenous futures; I question how our world might transform with these 

tales at our fingertips, and the care that such a transformation both requires and provides. It is 

important to note that these tales are not a replacement of the traditional, but an expansion. A 

canon of texts to integrate into what is already there. We are gathering these stories that are 

already here; the process of breaking them down and transforming them allows for a future 

where this strength is not something to be found, but is already mixed into the Indigenous body 

of knowledge. Before we can integrate them into our (clay) body we must break down these 

stories, what they mean, what the changes are doing, a further transformation (or almost 

translation). When we mix tempering in with the clay for stability we are putting ancestral 

ecological knowledge at work alongside intention to build systems of support for our Indigiqueer 

relatives. We consider how these stories, fortified by this knowledge, bring strength to our 

ancestors, to our elders, to our communities? What real strength will this powerful glitter bring to 

our worlds?  
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When foraging for and gathering mussels, seek a rocky intertidal zone or a river 

with a rocky bed— mussels are embedded into rock or sediment, clinging to their chosen 

location for safety purposes as well as passive food intake with water flow. Mussels have fed 

many Indigenous communities for hundreds of years, but recent issues involving climate 

change, invasive species, red tides, overharvesting, and overall water pollution have led to a 

decrease in population and morphological changes. The mussels you can harvest today are 

fundamentally different from the mussels harvested by our ancestors. Once you have 

collected your chosen mussels, allow them to sit in cold freshwater overnight to expel their 

sediment. Boil or steam the mussels for a few minutes to several hours (depending on 

cultural practice) for immediate consumption or create jerky from the flesh by hanging 

them in the sun to dry. Many freshwater mussels were primarily utilized for their shells to 

make tools, jewelry, or to temper 

clay. 
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Gathering and Cleaning Mussels: Collecting Our Indigiqueer Stories 
 

Understanding and practicing aloha is the necessary first step [to restoring 

interpersonal intimacy/practicing pilina]. Without embodying our vibrant and diverse practices 

of aloha as people, there can be no aloha ʻāina. It will not be enough to occupy Hawaiʻi now, 

while assuming that we will deal with issues of gender, pilina, and “sexuality” later.  

 

Jamaica Heolimeleikalani Osorio 

Remembering Our Intimacies: Moʻolelo, Aloha ʻĀina, and Ea 

 

As I think to the oyster and mussel shells of my childhood, my relationship to them and 

the knowledge I gleaned from my experience with them, I trace echoes of the experience Heoli 

Osorio (Kanaka Maoli) depicts in her chapter “Gathering Our Stories of Belonging.” In this 

chapter, Osorio illuminates her experience with Ka Moʻolelo o Hiʻiakaikapoliopele as a child 

and her return to the story as an adult. Osorio speaks to the silencing of her community and such 

moʻolelo of the inherent queerness22 of the story; she notes that as a child, the moʻolelo was 

meant to impart a “greater understanding of our environment and our relationship to it” (5) and it 

wasnʻt until she was an adult that she was encouraged to revisit the story and establish new 

understandings to be gleaned from it. Yes, Ka Moʻolelo o Hiʻiakaikapoliopele was about “the 

mapping of our ʻāina, or about Hawaiian values of justice and leadership,” but the story also 

became a puʻuhonua— a place of refuge. Specifically, the aikāne relationship between Hiʻiaka 

and Hōpoe created a space within kanaka moʻolelo and genealogy for the presence and 

importance of queer Indigeneity, “a gathering for Indigenous queers like [her]self to see 

 
22 Within her text, Osorio asserts that her usage of “queer” in a book meant to “recenter out ʻŌiwi practices of 

intimacy” not to force such an identity onto herself or her fellow kanaka, but a “calling [of]  attention to the fact that 

the need to mark myself as queer today is a direct result of the way I have been erased systematically from my own 

history.” (6) 
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[them]selves unapologetically represented in our literatures and histories” (5). What strikes me 

about this transformation Osorio went through once she was shown a story which in some ways 

reflected her identity and experience as a Hawaiian woman— or as she tells it, “desecrating 

womanhood” — is that underneath all these historical layers of trauma (both personal and 

communal), colonization, and cis-heteropatriarchy there exist stories where we belong. They are 

already here, waiting for us to find them, to breathe life into them and receive that life giving 

breath back. Osorio, in returning to Hiʻiaka, found abundance and found a pathway to redefining 

or returning to intimacies in the face of all attempts to eliminate or ‘dismember’ our nations, 

intimacies, communities, traditions, stories, and lives. As I work to uncover my own history and 

traditions suppressed by colonialism, the act of tempering clay becomes such an illuminating 

practice; my kinship with these ocean and river animals, their sharp shells and iridescent 

coloring, that had always been present for me is tied to a Chahta tradition I hadn’t heard about 

until this year (2024), but that became a site of connection. The very creatures that had helped 

established my orientation to and relationship with my natural world, the shells that taught me 

the beauty of our waters, transformed with time. As I return to these shells now, knowing the 

ways we used them to hold our clay (bodies) together with their iridescence, I, too, find 

abundance. I, too, find refuge and comfort. I am at the confluence of my personal history with 

this kin and a genealogical relationship to those lands and waters that sustained my people for 

thousands of years. Though there are threats to their survival due to capitalism, pollution, and 

colonization, these mussels are a site of reclamation. They become a metaphor through which I 

reprocess my own history, reforge a relationship with the lands and waters that are responsible 

for me and that I in turn are responsible for, and as a way of understanding my own watery 

embodiment of gender. Within this section, I will engage with expansive definitions and 
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examples of rewriting through artistic and storied countermaps as an approach to understanding 

the intentional transformation of stories from ones trenched in colonial hegemony—or covered 

over by colonial cisheteropatriarchal memory— to ones which acknowledge alternate truths.  

 

Hanky Code - (Re)turning  

In developing my understanding of mussels and queer kinship—shifting from seeing 

them as the animals that used to slice my feet open/ the animals that we would pull from the 

muck of low country mudflats/ the animals I understood as nature’s water filter to the beings I 

am building kinship with as a way of re-mapping my own Indigiqueer history—I stumbled upon 

a queer ecology art project which helps me illuminate the multifarious ways in which mussels 

might assist in queering my tempering metaphor. As a part of the Queer Ecology Hanky Project 

(QEHP), an artist’s call which asked queer participants to send in decorated hankies with 

ecological themesp, Sarah McDermott, Associate Professor of Printmaking at Marshall 

University, contributed the piece “Manifest Reversal” (2020). The Queer Ecology Hanky 

Project, organized by Vanessa Adams and Mary Tremonte, brought artists together to “explore 

queer ecology” which “has given us windows into divergent possibilities for gender and 

sexuality, models of resilience and resistance in a world that feels increasingly bleak” (“Infinite 

Affinities,” 2019). This project, which grounded itself in the historical queer subtextual, sought 

to expand beyond something that might have, at one time in history, been a potentially colonial 

and patriarchal roots. Though the historical accuracy of this claim is dubious at best,23 queer oral 

history tells us that queer flagging— or wearing a hanky to covertly identify one’s sexual 

 
23 See “Beyond Hanky Code” for analysis of the folkloric history of the hanky code in relation to the California 

Gold Rush (https://beyondhankycode.wordpress.com/2014/01/17/hanky-code-folklore-language-and-leather/) 

https://beyondhankycode.wordpress.com/2014/01/17/hanky-code-folklore-language-and-leather/
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preferences— has established roots in the Gold Rush mining community of San Francisco. This 

oral history asserts that during this time period of colonial expansion into Indigenous lands, there 

was a massive influx of men to the mining towns; consequently, with fewer settler women 

occupying these locations, the men who sought entertainment through square dancing would 

have to dance with other men owing to this lack. Hankies worn in blue would indicate a man’s 

willingness to lead in the dance, while red indicated a willingness to follow. While other sartorial 

codes were used throughout history— green carnations, ear piercings, beltside key rings— the 

hanky code proliferated throughout the 1970s into the 1990s in the gay community, particularly 

rising up through the queer leather and motorcycle clubs.24 Both of these scenes— Gold Rush 

and Leather/Biker club— are associated with the replication of an idealized, rugged 

hypermasculinity; contemporaneously cropping up with the hanky code came the gay ‘clone’ of 

the 1970s and 1980s (Sonnekus, “Macho Men”). In his article “‘Everyday Joe’ versus ‘Pissy, 

Bitchy Queens’: Gay Masculinity on StraightActing.com,” Jay Clarkson speaks on an iteration of 

the gay clone’s, or the self-identifying “straight-acting” gay, masculinity. Clarkson’s work 

asserts that “masculinity [constructed by straight acting gay men] is defined similarly to 

normative working-class masculinity and depends on the subjugation of women and non-straight 

acting men” and that such a gender identity of cloning over-the-top masculinities “dominated the 

urban image of gay men, which some saw as strangely rejecting an identity they had just begun 

to embrace” (192,193). The hanky code can be viewed as one such iteration of this idealization 

of heterosexual gender norms and at once denaturalize them as well; Clarkson’s work articulates 

that, ultimately, “the question of whether or not [gay clones] are attempting to be heterosexual is 

moot, for heterosexual maleness has no claim to masculinity because it is neither origin nor 

 
24 In fact, Larry Townsend’s “The Leatherman’s Handbook II” (1983, 1989) features an authoritative hanky code 

list with the most used colors and an explanation of the hanky code’s purpose and actual usefulness.  
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copy” and as such we must consider, rather, “what structure of power does the valorization of 

heteronormative masculinity privilege and/or challenge” and “interrogate what systems of power 

are revealed in these actions” (193).25 The history of the hanky code, at least that history which 

has been circulated by the queer community which makes use of this sartorial system, reveals a 

power hierarchy that extends beyond what Clarkson here identifies as “heteronormative 

masculinity privilege” into a claiming or identification with Manifest Destiny and the idealized 

masculinity of those actors of Westward expansion and colonization.  

Though the original claim to a queer masculinity through this sartorial code in the 1970s 

may have been liberatory for the gay men who circulated and used this flagging practice, its 

ancestry of rugged “american” masculinity and the binary nature of the system itself is, through 

the “Queer Ecology Hanky Project,” subverted. The overarching collection diverges from the 

history presented about the hanky code as it encourages gender and sexuality expression which 

goes beyond a binary or mimicry, and instead places focus on gender and queerness as we relate 

to each other and our environment (multispecies entanglement). Specifically Sarah McDermott’s 

piece speaks to a reversal of the manifest destiny, symbolically through the novel approach to a 

hanky code as well as through the imagery printed onto the hanky itself. In her description of her 

print featuring multiple species of freshwater mussel, McDermott offers the following insight: 

“Manifest Destiny’s fantasy of control is seen in the Army Corps of Engineers’ damming and 

dredging activities, here represented by regulated rectangular pools. The design is ultimately 

thinking toward a direction of ‘Manifest Reversal,’ with swamp dodder26 (parasitic obligate vine-

 
25  Clarkson here is utilizing Butler’s concepts of gender ideology and their critique of such invented binaries from 

“Imitation and gender insubordination” in the 1993 edition of The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader (pp. 307-320) 

 
26 Though my primary discussion of this piece will focus on the presence of mussels, the presence of swamp dodder 

in this piece brings agricultural practice to bear on the conversation of colonial intervention into multispecies 
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like plants) spreading out of the area of the pools back to its original flood plain” (Kidney Press). 

Mussels, a species essential to the transformation of ecosystems in their capacity as filter feeders, 

are spread across (not restricted within the pools) the Ohio River basin. Diversity and volume of 

the species represented here is pivotal to McDermott’s vision of “Manifest Reversal.” In an 

Interview with The Allegheny Front for their “Good River: Stories of the Ohio” Series, U.S. 

Forest Service Fisheries Research Biologist Wendell R. Haag, an expert in the field of 

Freshwater Mussels, regards the massive and interconnected Ohio River watershed as a site of 

prolific mussel fauna diversity. Within the river system over 130 species have been recorded (a 

massively diverse population for the 981-mile-long river), but Haag notes that 11 species of 

freshwater mussel have gone extinct and seventy percent of the remaining species face extinction 

as well. Haag’s research identifies the essential role mussels have in the regulation of many 

ecosystems that has been overlooked by the vast majority; mussels not only serve as monitors of 

stream quality, but they also “purify water, provide a structural habitat and food for other 

organisms and ease… nutrient overload often caused by farm fertilizer run-off and water 

treatment practices [by recycling and storing] some of these nutrients.” Along with Haag’s 

assessment, Jeremy Tiemann’s contribution to the conversation addresses the reason for the 

rapidly declining population of freshwater mussels: American “Progress” via the construction of 

the dam system. Tiemann notes that dam construction “devastated many mussel species” by 

restricting their habitats, changing the ecosystem from a free-flowing one to stagnant lake-like 

pools, dumping industrial waste, and disrupting the fish migration essential for mussel 

 
kinship and natural watershed bodies. Swamp Dodder is often “managed” (eradicated like a pest) in agricultural 

settings due to its perceived impact on crop yields such as cranberries and tomatoes. According to the University of 

California’s Statewide Integrated Pest Management, Native dodder “seeds lack obvious dispersal mechanisms and 

likely spread via people through the movement of soil and equipment or in mud attached to shoes and tires.” See 

Lanini, W.T. et al..  
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reproduction—all to gain 

control over water levels for 

navigation and transportation 

of materials needed for 

industry (The Allegheny Front, 

2020). In “Manifest Reversal,” 

McDermott specifically 

addresses the vital role of the 

U.S. Army Corp of Engineers 

in the complete disruption of 

the Ohio River watershed, and 

her piece envisions a future 

where mussel species remain 

prolific in direct opposition to 

the mission of the Army to regulate and control the environment. McDermott articulates 

Manifest Destiny as “fantasy of control” as the reality of this approach by the Army Corp of 

Engineers has resulted in a highly unstable environment and future for freshwater across North 

America as waters remain polluted and the artificial articulation of river systems leads to 

increased, unmanageable flooding. 

A return to mussels is a promise against calamity, against the death of our waterways 

and our ways of being. Returning, here, is both a literal return or proliferation of mussel species 

into the watershed, but also a return to a gendered bodied existence not predicated on a binary or 

the colonial. To exist with the mussel within this context is to understand one’s gender as it 

Figure 5: "Manifest Reversal," Sarah McDermott (2020) 
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relates to multispecies entanglement, and the power of transformation here is paramount. In “The 

Watershed Body: Transgressing Frontiers in Riverine Sciences, Planning Stochastic Multispecies 

Worlds,” Cleo Woelfle-Erskine explores how bodies of water bear similarities to transgender 

bodies; specifically, Woelfle-Erskine engages with trans theories of ‘becoming,’ particularly 

speaking alongside Eva Hayward’s 2008 article “More Lessons from a Starfish: Prefixial Flesh 

and Transspeciated Selves.” Woelfle-Erskine speaks to the ways that bodies of water resist 

containment and strictly defined boundaries, relying on Hayward’s conception of ‘the cut’ to 

address such boundaries. Hayward articulates: “my cut enacts a regeneration of my bodily 

boundaries— boundaries redrawn… the regenerative effort of my cut is discursive; my 

transfiguring cut is a material-discursive practice through which I am of my body and of my 

transself” (304, qtd in Woelfle-Erskine). Woelfle-Erskine applies Hayward’s theory when 

conceptualizing the boundaries of rivers “which [draw] together all above and underground 

water in a watershed” but are often mistaken for something “containable” within streams and 

channels. In reality, a river spreads, floods, retracts, slips beyond settler boundaries and 

engineering, and Woelfle-Erskine suggests that embracing “riparian relations” and beavers’ role 

within their habitats as “stochastic transgressors against Manifest Destiny engineering projects” 

could offer up decolonial and trans(gender/species/gressive) bodily potentialities. He notes:  

Hayward’s trans-theorizing helps articulate different ways to see the beaver—as 

transgressing, as transforming ecosystems from one state to another, and as overturning human 

worlds when they chew their way back upstream. The figure of the transgressive, transforming 

beaver points to a new way of becoming- engineer. The trans mode resituates the human within 

and of ecological relations and seeks ways to encourage human flourishing that also creates 

opportunities for very different species to flourish (“Transfiguring the Anthropocene,” 308) 
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As an Indigenous person, particularly as a former Indigenous scientist, I both understand 

the reality of — and have been told ritually by non-natives — the fact that there is no way back 

to the landscapes and ecosystems prior to colonization and the aftermath of Manifest Destiny. 

My theory of aftercare and Woelfle-Erskine’s watershed embodiment theory do not envision a 

world where colonialism never happened, rather our theories seek to establish processes where 

we can co-create futures where flourishing is possible, particularly through ‘becoming’ with our 

multispecies kin. It is important to note that just as aftercare is not an infallible project that will 

prevent harm, Woelfle-Erskine’s conceptual transformation of human engineered landscapes into 

beavered ones does not promise perfection or salvation. He even notes that “beavers are not 

ecosaviors that can magically restore a right ecology or an unfragmented landscape. Beavers will 

make ‘novel ecosystems’ just as invasive species do [which will] incorporate vestiges of 

[industrialization] — and may sometimes promote species undesirable for native species” (305). 

Similarly, the reintroduction of mussels is a relatively new project and consequently the potential 

ecological costs are yet to be determined. What is clear, however, is the necessity of working in 

line with species like beavers and mussels in their effort to transform our ecosystems beyond the 

present colonial entrapment.  

Understanding, better yet knowing, these species illuminate Indigiqueerly how our lives 

must happen with others, for there is no other way to survive and thrive into the future without 

such connections. The mussel exists at once as a beautiful Indigiqueer metaphor through its 

transformation of its ecological community as well as its need to survive with others, and as a 

material reality of aftercare through this concept of multispecies kinship. Mussel species rely on 

river currents to carry sperm for fertilization and specific fish species to reproduce, some even 

transforming their flesh into fish-like lures to draw fish closer so that they can deposit several 
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thousand eggs within its gills— and some fish eggs have even been found within the gills of 

mussels. A low population of particular fish species, like salmon or shad, present significant 

barriers for the mussel reproductive cycle. Subsequently, the reduction of mussels in each 

watershed can dramatically impact the water quality and the ability for fish (and humans) to 

thrive in the first place.  

 

Countercartography 

To return to the mussel is to participate in a re-mapping or the production of a 

countercartography— the literal return representing a deviation from and resistance to 

colonization’s infrastructure, and my personal shift as a way of queerly reconnecting to the land 

and waters that raised me. Cassidy Schoenfelder, an Oglala Lakota Ph.D student at the 

University of Arizona, for the Journal of Creative Geography identified countercartography as a 

practice which “re-presents information, histories, identities, and places towards liberatory ends,” 

remarking that “any act of map-making… is about relations of power and to countermap is to 

redistribute or reclaim power” (ii). Countercartography is part of this gathering and cleaning— it 

is a process of restorying an intimacy to place, time, land, waters, space, and genealogy. This is 

but one method of bringing that breath back into the stories where we have been and where (and 

with whom) we belong. Here I want to consider more deeply what a map is— or more 

particularly what a “map” means to me. A simple definition would tell me a map is “a drawing 

that represents a region or place by showing the various features of it, such as rivers and roads, 

and the distances between them, so that people can get help in finding their way from one place 
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to another.”27 The following maps bring us back to the opening of this chapter— the river, trees, 

dirt, mussels and oyster that composed my adolescence in South Carolina (specifically Yamasee 

and Kussoe land).28 These maps either feature the topographical/riverine features of the area 

(fig.2, fig.5), or are hybrid satellite maps with road/location data (fig.3, fig.4). Other maps of the 

area feature the various battalions /regiments /training depots on the Parris Island Marine Corps 

Base. These are the maps you are faced with when searching for this place I was raised. Of 

course, part of this is partly owing to colonial and militarized bias. The first search I made for the 

river was a map of Parris Island—the name I grew up knowing, not Port Royal Sound or 

Beaufort River, but Parris Island Marine Corps Base. The maps that arrive when you search this 

way are, as you can imagine, are either tactical maps for military personnel or maps for visitors 

and dependents of service members. These maps are devoid of the land, grasses and water only 

symbolically feature as pale green and blue coloration—most important to this map are the 

locations of battalions, restaurants, and golf courses. It is only when you search for the river that 

you get something non-militarized. Figure 2 is the first complex map you get when searching for 

“Beaufort River,” and still there is the presence of the military demarcated on a map regarding 

water quality testing. Of course we cannot separate this river from the military. Parris Island 

Marine Corps Base has been poisoning the land with almost one hundred different contaminants 

located in soil, sediment, groundwater, and fish tissue29; its presence is a constant threat to the 

human and more-than-human beings.30  

 
27 “Map.” Cambridge Dictionary, https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/map#google_vignette. 
28 As identified by native-land.ca 
29  The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) lists Parris Island as one of thousands of sites contaminated due to 

hazardous waste dumping. The list of contaminants found at this Recruit Depot can be located at 

https://cumulis.epa.gov/supercpad/SiteProfiles/index.cfm?fuseaction=second.contams&id=0403488 
30 As late as 2024, the EPA identifies that groundwater mitigations is not under control, that construction required 

for cleanup is not complete, and that the site (the entirety of this military installation) is not ready for anticipated 

https://cumulis.epa.gov/supercpad/SiteProfiles/index.cfm?fuseaction=second.contams&id=0403488
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In both hybrid satellite images you can see the location of our second home (the fourth 

home on Guam Circle down from Palmyra st.), its proximity to the weapons and field training 

battalion, the aforementioned rivers and creeks— and I can specifically pinpoint the tree I used 

to escape the arresting grip of my attacker. These maps seem, upon first glance, clinical. Yet, 

when I behold the photographic maps I am reminded of the heavy logs we used as seats around 

roaring fires and the felled palm fronds we lit ablaze (unaware of the fast-burning, crackling 

nature of the fibers); I am reminded of the consistent, sometimes deafening, helicopter noises 

across the sky; I am reminded of the thin, black streetlamps we scrambled up like they were 

trees… and the old oaks whose wide trunks made them inaccessible without ropes and ladders; I 

can see the ends of our world— the creeks bordering our strips of beach— and remember the 

treacherous attempts to pass beyond them on foot. In my mind I am mapping out my skating 

route, identifying the heavily structured boundaries of my pre-teen years and the feelings of 

shame and abandonment within the greens, grays, and tans of this google maps image. I don’t 

need this map to know how to get from one place to the next, but I want to remember this map. 

Not just as a visual guide to my own trauma, but as a tool for understanding the complexities and 

contradictions of a place so entangled with joy and grief. When I think of this place, I hope to re-

member the water and my kinship to it, to feel it as tangible as I can feel my own arms, as well as 

my own claws as the powerful tools that propelled my young body into the protective but 

scrawny boughs out of reach.  

This is one kind of countermap. Not a physical, paper map— nor a digital one— but a 

map of memory and a map made with intention towards care for myself and care for this place 

 
use. See more at 

https://cumulis.epa.gov/supercpad/SiteProfiles/index.cfm?fuseaction=second.Healthenv&id=0403488 

 

https://cumulis.epa.gov/supercpad/SiteProfiles/index.cfm?fuseaction=second.Healthenv&id=0403488
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that holds my stories. In that countermap composed of memory and story do I find a small part of 

my Indigiqueer future. 

 

  

Figure 6: Map of Beaufort River established through the United States Geological 
Survey (2003). Real-time gaging network and location of water reclamation 
facilities 
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Figure 7: Google Maps hybrid satellite images of Parris Island Marine Corps Base wide 
shot of my childhood neighborhood. Screenshot (2024) 

Figure 8: Google Maps hybrid satellite images of Parris Island Marine Corps Base close up 
shot of the housing development and surrounding beach, river, and creek. Screenshot 
(2024) 
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Figure 9: USDI Geological survey of the Port Royal Sound and Parris Island Marine Corps Base. 
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Land as Pedagogy 

An essential absence to these maps above without the interventions I’ve included here, 

or ones that the Indigenous peoples of South Carolina could glean, is a sense of place recognition 

through story. Countermapping is restor(y)ing our lands in ways that not only bring alternative 

histories to the land to counter colonial ones but actively create new stories along with the land 

that work to create more caring worlds. Leanne Simpson’s As We Have Always Done chapter 

“Land as Pedagogy is resonant for those working to re/create maps that direct us to strikingly 

Indigiqueer futures. This chapter speaks to Indigenous ways of knowing— our theory— through 

the retelling of a traditional Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg story about sap harvesting in the spring: 

“Binoojiinh Makes a Lovely Discovery.” This particular story goes through several 

transformations within her own written and spoken work across time, but this retelling has a 

crucial intervention— Binoojiinh here is a “gender-nonconforming child choosing to use the 

pronouns they and their.” Possibility for Indigiqueer futures is created through this act of 

inclusive retelling. Simpson asserts that this knowledge “changes the context of the story” and 

that this choice is made deliberately “to make the point that it is crucial we tell stories in a way 

that draws every member of our community into the stories, and to demonstrate the intelligence 

that we all miss when we continue to uphold the colonial gender binary” (145). This 

transformation, though seemingly small, is quintessential to the work I call aftercare. Simpson’s 

intent here is clear. The preceding chapter, “Indigenous Queer Normativity” speaks to the ways 

Indigiqueerness has been targeted historically, and how such colonial violence is carried into the 

present day via internalization within our own communities. She shares:  

Queer youth are telling me that most often they get crushed. The toll of crushing on 

bodies, minds, and spirits is accumulative, diminishing, and restrictive. It also eliminates. 
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It eliminates queer bodies from Indigenous spaces. It eliminates Indigenous bodies as 

political orders. 

Their Indigenous worlds get destroyed. (120, emphasis mine) 

“Binoojiinh Makes A Lovely Discovery” is a small, everyday act that works to oppose the 

elimination and crushing of Indigenous bodies. This is more than an issue of representation in 

literature (or even in traditional stories); it is a deliberate movement towards celebration and 

inclusion of all members of an Indigenous community from the beginning of their lives. The 

radical inclusion of gender-nonconforming Native children into the matrix of a community and 

\its knowledge is a practice of making whole. Binoojiinh is a model for what Indigenous lives 

could look like beyond the colonial constrictions of what knowledge production must adhere to; 

they are a model for a childhood wrapped in love, support. Binoojiinh’s approach to their world 

and those within it (from their animal teachers to their elders) is one of curiosity and wonder, 

antipodal to western knowledge production through conquest, ownership, and hierarchy. 

Simpson continues: “If we accept colonial permanence, then our rebellion can only take place 

within settler colonial thought and reality, and we also become too willing to sacrifice the 

context that creates and produces cultural workers like Binoojiinh. What if Binoojiinh had 

accepted the permanence of settler colonialism as an unmovable reality?” (153). As she 

continues to consider the ways in which our settler colonial reality might hinder the growth of 

someone like Binoojiinh, I ponder the settler colonial roadblocks that kept— or keep— me and 

my siblings from this way of knowing and being in the world. What would my world look like if 

the land I grew up with was not occupied and battered by military forces?; what would my world 

look like if colonial Christianity had not warped mine and my family’s understanding of gender 

and sexuality?; what would my world look like if the poor, young Native boy my father once was 
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was not preyed upon by the military industrial complex? I look beyond myself— what will the 

world look like for my siblings’ children who must similarly approach their world through the 

military’s framework, whose grandparents still have not reckoned with the colonial violence they 

have wreaked on our family? I find solace in the knowledge that my siblings and I are here, 

helping them build connections to the land and our animal teachers and as examples of surviving 

Indigiqueers (still yearning and learning to thrive).  

“Binoojiinh Makes a Lovely Discovery” and similar queer re/tellings of traditional 

Indigenous stories create worlds of possibility for everyone— not just Indigiqueer youth. In a 

presentation for Dr. L. Ayu Saraswati’s “Advanced Queer Theory” course in 2023, kumu Osorio 

spoke about the power of rediscovering Ka Moʻolelo o Hiʻiakaikapoliopele for herself. As she 

talked about the story of Hiʻiaka and Hōpoe— and how different the tellings from her youth 

were to what she now knows and understands of/with the moʻolelo— she considered what this 

story could have done for her as a young “queer” child, but also what telling this story with all of 

its abundance could have done for everyone. What if her classmates had also been exposed to 

this version, what transformations might have taken place? How would the relationships between 

each community member have been shaped differently? How might others— non-kanaka, non-

Native, non-queer— have their worlds transformed by these stories? The answer to all of these 

“what if’s” lie in the present and into the future as we work to transform our collective worlds. 

As Simpson notes:  

Coming [into wisdom and knowledge] is the pursuit of whole-body intelligence 

practices in the context of freedom, and when realized collectively, it generates generations of 

loving, creative, innovative, self-determining, interdependent, and self-regulating community-
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minded individuals. It creates communities of individuals with the capacity to uphold and move 

forward our political practices and systems of governance. (151) 

Gathering our stories and flushing away the silt still held within their shells offers us 

some tools for creating new worlds, opens up new modes of being ourselves, of being in 

community, of being in the world. This is the beginning of a process which hopes to transform 

and dismantle, to build and support. We must first know these stories, and know them fully, to 

begin to make change. To find the story is to dig into the riverbed—wet and sticky, cold, 

sometimes sulfurous— and pull its full body into your hands. Time, however, is a part of this 

process; coming to know these stories takes time just as searching for them does— only over 

time do we find the great gathering places for mussels, which kinds will replenish quickly, how 

much to take, what seasons to gather or abstain. Coming to understand these stories takes time 

and careful work; just as we soak the mussels overnight to have them extrude their sediment, so 

too must we take the time required to recognize colonial intrusions and exclusions that have 

found their way into our stories and practices. 
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“and i think about the time an elder told me to be a man and to decolonize in the same 

breath. there are days when i want to wear nail polish more than i want to protest. but then i 

remember that i wasn’t meant to live life here and i paint my nails because 1) it looks cute and 2) 

it is a protest. and even though i know there are parts of me that’re too queer to be sacred 

anymore, i dance that broken circle dance because i can wait for hands who want to hold mine 

too.” 

Excerpt from Sacred 

Billy Ray Belcourt 

 

We Indigiqueers have at our disposal the everyday tools of hope and protest. 

If I macerate the previously mentioned map definition to a simpler one — a map is an 

image which illuminates the distance between things so that people can find their way from one 

place to another. This poem, then, acts as a countermap for Indigiqueers to find their way, using 

hope and protest as that which illuminates the distances we (must) travel, to a new place… a new 

future. As previously introduced, Gunn Allen asserts that oral tradition is: “the creative source of 

[a people’s] collective and individual selves. When that wellspring of identity is tampered with, 

the sense of self is also tampered with; and when that tampering includes the sexist and classist 

assumptions of the white world within the body of an Indian tradition, serious consequences 

necessarily ensue” (86). Additionally, returning to her conversation on pilina, Osorio shares that 

‘upena (net) “like pilina, require great and constant care to maintain their good condition…Not 

always are ʻupena used to catch fish,” rather, “sometimes we become caught and caged in 

ʻupena.” Osorio asserts the importance of being attentive to our intimacies and that which ties us 

to one another: “I honor the metaphor of the ʻupena for our pilina by also being attentive to what 

our pilina can become if not tended to. As our lives push us to reckon with the violence we have 

endured and inflicted on each other through our relationships, let us always remember that 
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ʻupena can both cradle and strangle.” She remarks that the aho (braided cord), which makes up 

the nets brings everyone together (tying people together), also brings us to “our bodies, to each 

other, and to our ʻāina.” (xxii-xxiii) With these lines of poetry, Belcourt re-establishes— or 

perhaps maps a location for—  a wellspring of identity for Indigiqueers searching for a sense of 

self not tampered by dispossession and internalized/externalized colonial violence. When sacred 

looks like the firming of colonial gender roles (“and i think about the time an elder told me to be 

a man and to decolonize in the same breath”) or the steady gaze/broken grip during a round 

dance (“a native man looks me in the eyes as he refuses to hold my hand during a round dance”), 

queer Indigenous aftercare (?) reimagines sacred anew as protest via survival, nail polish, and 

dancing towards an anticipated future where our hands are held/healed. Belcourt acknowledges 

the broken circles, the traumas which fracture and destroy Indigiqueer worlds,31 yet holds out a 

hand waiting… waiting for another to connect with his, to join hands in dismantling these 

colonial ways of being one queer act of resistance after another.  

Belcourt is not the first, and nor will he be the last, to hold out this hand in resistance; 

rather, Belcourt is yet another link in the chain, or knot in a rope, or thread in the tapestry of 

Indigiqueer opposition to colonial oppression of our existence. In looking to an Indigiqueer past, 

Two-Spirit Menominee poet, Chrystos, emerges in my consciousness. Chrystos’s work, 

particularly that of her collection In Her I Am, speaks to her existence as an Indigenous lesbian 

and celebrates the deeply erotic. While the bodily erotic is not always about sex– as we see in 

The Gilda Stories– Chrystos assures us that, yes, this time it is. Their life was steeped in these 

erotics and sexual intimacies to the extent that they begin this collection with a dedication:  “This 

 
31 In the chapter of As We Have Always Done where this poem is featured, Simpson affirms— in relation to the 

Indigiqueer youth around her— that colonial heteronormativity crushes and “eliminates queer bodies from 

Indigenous spaces. It eliminates Indigenous bodies as political orders. Their Indigenous worlds get destroyed” (120). 
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book is in memory of Sapphocat/my dear companion of 19 years/(my longest relationship)/who 

enjoyed watching sex from the corner of my bed/often purring so loudly/that my lovers & I 

laughed”(5). Chrystos does not shy away from the erotic experience, rather their work fully 

integrates and embodies it. The final lines of their intro to this collection offer wisdom to present 

and future generations of lesbians: “It has taken me many years of failed relationships, bitterness 

& recriminations to understand my sexuality and to be honest with my lovers I pray that all 

lesbians find an honest understanding & enjoyment of their sexuality” (7). They speak here 

towards a liberation for lesbians from the oppressive social ideals and the cisheteropatriarchy 

which might curb their joy. Their poetry, visible and influential for many queer Natives living, 

working, writing, and loving today, provides a roadmap towards erotic fulfillment and joy— 

towards revealing elemental truths that have the power to (re)make our worlds.  
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Breaking down the shells: 

After the meat of the mussel has been consumed you are able to fire the shells. Place the 

shells into a fire and watch for the shells flake or break down. Once this process begins, it 

signals that the shell is being converted or broken down into calcium carbonate. Gather the 

shells from the fire and use a tool, like a stone or mortar and pestle, to begin grinding them 

down. You want to grind them until you produce small fragments and powder. Combine 

the shell dust and fragments with your natural clay, making sure to thoroughly mix the 

clay and temper throughout the entire clay body by wedging the clay. With this temper 

included, your clay body will better withstand the drying and firing process. Fire begins 

this transformation. 
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Fire Power: A history of light 

“Telling the truth is powerful medicine. It is a fire that lights the way for others. When 

we speak our ‘Fire Power,’ we join a long & honored line of warriors against injustice. Each of 

us is born with innate power & purpose, a sacred direction for which we have been created. Our 

task is to find the place where we belong & do our work there”  

Chrystos, Fire Power (1995) 

 

Indigiqueer acts of resistance form and are informed by this fire power. As Chrystos 

shares here, speaking truth is a powerful medicine, something I have felt increasingly throughout 

the process of writing this dissertation. (Re)telling my own story and my truth has become a 

cathartic metamorphosis; through this process of uncovering these memories, shrouded in damp, 

thick mists, I have a new appreciation and understanding for the manifest ways I have 

transformed from the young River wading in the Carolina waters to the River we meet today. 

This is not to say that I have been ignorant to the shifts in self that I have experienced—as all 

growing bodies, minds, and spirits do— but that this process of telling has illuminated my path, 

and the fires that brought me to this place. Here I want to take a moment to share some of these 

fires, some physical burning hearths, others leaning deeper into metaphorical fire. In this section 

I will lead my approach to fire power with chahta traditional stories alongside my personal 

relationship with fire, and extend my discussion of transformation and fire power to Amanda 

Strong’s short film, “Biidaaban: The Dawn Comes,” and Louis Esmé Cruz’s short story, 

“Birthsong for Muin, in Red,” concluding this chapter with an Indigiqueer transformation of a 
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storied relationship between Fire and Sun.  

 

This is Nanih Waiya. Nanih Waiya is a culturally significant mound located in 

Mississippi that is, within many Chahta stories, the site of our origin— and consequently the 

beginning of our relationship with Sun and Fire. Nanih Waiya features prominently in many of 

these creation stories, and one such story told by a Chahta ancestors illuminates the first flames 

of this kinship:  

Long ago, we were made in Nanih Waiya from yellow clay we sprung forth.  

First came the Mvskoke, who sunned themselves on Nanih Waiya’s body and, once dry, 

Figure 10: Nanih Waiya Mound, Neshoba, Mississippi 
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they went to the east towards the river. As they smoked their tobacco they created a fire 

there from its embers.  

Next came the Cherokee, who sunned themselves on Nanih Waiya’s body and, once dry, 

followed the trail that led to the elder tribe. When they reached the place where the 

Mvskoke had rested and smoked they found a fire and burning woods. The Cherokee 

could not find the Mvskoke’s trail, so they got lost and headed northwards where they 

settled and built their nation.  

Next came the Chikasaws, who sunned themselves on Nanih Waiya’s body and, once 

dry, followed the Cherokees’ trail. Once they reached the place where the Cherokees had 

settled and built their nation, they settled and built their nation close to the Cherokees 

The Choctaws finally came forth. They sunned themselves on Nanih Waiya’s body and, 

once dry, decided not to leave and settled down on this land we call our home (Mould 64-

65) 

This story demonstrates the constellation of some of the relationships that the Chahta held 

important: our bodies connection to the earth, truly as extensions of the land which crafted us; 

the gentle touch of the sun which fired the clay of our bodies and moved us to walk upon the 

land; our fellow Native kin who rose from Nanih Waiya and, too, was created from the yellow 

clay of the earth. Scholar Donna L. Ackers of the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma notes that “Fire 

had a deep spiritual meaning to Choctaw people. Sun and Fire formed a belief complex, a major 

organizing principle for the worldview of Southeastern Native people” and that Chahta people 

viewed the Sun as a deity, and Fire his messenger “embodying an external conscience that 

demanded proper behavior, and as an expression of human relations… Fire demarcated human 
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bonds of kinship [and] formed the central symbol of a town’s unity, renewal, and continuity” 

(Life and Death, 54). In thinking about the process of firing the mussel shells, I am reminded that 

this fire and this act is not one of destruction— it is transformation and creation. The fragments 

that are created within Fire are the pieces that will bring strength to this and future generations.  

 

My stories of Fire are ones of transformation: transformation of knowledge and action, 

of self and kin, of story and hearth.  

The first Fire I will tell of is one from youth. Not the first Fire, nor the last, but one that 

stands out amongst the rest for reasons of shame, guilt, and the strong feeling of disconnection 

and being misled. This Fire was called to the front of my mind after a conversation with my 

sister about my mother. For a long time, especially as a child, I felt that my mother (who is 

white) was the person in our family that brought our Indigenous heritage to the forefront of our 

lives. In reality, she produced a facsimile of Indigeneity for us from her own non-Native 

perception of what “Indigenous” looked like. She had these wolf figurines/paintings (the kind 

you would find at any store that sold “Native American” cultural goods) and would play Red 

Thunder (an alter-Native band headed by Robby Romero) and have us watch “Native” movies 

like “Last of the Mohicans,” “Apocalypto,” and the classic “Dances with Wolves.” When we had 

fires, she would play some music (always things like war cry songs from films) and we would 

dance around Fire and mimic the calls— at the time I felt like if I could be like this, I would be 

more connected to my Native culture. What I didn’t realize at the time was that this mockery of 

Indigeneity that was passed down to me from my white mother would never help me get there. It 

was so shallow. Fire singed me, left grief and shame like a burn I would carry across time. 
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Mississippi and Tennessee Chahta have another fire origin story, one about 

Grandmother Spider— our ancestor who stole fire and brought it to the Chahta people to tend: 

 When the people (Animal people, bird people, insect people, human people) first 

came out of the ground they were covered in cocoons, so the Great Spirit sent someone 

down to help them. But even removing the cocoons from their bodies could not help them 

see, because the world was dark with no sun, moon, or stars. People moved around with 

no light, only navigating by touch, and without fire all they ate was raw.  

 The animal and bird people lead a gathering of all the peoples to find some way 

out of this darkness. Someone in the crowd reported “I have heard that people in the east 

have fire” — the peoples became excited but knew that they would have to steal the fire 

from the greedy people of the east. Grandmother Spider volunteered to steal the fire, but 

one but one-by-one the Opossum, the Buzzard, and the Crow each volunteered for the 

mission. The animal and bird people each failed, forever changed by their endeavor. 

Grandmother Spider yelled at the council to let her try, they finally heard her and allowed 

her to make an attempt. Grandmother Spider went to the stream and gathered clay. She 

used her legs to make a small clay pot with a notch for air to get in, then she rested it on 

her back and began spinning a web towards the east.  

 She successfully reached the East and gathered a small piece of the fire and 

placed it within her pot. She arrived back to her home and the council assumed she had 

failed because they could not see the gift she carried within the pot. The people began to 

discuss who would get the fire, but each of them had their own reasons to fear the flames. 
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Then the humans, quiet in their ways, said “We will take it, if Grandmother Spider will 

help.” And help she did; Grandmother Spider taught the humans how to tend the fire 

safely, how to make pottery with clay and fire, and how to weave as she weaved her 

magnificent webs. And to this day we know and honor Grandmother Spider as our 

firebringer 

In this story we are taught several lessons about our world; primary, in the sense that these are 

the lessons we learn first, are the animal tales— How Opossum lost their tail fur, how Buzzard 

lost their head feathers, and how Crow lost their song and became the black bird they are today. 

This story orients Chahta people to their natural world and affirms our relationship with it as 

kinship. Grandmother Spider is not just a firebringer, she is our grandmother. She is the 

matriarch that taught us how to cook, how to weave, how to tend to hearths, to keep the light. 

She taught us how to make pottery, something this dissertation understands as a vessel for care. 

Here Grandmother Spider makes this true. With a single vessel, she is able to lift the veil of 

darkness from the world and spread warmth where none previously existed. This first pot, I 

imagine, was used cook bvnaha or ashela over a coal fire, to carry water from the streams, or to 

gather together the ingredients for a meal. This nourishing care is what comes after creation and 

transformation— the knowledge of Grandmother Spider is carried across space and time from 

the soil of the creek to the breath of our bodies, and into the future.  

Grandmother Spider is the ancestor, or at very least the first, who passed down this gift 

for pottery and, consequently, the gift of the hearth.  
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In 2018, I was living in Hollis, Maine; Hollis, and the small log cabin I lived in for one 

academic year, was nestled in the trees and situated along the Saco River. Before I moved there, 

or I should say returned, I was familiar with Hollis as the place we would go cliff diving into the 

frigid waters of salmon falls from the thirty foot cliffs above. It was down the road from Smiling 

Hills Dairy where my college friends and I would drive to get some of the best ice cream 

Southern Maine had to offer. It was within this tranquility that I tended to a hearth for my 

friends. Yes, there was a small wood stove heating the cabin that added to the coziness of my 

home, but it was here that I began to cultivate my own hospitality. This little cabin and Fire 

inside became a place where my loved ones could gather and find rest from dreary Boston life, 

where I could bring the constellations of relationships in my life to center. In my home we made 

warm food, gathered kindling for the stove, and cuddled on the couch for warmth as snow drifts 

covered the windows outside. And when spring came, we frolicked in fields of tall grass beneath 

the gentle heat of the sun. 

After this one year, idyllic in some ways and harrowing in others, I was granted an 

opportunity for great change; I was accepted to the graduate program here in Manoa and to 

present at a conference in Aotearoa a month or so before the program was set to begin. The 

conference on Decolonizing Animals in Ōtautahi (Christchurch) was providentially scheduled a 

week or so prior to the Native American and Indigenous Studies Association (NAISA) 

conference hosted at the University of Waikato that year. On a whim I decided to attend NAISA 

and then spend a month afterwards driving across the islands. In many ways, this NAISA 

conference was life changing for me; from the moment I entered the bus terminal to head 

towards Kirikiriroa (Hamilton), I was enveloped into a wide and global Indigenous community. I 

handed off my multitool and guidebook to Aotearoa to a Diné beadworker on the bus ride and 
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started cultivating friendships across Indian Country. Later, the hostel I booked was filled with 

other Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars all excitedly connecting and sharing stories, 

media, culture. I remember complaining with a few folks about the recent cancellation of 

Netflix’s Original TV show Chambers, which featured the first Native female lead in television’s 

history but then arriving the following day to a world of Indigenous celebration. All across the 

Waikato campus there were Indigenous drummers and folks in regalia, all kinds of Indigenous 

languages were being floated across the campus by the wind. There was an energy unmatched by 

any other academic space I had ever been too, and one that has eluded me ever since.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 11: Fences painted at Ihumātao with the tino rangatiratanga flag and the New Zealand 
flag painted by Save Our Unique Landscape (SOUL) members. Image captured by author 
(2019). 



168 

The friendships I made there have carried on across time and space. It was one such 

relationship that led me to an early morning fire on sacred land in Tāmaki Makaurau 

(Auckland).  

J, a queer non-binary pakeha I roomed with in Kirikiriroa, invited me to visit their home 

and family in Ahuriri (Napier). They introduced me to their young Māori child, we watched 

Avatar: the Last Airbender in Te Reo, and they told me the stories of the land. Soon after I 

arrived, however, the karanga of Ihumātao summoned us to action. J and I, in the days leading up 

to the call, were glued to our phones waiting to see who/what was needed for the encampment. 

Finally we got word that more presence was needed on the land to support the occupation by 

Save Our Unique Landscape (SOUL). We drove out, talking about gender and sexuality while 

gathering materials for barricades from the roadsides from Ahuriri to Ihumātao— the backseat of 

my rental car becoming a new home for the slugs and spiders occupying the orange caution 

cones and tossed wooden pallets we wrested from trenches. When we finally arrived, the weather 

was bleak but spirits were high; the police had yet to attack (as they would days later) and the 

field was just starting to fill up with tents, Tino Rangatiratanga flags dominating the view. We 

delivered the supplies we brought along with us and settled in to learn, to hold back the land 

developers, and to stand in kinship with Māori protecting their whenua.  

An early morning, sun yet to breach the curve of the land, rise led me to the small pit 

fires encircling the camp for warmth and light. I, alone, cozied up on my travel blanket and 

brought my icy extremities closer to the flames, my shadow cast against quiet tents in the 

darkness. Soon, two Māori wahine approached the fire and I encouraged them to join me. We 

began chatting about what we were doing there, what we were doing in life, where our passions 

lay; I remember one of them telling me about how they were pursuing Law to protect their 
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people’s lands, how they were learning their language, and reconnecting with their people and 

their history. I shared that I was hoping for some of the same— to learn my language, our stories, 

and to protect our stories and our futures. Before this moment with the fires, I was deeply 

insecure about my relationship to my Indigeneity. I felt like I only had scraps compared to others 

who had gainful access to their families and their culture, but surrounded by this abundance, by 

the Indigenous smoke which gathered in the air and hung low with the clouds, I knew what I had 

was not scraps, but kindling.  

 

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Later that day, as the sun started his journey towards the horizon, the members of the 

occupation gathered in the field to hold the line at the edge of this ancestral land. I sat amongst 

Figure 12: Morning fire at Ihumātao with Māori wahine. Image 
captured by author. 
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the Māori land protectors as they dug their hands and tools into the cool, damp earth to plant 

kōhuri. The saplings would grow in this sacred land and hold fast as reminders of what 

Indigenous resistance will bring into the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

Figure 13: Land protection action of planting young trees in the field at 
Ihumātao 
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What Queerness Can Teach Us About Fire/ What Fire Can Teach Us About Queerness, or: A 

Lesson in Flaming.  

This chapter explores different transformations: the transformation from shell to temper; 

the transformation of landscapes due to colonialism— and the transformation of landscapes as 

Indigenous sovereignty movements gain footholds; the transformation of communities through 

story; and, importantly, the transformation of Indigiqueer bodies, hearts, and minds.  

Transformation within/through storytelling happens beautifully in Amanda Strong’s 

(Red River Michif/Métis) award winning short film, Biidaaban: The Dawn Comes (2017). 

Biidaaban tells the story of Biidaaban (a genderfluid Indigenous person) and Sabe (“a Sasquatch 

shape-shifter” [Spotted Fawn Productions]). Carrying on their ancestral traditions, Biidaaban and 

Sabe attempt to harvest maple sap in a modern day suburban Ontario neighborhood filled with 

unfriendly home-owners/tenants and a panopticon floodlights. Biidaaban faces challenges to 

their “urban sugar making adventure” when they are met with these intimidating, hostile, and 

faceless suburbanites occupying their ancestral lands, but their ability to see spirits (wolf and 

caribou) and ancestors (Sabe and other un-named ancestors) affirms their right to be present on 

this land and bolsters their courage to continue in the footsteps of their ancestors.  

Biidaaban, though only a nineteen minute long film, performs a monumental (re)telling 

of three stories from Leanne Simpson (which are in and of themselves reiterations of Nishnaabeg 

traditional stories)—a process which Simpson asserts is used by Michi Saagiig Anishnaabe to 

“deepen [their] knowledge, to deepen [their] connections to the land, to deepen [their] 

connections to each other” (SFU Colloqium). Biidaaban uses the uniquely visual storytelling 

technique of stop-motion animation which, at once, simplifies the images and amplifies the 

meaning of the story. I am engaging here with Scott McCloud’s theory on cartoons and the icon 
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in Chapter two of Understanding Comics (The Invisible Art) (1993). McCloud asserts that 

comics and animation establish characters upon which an audience can project themselves 

through the stripping down of detail into a more universal image. This universal viewer-

identification decreases with increasing detail, resulting in something like the stop-motion of 

Strong’s film to both allow larger swathes of people to identify with Biidaaban while also 

portraying “the beauty and complexity of the physical world” through its proximity to realism 

(41). The medium of the film, along with its fairly accessible nature, specifically allows for 

Indigiqueer youth to identify themselves as connected to the past and the future all at once and 

their ability to make change within the world just as their ancestors did before them.  

Biidaaban visualizes the importance of kinship between Indigenous peoples and more-

than-human relatives as that which provides life and survival. This lesson is most prominently 

displayed through Biidaaban’s relationships with the spectral Wolf and Grey Caribou and Sabe. 

Biidaaban, having the singular ability to see and interact with these aforementioned characters, 

maintains kinship with these beings that transcends one dimension into another. We as viewers 

are brought into the story space through the spectral and are able to see the network of 

connections between the land like rhizines, mycelium, and roots through the touch of these 

spectral animals that literally illuminates these pathways. In Biidaaban’s home, we see posters of 

meetings and indigenous events on the fridge, and the scene shifts as we turn to their wall of 

notes and memory, newspaper clippings about the last Grey Caribou; they place a piece of 

embroidery on the wall: “in the old days it was important to take Care” and it becomes 

illuminated. Light visually identifies these two moments of connection— animals, in their 

nature, show us as Indigenous people the ways we are all intimately enmeshed and Biidaaban’s 

art reflects a necessity to return to ancestral ways of caring for our enmeshed existences. The 
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newspaper on the wall clarifies the presence of the Grey Caribou and wolf as spectral relatives 

through its discussion of the “human activity” which precipitated the coming extinction of Grey 

Caribou. “Human activity,” however, is an inaccurate representation of what is behind the 

decline of this Caribou population; a more accurate statement would be that global capitalism, 

colonialism, and extraction claimed victims through climate catastrophe, deforestation— 

specifically the logging of old growth forests in Caribou territory— and land occupation. Bound 

up in this death process are the Grey Wolves, predators of the Caribou, due to the 

implementation of an aerial wolf sniping program by the British Columbia government which 

the Union of British Columbia Indian Chiefs (UBCIC) has declared is “inhumane and unethical” 

(Pacific Wild). While the effectiveness and reception of the Grey Wolf culling is complex and 

controversial, it is clear that this stop gap has pulled public and provincial government attention 

from responding to the call for habitat revitalization and logging reduction. Just as the wolves 

and caribou are bound to one another, the collective futures of Indigenous peoples and these 

relatives are bound together and enmeshed— something non-Native theorist Donna Haraway 

might identify as multispecies assemblages (101), but Indigenous knowledge understands as 

reciprocity. When we look to Biidaaban as a project exemplifying aftercare, it becomes clear that 

Indigiqueer reciprocity and networks of care are necessary responses to forced assimilation and 

continued colonial extraction.  

Throughout this film, the spectral animals are providing light-bringing care for 

Biidaaban; the spectres not only show Biidaaban the connected nature of the land through the 

illumination of the lichen and plant/tree roots, but the spectres act as their protectors. In a scene 

where Biidaaban and Sabe go to harvest sap and collect the metal buckets, they arrive to find 

their buckets littered on the ground and the trees’ trunks covered in bright orange mesh where the 
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spiles were placed days earlier. They begin to remove the netting choking the tree and spile when 

it suddenly animates. The moment they pull out their knife to cut away the netting it animatedly 

reaches around them and starts to maliciously wrap them up, covering their face and hands, 

strapping them tightly to the tree. The houses themselves move forward to attack, encroaching on 

Biidaaban and on either side of the tree the wolf and caribou spirits are desperately yanking at 

the orange netting to remove it. Lights glare overhead and it is only through their collective 

resistance that Biidaaban is rescued from the netting’s clutches (15:35-16:11). Once Biidaaban is 

released, they stand with Sabe, wolf, and caribou to witness the coming dawn. Biidaaban reaches 

down to touch the land where they placed semaa (tobacco) for the tree before drilling and 

through their touch the roots in the earth alight as they do for Sabe, wolf, and caribou. The 

illumination travels down through the roots into a past/future where ancestors/descendants are 

laying in a grove of trees, witnessing the arrival of the dawn (16:17-18:17)  

In her discussion of this character and Anishinaabeg word, Simpson shares: “Alex 

McKay [insert information] explained this word by breaking it down into its three parts: the first 

part of the word, the bii is the future that’s coming at us; the daa is home or the present; and the 

ban is a suffix we would add to someone’s name after they had passed on… I really like this idea 

that home, or the present, is the collapsing in on the past and the future.” Simpson offers 

biidaaban as a concept, theory, philosophy, ceremony, practice, and a living thing, then affirms: 

“this act of biidaaban fuels all of life on earth. biidaaban is the beginning of the interaction 

between fire and water” (SFU, 36:06-38:24). biidaaban is what brings light and warmth to the 

earth, what begins the slow pull of maple sap down to the spile for Anishinaabe to gather every 

ziigwan (spring). The coming light is real heat and fire which wakes the world and activates the 

land— “it is always about getting the light and the heat and the life to the earth”—but it is also 
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an idea about experiencing this collapsing of time. Key to this film is Biidaaban’s ability to 

engage with biidaaban, to witness this collapsing and move toward stewardship of the land and 

its inhabitants across all times, ancestral and the oncoming generations. A return to this ancestral 

knowledge by way of biidaaban would transform our lands from one where something like fire 

needs to be controlled to one where fire is tended and respected as an ancestor. At the time of 

this writing, a fire rages across Tongva, Tataviam, Serrano, Kizh, and Chumash lands resulting 

from the devaluing and abandonment of traditional ecological knowledge (TEK)— knowledge 

gleaned from centuries of being in relation to these lands. In response to these devastating fires 

Indigenous firefighters from Navajo Nation to the Klamath Tribes in Northern California and 

Southern Oregon (Skropanic; Locher) joined local firefighters (with up to 30% of these 

firefighters being currently incarcerated [Osgood]). These Indigenous firefighters are part of a 

growing community of Indigenous fire practitioners who are bringing TEK to the forefront of 

fire management. One such group, Tribal EcoRestoration Alliance (TERA), is working to train 

Indigenous Californians and create a new generation of cultural burners; Kayley Walker, a tribal 

member of the Picayune Rancheria of the Chukchansi Indians, shares “We sort of began 

rebuilding our connection with fire as something not to be afraid of, but just something to be 

respected. It’s a tool, it’s an ally, it can be a friend” (Secaira). This is the kind of transformation 

and care that is made possible through conscious, everyday shifts towards the type of resistance 

that Biidaaban encourages. Biidaaban speaks to Indigiqueer and Two-Spirit Natives and asks 

them to embody biidaaban and act Indigenously in concert with the land. To engage with this 

practice and to embrace the dawn in this way is to recognize that this light has been here all 

along— to know that we have never been separated from this fire power, as it is integral to our 
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very beings. It is a potential that will always rise to be discovered once again after periods of 

darkness.  

Biidaaban: The Dawn Comes exemplifies the ways that transformation is not straight, 

not linear; it is reiterative, cyclical, it is something that can be re-built. It is a practice and it is 

something I acknowledge Indigiqueer and Two-Spirit people have a unique responsibility to.  

I return to Chrystos’ Fire Power once more:  

Telling the truth is powerful medicine. It is a fire that lights the way for others. When we 

speak our ‘Fire Power,’ we join a long & honored line of warriors against injustice. Each 

of us is born with innate power & purpose, a sacred direction for which we have been 

created. Our task is to find the place where we belong & do our work there.  

Louis Esmé Cruz’s “Birth Song for Muin, in Red” is (re)telling of a retelling of a retelling of a 

retelling of an oral tradition that has, from the moment I read it for the first time, taken refuge in 

my heart and mind. It speaks to a myriad of transformations— transformations of the body and 

spirit, transformations of the hearts and minds of communities and of men. Cruz’s short story 

exemplifies this concept of fire power through its ability to reveal important truths of the world, 

the self, and the roles we must take on in order to bring about change and enact care. The story 

revealed to me the immense powers a story can have to transform, as well as the responsibility us 

Indigiqueer and Two-Spirits have in bringing about these transformations and building networks 

of care that will be resilient and enduring.  

To best understand the strength of this transformative (re)telling, I look to versions of 

this traditional tale: “A Child Nourished By A Bear” translated from Mi’kmawi’simk to English 

by Silas Rand (1894) and “Muin, the Bear’s Child” by Kaqtukwasisip Muin'iskw (Jean 
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Augustine-McIsaac), tribal spiritual leader and Mi’kmaq head of cultural and historic 

interpretation at Kejimkujik National Park. Rand’s version of this story unfolds as follows:  

 A young orphan boy, with no family to claim him or a home to call his 

own, wandered throughout his village staying in one wigwam or another. One day when 

out gathering berries the boy got lost and could not find his way back to the village. In 

the night the young boy found a wigwam with a woman and two boys inside and was 

invited in and fed by the woman. The boy felt so cared for by the woman that he decided 

to stay with her. The boy’s village did not notice he was gone for several days but soon 

took up search for him and could not find him.  

 It turned out that the wigwam he entered was actually a bear's den and the woman 

and boys who cared for him were a Bear and two cubs. Yet still the boy stayed all winter. 

The bear’s den had enough berries and dried meat to feed the bears and the boy together.  

 When spring came the ice began to melt and the smelts began to swim upstream 

once more and both the bears and the Mi’kmaq came to the river to catch them. The bears 

would fish by sitting in the river, grab the fish, and throw them to the banks. The villagers 

would follow the bears’ lead and fish for smelt at the same time. One day, when 

searching for the bear tracks to lead them to the smelt, a villager spotted the mama bear’s 

tracks alongside the two cubs and a young child’s foot print. The villager remarked “This 

is a queer-looking bear’s track” and decided to watch from a hiding place. He found the 

mama bear and her cubs along with the boy who talked in Mi’kmawi’simk with them and 

understood the bears’ responses. The boy’s job was to drive the fish into the net after the 

mama bear tossed them his way.  
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 The man returned home and told everyone that he had found the lost orphan boy 

and the village decided that they would rescue him. The village’s men then followed the 

tracks of the bear once more and hid while the bear and her cubs began the harvesting of 

smelt once more. Once the bears and the boy were distracted by their gathering the men 

jumped out and seized the boy. He bit and clawed at them like a little bear cub, but they 

held him close while mama bear growled at the men and eventually left the field. The 

men took him home with them and he was wild at first and had bear-like hair growing on 

his body. The boy eventually settled down and was named Mooin (bear).  

Kaqtukwasisip Muin’iskw’s version of the story differs in significant ways from the 

above translation; firstly, the boy in the story is not an orphan but a child who has been forcibly 

removed from his mother’s home and abandoned in the woods by his step-father under the guise 

that he would teach the boy the ways of the forest; the man trapped the young boy in the cave 

and blocked the path with a boulder and made plans to lie to his wife about what happened, but 

was quickly killed by Glooscap (the first human, a giant man with the power to make the world). 

Secondly, there are many more animals featured in this story, from the fox and raccoon to the 

porcupine and moose; each of the animals tried to free the boy from the cave but it was 

Muin’iskw who was finally able to remove the boulder. Each animal brought the young boy food 

to eat, but he only liked Muin’iskw’s food and so she became his foster mother. Thirdly, after 

living with the bears for a long time, the young boy witnesses a hunter for the first time and his 

Muin’iskw told him to run from them and that they were human just as the little boy was. 

Finally, the largest change between Rand’s tale and Kaqtukwasisip Muin’iskw’s was the killing 

of Muin’iskw. The hunters tried smoking the bears out of the den, but before the bears left the 

den Muin’iskw told the boy that he must show himself and plead for the life of his siblings like 
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they had killed his mother. The hunters were sad to know that they had killed such a caring being 

and the young boy renamed himself Muin, the bear’s son, and declared that he would never kill a 

mother bear or his cubs.  

In this second story, we begin with an act of extreme violence— specifically patriarchal 

violence against a young child, the separation of said child from their home (causing distress to 

both the mother and the boy). In this particular story, it is the stepfather who enacts this violence 

upon the family, but it is not a far stretch to make a connection with the violence of the state 

when it comes to forced removals of Indigenous children from their birth homes. This removal of 

the Indigenous children has a long history across the global Indigenous community: residential 

schools, the sixties scoop, the lost generation, the canadian child welfare systems— these are 

only a few of the ways colonial governments commit genocide against Indigenous peoples. To 

this day children are still being removed from Indigenous parents at birth, it is something I saw 

pretty regularly across Native Twitter and Instagram. While this traditional tale does not address 

this modern day forced removal, it does reflect the patriarchal violence that created generations 

of lost Indigenous children— it cannot help but reveal this truth. However, where this violence is 

swiftly met with retribution, the same justice is not afforded to the families victimized by settler 

colonial governments.  

The addition of other animals within this story is also poignant as it represents a 

community of care for this young, abandoned child provided by the land and importance of the 

more-than-human kinship system. In the wake of this brutality a collective of forest animals 

come to the child’s aid and they provide aftercare to the boy, rescuing him from the cave and 

trying to nourish him. Muin’iskw, amongst all of the animals, is able to care for this child as her 

own, feeding him blueberry cakes and taking him into her home even with two other cubs to care 
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for. Though Muin’iskw takes on this savior/mothering role, it is the confluence of all of these 

animals working to rescue this child that brings Muin’iskw to the cave in the first place. It is 

kinship beyond the species level that truly brings about a brighter future for young Muin. In the 

final moments of this story Muin’iskw sacrifices her life for her young human son and bear cubs, 

but before she does so she asks the boy to pick up a mantle of responsibility. Before drawing the 

attacks away from her cubs, Muin’iskw asks the young bear boy to show himself to the hunters 

and keep them from killing her other cub. The task she gives positions the boy as a connector of 

worlds— the world of the forest and the bears with the world of humans. It is a simple ask for 

this boy to stand up for the beings that took him in, fed him, gave him endless love, but what this 

simple ask signifies is a return of the care and kinship each animal of the forest showed him— 

life giving in its own way. The young boy honors this responsibility by naming himself (as 

opposed to being given a name) and making a solemn vow to protect the bears of the forest, not 

hunting mother bears caring for their cubs; this kind of stewardship, of meeting in the middle, 

has ecological implications for the future of the forest and its inhabitants. 

 Louis Esmé Cruz’s “Birth Song for Muin, in Red” explores this stewardship 

responsibility with cultural and queering nuance. Their story is at once about multispecies 

kinship and a story revealing colonial struggles and queer sanctuary. In an interview with Black 

Coffee Poet (Jorge Antonio Vallejos), Cruz shared his intentions with this story, stating that 

“Birth Song for Muin, in Red is a gift to all of us who have to leave our lands and families so we 

can be ourselves, finding sanctuary in unfamiliar riverbeds. I wrote it for all the Wabanaqi who 

aren’t ready to come home yet, those of us from where the sun rises with colonized genders and 

sexualities, and the children still coming.” Cruz writes, also, that this story is for those of us 

“needing balanced stories to remember why 2spirit people are powerful and crucial to decolonial 
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movements.” One only needs to read through this short story to understand the importance of 

holding the in-between/transitional/cross-dimensional space sacred and its role in combating the 

colonial violence that threatens our Indigenous lives and worlds. 

“Birth Song for Muin, in Red” begins with a young girl who has no one to guide her 

through life, no one to nourish her or care for her well being; much like queer Natives, the girl 

must leave her home in order to find what she needs to survive. She soon comes upon a 

collective of bears (in the animal sense and the queer sense all at once); they hold signs and 

banners ([Remembearing Our Ancestors], [Unbearable Beauties for Sovereign Erotics], [Breed 

Bears Do It Both Ways]) up in a sort of dancing parade and the girl reaches out to embrace them, 

and is openly embraced in return (66-67). The queer community she finds herself in is complex 

and diverse in multiple ways and— out of a longing and desire to make a home in this beautiful 

and joyful family—“the young girl cultivates boy skin for protection and strength. The slight 

fuzz on her face, chest, and arms thickens, as her delicate toes grow wider and hairy” (67). As 

she continues in her life amongst the bears, she comes to a realization about herself, about her 

identity; in her desire to live amongst them, she recognizes her own bear boyness and goes to 

Muini’skw (the mama bear, or house mother) to find language to understand her experience. It is 

only through the sanctuary with these bears, in this new land, that the girl is able to transform 

into who she is; Muini’skw bestows on her a name “to help her hold space in the world: Muinji’i, 

Bear Boy” (68). This act, reflecting the impact that elders (whether queer or native) have in our 

lives as Indigiqueer peoples, also shows the importance of terminology and naming within our 

journeys of self-discovery and is a moment of radical kindness that generates queer/transness for 

the child in meaningful ways. While the bear family holds beautiful space for their Bear boy kin, 

there comes a day when Muinji’j must return to his original community, a shift foretold by a 
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dream gifted to Muini’skw (68). Muinji’j becomes a vessel of knowledge and a bridge between 

the bears and humans, and carries with him into the future medicine for himself and for others. 

As he reaches his former home, he is able to recognize and think on the expansiveness of his 

identities: “No longer a youth, he remembers his early years with tenderness. No longer Girl, he 

recognizes his maturity and strength. No longer human, nor simply bear, he acknowledges his 

human-bear-ness— all of this alive in the whole of his complicated body. In these moments of 

integrating while moving toward his land and people, Muinji’i receives a gift of wholeness” (70). 

Cruz presents this complex, and comforting, landscape of self; this moment of reflection pulls 

together all of his knowledge into a balanced being, recognizing that the balance here is not 

conforming to some cisheteropatriarchal idea of gender or identity, but instead the balance that 

comes from breaking away from that expectation. We see, at the end, Muinji’j flourishing as an 

old bear-man, only possible through his embrace of his own complex human-bear-ness. 

Cruz’s story, for me, is so important because it not only works to queer our ancestral 

stories and knowledges and assert a queerness in the past and present, but also shows us the 

beautiful possibilities for queer Indigenous elders of the future and all the knowledge they will 

hold. It is essential for us to see ourselves as elders, especially when colonialism threatens our 

lives so significantly when we are youths. This retelling pulls the powerful notions of kinship 

and care from the previous two tales and brings it to bear on Indigiqueer and Two-Spirit life. It is 

important to note that the concepts within this story are indeed an example of how we survive 

through systems of aftercare, but also that the story itself is care. And just like Muin who, “In 

these moments of integrating [gender, bear-ness] while moving toward his land and people… 

receives a gift of wholeness,” Cruz asserts that “it’s important that 2spirit people create together 

because we already know what wholeness looks like, it’s built into our bodies and our cultures” 
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(Vallejos). It is important that Cruz’s story, and work by other Indigiqueer and Two-Spirit artists 

that capture this wholeness, exists in the world as a reflection of the caring worlds that are 

possible and as a contribution to the care that exists in the world now. The story speaks a truth 

that, like Chrystos encourages us to seek out, helps us find our places of belonging in the world 

where we can get to the hard work of weaving change into the tapestry of the universe.  

 

Finding Strength in Glitter: Bringing Strength to the Moment 

“Birth Song to Muin, in Red” is now known affectionately by my friends as “Bear Boy!” 

My exuberance to share this story and my love for the beautiful transformations within it has, 

perhaps, caused some of those I share it with to misremember its proper name. ‘Bear Boy’ is 

central to this story, but I would be remiss if I did not give the title the same deference and 

affection I give the story. The story is one of wholeness, one of discovering the words and body 

and world to take up as one's own; it is a song for lost young cubs to guide them on their 

journeys. It is not insistent— not a siren’s song; it does not beckon for the Indigiqueer and Two-

Spirits out in the world to come home when they are not ready. Rather, the song affirms that 

there is a place for them if they do seek it; there is home to be had, responsibilities to be upheld, 

community to grow with. The transformation of / within / through “Birth Song for Muin, in Red” 

represents most accurately the necessity for kinship across difference; there is no transformation 

for Muin without the embrace of the tender fire of queerness, and there is no transformation of 

the forest and his home community without his new self, there to bridge these two worlds. The 

Indigiqueerness fostered by the bears and brought back with the young bear boy to the village is 

the temper: the beautiful glitter that begins as a mussel in our waterways, harvested by our hands, 

transformed through fire, and finally ground into the glitter which becomes an integral part of the 
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clay body. It does not only bring beauty to the pottery— though that, too, matters; the glitter, our 

transformed/Indigiqueered stories, are put into the clay to make it stronger, to prevent the pots 

that hold nourishing traditions from breaking. This process is not new, but one which has been 

passed down through the generations, all the way back to the first people that Grandmother 

Spider taught.  

 I want to take my place in this grand Indigiqueer tradition, provide some flare and 

glitter, and maybe a bit of good ol’ Chahta sass. In Chahta culture, as I’ve shared previously: 

Chahta people viewed the Sun as a deity and Fire his messenger “embodying an external 

conscience that demanded proper behavior, and as an expression of human relations… Fire 

demarcated human bonds of kinship [and] formed the central symbol of a town’s unity, renewal, 

and continuity.” Ackers continues, sharing this of Chahta tradition: “Sun and Fire had ‘constant 

intercourse’ with each other, according to Choctaw beliefs. One ancient Choctaw tradition held 

that if one did anything wrong in the presence of Fire, he would tell Sun of it, ‘before the 

offender could go ashtapa’ (the length of his extended arms)” (54). Though I knew of the 

importance of Fire and Sun within Chahta worldviews, I had yet to hear their relationship spelled 

out like this: Fire was Sun’s mate; Fire was his messenger who tattled on misbehaving Chahta; 

Fire and Sun were in “constant intercourse”; Sun was called hashi, and Fire was called hushi 

itichapa— translated to “the sun’s mate” or “matched together” with the sun. Much of this 

knowledge Ackers shares comes from the June 1828 edition of the Boston Missionary Herald 

(notably, the column after missionary reports from Honolulu, Waimea, and Lahaina), and so the 

language used here (particularly the use of “constant intercourse”) is contextualized within its 

historical framing. That, however, did not stop Cruz from engaging with the ‘queer’ of the 

“queer-looking bear’s track” in Rand’s translation, and I will not be discouraged from queering 
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time and engaging anachronistically with the language of a long dead missionary. After 

experiencing this framing of the oral tradition of Sun and Fire, I began drafting scenarios in my 

head of the intimate relationship between Fire and Sun. It nagged at me, I yelled about it to my 

friends, and, eventually, I wrote something about them for us. This poem below serves many 

purposes: importantly, it marks the end of this chapter; it is a love letter to fellow gossipy 

Indigiqueers out there; it is a love letter to queer Chahta who must find their way in a world 

shrouded by colonialism; it is a command to myself to embrace the fiery parts of myself and the 

scars we share; it is many kisses to my butch kin, laughter with my trans and two-spirit sisters, 

and side-eyes to many twinks at the bars who would try to eat the suns of this world.  
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he/him/hymns 4 Chahta T4T 
Part I  

 

Fire is sipping at green 

faeried alcohol— 

the spirit hot 

a burn 

in his mouth  

 

his senses awaken 

and he feels  

the traces of firewater left on his  

lips tingling,  

the hymn  

of his sienna “The creator is trans”  

crop top riding up,  

threatening  

to reveal old  

and new scarred flesh 

 

his spirit is warm 

invigorating and inviting 

hoping to spark some  
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twenty year old 

fvni twinks to reveal their 

darkest secrets in the dim 

light of this derelict  

dyke dive bar  

 

not gaining purchase 

on any meaningful chatter 

Fire flickers quickly  

towards ohoyo miko,  

the queens, 

their haksobali laughter 

almost enough to shatter 

the thin stemmed  

martini glasses— 

Fire considers joining in 

their conversation, ready 

to share his escapades with  

His gilded lover,  

but wonders  

if his touch 

might be the very thing 

that tips the chalices 

towards bursting— 

he leaves them  

suns on their own 

 

Fire turns  

and his eyes alight 

on a conclave of butches 
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feeling 

a fluttering in his chest 

as he remembers  

his denim clad youth 

in the days before his 

transformation 

from girl to dyke 

from dyke to fag 

and all the worlds in 

between 

he slips closer— 

with burning ears, 

unsure footing, 

he stumbles over  

his feet and words, 

sputtering  

nonsense apologies  

to the butches that call 

him home 

 

their voices ring out  

odes to broken  

strap-ons and 

tender hearts, recipes for  

sourdough starters and foreplay, 

ballads of lost lovers and wrist guards,  

sweet whispers of nail clippers 

and chrystos’ poetry, 

dreams of tobacco, cedar, sage, and subaru 

they wrap Fire in a flannel  
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embrace, kissing his face 

the stars of their eyes  

admire his latest form 

 

he joins in their chorus  

his crackling voice 

adding to the joyous noise 

gathering their notes 

fallen to the floor— 

edges singed with his 

touch—and stuffs  

pockets to the brim  

with pieces of  

butch gospel 

which will keep him 

company  

until he beds down  

with the rising  

sun 

 

___________________________________ 

 

Part II 

 

it is 6:15 in the morning 

and Fire drunkenly, 

staggering              here 

and    there,  

gets an uber X  

to drive him 
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five  minutes  down   the   road 

to his lover’s home.  

the sky  is pep pered 

with  an ti ci patory     loving  

pecks  and    s o f t  embraces.  

in the car            

his warmth  

is snuffed out 

nothing  

but  

 

coals and ember 

   — the driver is charging for the residual soot and ash in the backseat 

    of some banged up Nissan Altima 

  

Fire drags his   r a g g e d y   ass 

out  

 

onto  

the stoop 

just  

as night heads 

out at last 

eyes are 

barely open  

when his lover, Sun, 

scoops him up  

carries him to the h/e/aven 

that is his bed 
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feeling Sun enclose Fire 

within his arms,  

against his own bear chest,  

Fire’s love is kindled 

and he fingers 

asterisks, like a belt 

of stars stretching 

across deep 

bronzed skin 

and they are connected here 

as they always have been  

and so here 

Fire begins sharing  

the gospel of the night  
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Act III • Coiling: A How To 
 

A How To ( History of Coiling Vessels Unfolded ) 

 

Step 1.  my hands and knees are caked with the reddish-brown hues of the clay in my 

backyard; i’ve dug it out of the ground, using my toddler-sized hands to mold and shape it. it is a 

kind of liquid gold for a kid1 32 

 

Step 2. my sister is preparing to join the air force i have a coil pot due for my ceramics class in a 

week each small coil builds upon the next one I am drying slowly from the bottom up.2 33 

 

Step 3.  the way the clay dries on my skin has me dragging my fingers across my palms with anxiety, 

the water sloughing off the dried earth becomes a ritual. drip dry drip dry334 

 

Step 4.  part of the process is fucking up, the work you put in will become undone by your hands or 

by the hands of others. nothing is perfect, nothing is permanent.435  

 

 
321 Grab a lump of clay and clench it softly in your hand, rotating it slowly until it forms into an 

even roll. the thick of your fingers will leave behind prints and indents in the clay. 

 
332 On a hard, flat, non-porous surface start rolling out your clay. start by splitting the log into 

two equal sized pieces, take one to work with and put the other aside (keep it covered to avoid 

the clay drying and cracking) 

 
343  Place the clay underneath your hands, pull up your fingers slightly so that the main pressure 

on the clay is coming from the flat of your palms. Disperse pressure evenly across the clay as 

you rock it back and forth. To ensure your clay does not stick you your hands or the non-porous 

surface, keep your hands dry, 

 
354  Steadily move your hands from the center of the clay coil outwards and back inwards. keep 

your movements regimented — avoid the inevitable sites of uneven pressure thinning your work. 
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Step 5.  i don’t think about it, but i’ve spent days in the studio crafting. rolling, rolling, rolling, 

rolling, rolling, rolling, rolling, rolling, rolling, rolling, rolling, rolling, rolling, rolling, rolling,536 

 

Step 6.   if I don’t scratch score smooth I’ll fall to pieces637 

 

Step 7.   the tunnels we would dig as kids would collapse under their own weight in the rain. the 

warm summer waters washed away entire civilizations of wonder-made peoples738 

 

 

Step 8.  how can I do this work with limp wrists and flaming flair? when I have all but cobbled up a 

self out of river rocks and silt?839 

 

Step 9.  my hands and knees are caked with the reddish-brown hues of the clay. I choose to take 

the form of that kid with liquid gold in their hands; their shape ever shifting. knowledge, 

ever knowing940 

 

 

 

  

 
365  Once you’ve finished one coil, start wrapping it around itself to form the base of your vessel. 

Alternatively, roll out a slab for the bottom of your piece. use your fingers or a tool to smooth 

together the layers of the piece. 

 
376 As you build up the piece, take care to either scratch and score all of the layers together or to 

smooth the inner and/or outer layers together. Skipping this step will result in a broken vessel. 

 
387  You must move quickly as you work— clay dries from the bottom up and thin clay dries the 

fastest.  

 
398 To break up your piece, use design elements such as balls, circular and square coils, or 

intentional gaps. These additions will make your piece look dynamic. 

 
409 When you’ve reached a desired shape and height for the piece, make sure to smooth out/fill in 

areas on the inside of the vessel if it is to be functional ware. Finally, slowly let the piece dry 

before firing. 
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The Weight of a World 
 

 I love the art of hand building pottery. Hand building is an art medium I can 

understand—I was never any good at throwing on a wheel. The process is so tactile and 

forgiving, I can mold shapes with strong hands and a light touch. It requires the ability to handle 

the heft of the clay as well as the fine motor skills to make the intricate and intimate details of a 

piece. And even with all the tools for smoothing and making the piece neat, washing or wearing 

away the clay surface, there are still traces of my presence left in the piece and the process left on 

me. My fingerprints are pressed permanently into rolled or flattened coils; the clay persistent in 

its desire to wedge itself under my fingernails and into the woven fibers of my clothing. 

              Though my journey with clay truly began before my existence, all the way back to 

Grandmother Spider, I didn’t start delving into ceramics as an art form until high school. I had an 

immediate connection with the art form that became an almost feverish desire. I wanted to spend 

more and more time with my hands in the clay, taking large slabs of it home with me to work on 

pieces outside of class. At the end of my first semester of ceramics I finished building and firing 

a large coil vessel featuring a spirit swimming upstream; it was an ambitious project that found 

me rolling out coil upon coil upon coil, thin and thick ones layered together to form a one-foot-

tall structure. In college I realized that this was a skill that was intuitive to me in a way that it 
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was not for others. What I could complete beautifully in three hours took some of my classmates 

ten hours—of course the other end of that spectrum was my pitiful throwing skills that produced 

thick bottomed cups and clumsy bowls. I spent hours in the ceramics room, often staying until 

three in the morning to work on intricate coil pieces. Layer upon layer I built these pieces and 

layer upon layer I built my skills as a ceramicist. 

 A piece begins with the process we have already outlined across this dissertation. 

Traditionally, you dig in the earth near rivers and find the sticky, plastic clay deposits; you will 

remove the debris from the clay and begin to transform it through dry or wet processes— each of 

which take time to complete. Then you will mix your clay with the temper made from fired 

mussel shells, wedging it until all the glittery shell dust has been incorporated thoroughly. It is 

then that the clay is ready for use. Contemporarily with non-native clay you will purchase 

twenty-five-pound bags of highly processed clay sealed in a plastic bag. Removed from all the 

above steps, the purchasable ten-pound bag of cone 10 clay seems almost clinical— distinct from 

the earth that once held it. I wish fervently to live in a world where I can invest time in each step: 

time to scan the shores for mussel shells, time to walk along the banks of a wide river, time to 

press my hands into the earth joyfully searching for that special slick feeling of natural clay 

beneath the top soil. But even with this fat earth that has been processed for perfection, I can feel 

ancestral knowledge working through my hands. As I build layer upon layer I am still connected 

to the process and still must use knowledge given from the natural world to do this work.  

 When building coil pots, it’s difficult to get one long coil to form a good pot for holding 

something. More often coil pots are created by making one coil, adding it to the existing work, 

making another coil, attaching it to the one that came before. We do this on and on and on until 

we’ve reached a point where the pot is large enough to hold what it is meant to hold. The process 
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is start and stop, assess and reassess; but ultimately the end result is a new iteration of a centuries 

old tradition. The work to build something like this one must be informed of the elements at hand 

(air exposure, drying times of clay, how to use water effectively with clay and coils) and build 

swiftly but with intention. The coils must dry enough that the older coils don’t collapse under the 

weight of the newer ones, but the clay can’t be too dry or the clay simply won’t adhere to one 

another. It is a delicate balance that takes sensory knowledge to accomplish. Before the clay 

dries completely it must be smoothed on the interior in order to become a functional piece; 

Chahta use river pebbles or soft shells to burnish the outside, both ensuring there are no places 

the pot could leak and that the piece in question will shine brightly for years to come. Time, care, 

and intention is needed to create something that is meant to hold us, that is meant to last, that is 

meant to nourish us, that is a vessel for our futures.  

 The last time I took a pottery class during graduate school was the semester following 

my third top surgery. The first year of my Ph.D. I applied for top surgery just before the outbreak 

of COVID-19 and was prepared to wait for months or years to get this necessary, but ultimately 

not “medically necessary,” surgery. Even within the confines of quarantine I was able to get my 

first surgery quite quickly. It was shocking but welcome. Swiftness, however, had a price; two 

additional surgeries and seven thousand dollars of debt came because of the piss-poor ‘gender 

affirming,’ mutilating41 mastectomy I received from Kaiser. In December 2022 I was finally able 

to get the final surgery out-of-network (and out of pocket) that would transform my body into a 

truer version of itself. The following semester began a week or two after that last surgery while I 

was still healing and unable to carry anything that weighted more than a milk jug and unable to 

 
38 Note here that I do not refer to the removal of breasts for gender affirmation to be mutilation, but rather the 

surgical work done by my plastic surgeon to be a mutilation of my body.  

*Footnote numbering begins at 38 here due to the Act III poem with footnotes* 
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lift my arms above my head. I was determined to take this ceramics course, get my hands back in 

the dirt and build something alongside my work on my dissertation, but I wouldn’t have been 

able to do any of it without a support team. On our class trip to buy clay from the UH bookstore 

one of my table mates, Zoie, offered to carry my two bags of clay back to the classroom and 

throughout the semester was my second pair of really buff arms. When my first forty-dollar bags 

of clay were stolen from the classroom Zoie offered up her own clay for classroom use, my best 

friend Nathan Venmo’d me the forty bucks to purchase new bags, and my partner helped me 

move a new fifty pounds of clay to a shelf. This network of care, a bunch of queers willing to get 

dirty for me after my surgery gave me access to an artistry that I needed. That cone 10 clay 

which felt clinical, which felt like something disconnected from the land and waters which 

wrought it, had transformed by the hands of lovers. The process of care implemented by each of 

these individuals is what brought that clay to a place where I could build with it; time, intention, 

and many hands built a vessel of healing. 

 After months of getting trapped in my own head with my writing this artistic outlet was 

a respite. Slowly I built up enough strength to hold up my own art pieces and clay, but in return I 

passed on my knowledge of making good coil vessels to those who supported me.  
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Chapter III •  Love Letters to (Un)known Futures 

Loving After and Beyond the End42 

What does the future hold for us? What do we hold for the future? How can we survive? 

For an answer we need only to turn toward stories. Joshua Whitehead’s (Oji-nêhiyaw) edited 

anthology, Love After the End (2020, 2021) centers indigenous wonderworks from Two Spirit 

and Indigiqueer writers43 and explores the possibilities of going beyond the apocalypse. Two 

stories stand out within this anthology: “History of the New World'' by Adam Garnet Jones’ 

(Cree/Métis) and “The Ark of the Turtle’s Back” by jaye simpson (Oji-Cree-Saulteaux), each 

uniquely about love. Garnet Jones’ short story propels us into a not-so-far-off future where a 

small queer family must decide to leave the earth and become trans-dimensional colonizers of a 

twin planet or stay and fight for the deteriorating planet (46). “The Ark of the Turtle’s Back” is a 

story of sacrifice, loss, ceremony, and home. In this tale, a small Indigiqueer family makes an 

impossible choice at the end of the world to sacrifice the earth for the survival of a few to avoid 

colonial subjection. Reading these works together presents a reflection of colonial pasts and 

 
42 A version of this chapter is forthcoming in Transgender Studies Quarterly issue 12.1: Speculative Media and 

Fiction entitled “Approaching Our Futures with Care: Indigiqueer and Two-Spirit Speculative Fiction Responses to 

Environmental Devastation” 

 
43 Joshua Whitehead, in his response letter on the LAMBDA nomination of Full Metal Indigiqueer in the trans 

poetry category, asserts that, in discussing Two-Spirit/Indigiqueer peoples, academics and non-Natives should be 

cautious about the instantaneous flattening or conflation of these two disparate identities when engaging in 

scholarship (particularly within western academia). I approach this article understanding that within the context of a 

colonial gender structure, writers within this collection have varying approaches to their gender as it relates to a 

western concept of transgender. Including Two-Spirit and Indigiqueer peoples (whether they identify in some way 

with transness) who maintain such defiant gender relations are essential to our understanding of gender as we look 

to and approach the future through a speculative lens.  
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opens the window for potential trans and Indigiqueer futures where we might survive and thrive. 

These short stories provide a speculative model for embodying and storying care as a method for 

transforming contemporary apocalypses.  

Many Indigiqueer scholars during the Native American Renaissance —a period of 

prolific publication and literary production by Indigenous authors beginning in the late 1960s— 

emphasized storytelling as resistance. Their work exposed the impacts of colonialism on our 

stories and communities, asserted the presence of Indigiqueer living and writing in the present, 

and argued for an ongoing political solidarity between Black and Indigenous peoples as a way to 

reshape our world (Paula Gunn Allen 1991; Chrystos 1998; bell hooks44 1992). These authors 

explore the tangible effects that queer Indigenous literature can have on Indigenous peoples. 

Their early work in the field of queer Indigenous literature has prevailed in contemporary 

indigenous scholarship through explorations of care and representation such as Daniel Heath 

Justice’s “Indigenous Wonderworks and the Settler-Colonial Imaginary” (2018) and Hiʻilei Julia 

Kawehipuaakahaopualani Hobart and Tamara Kneese’s “Radical Care” (2020). However, none 

of these explore how we can utilize radical care as it specifically applies to queer Indigenous 

futurisms. Where Hobart and Kneese identify the need for lateral and sustainable care work 

which defies current neoliberal fashionings of care, I offer “aftercare” as a way to practice 

radical care through a literary framework that centers Indigiqueer peoples and asserts that 

reading futurist texts through this framework can functionally create new worlds; equally, it is a 

tool which focuses on the intersections of queerness and Indigeneity and considers the 

 
44 hooks’s Indigenous heritage is unspecified; hooks relays her native descendancy and her mixed Black, 

Indigenous, and white heritages in Black Looks: Race and Representation and Bone Black: Memories of Girlhood. 
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transformative capacity of care strategies represented within literature and that take place 

through the form of the literary in the present post-apocalypse.  

Daniel Heath Justice expands on this power of fantastic stories to provide care for 

Indigiqueers in his essay “Indigenous Wonderworks and the Settler-Colonial Imaginary.” He 

speaks to what he identifies as “Indigenous Wonderworks” as an avenue for understanding and 

visualizing our fully lived realities, imagining otherwise, and crafting futures of possibility. 

Justice asserts that “For Indigenous writers of speculative fiction, the fantastic is an extension of 

the possible, not the impossible; it opens up and expands the range of options for Indigenous 

characters (and readers).” Indigenous peoples' representation (either fiction or “realistic”) crafted 

within the settler colonial imaginary has always been objectified and placed within a framework 

of loss. This, as Justice identifies, is especially true with regards to realistic fiction that 

“naturalize[s] colonialism and its effects and presume[s] the inevitability of Indigenous deficit.” 

Speculative and Fantastic fiction, too, has its own challenges for racial, ethnic, gender, and class 

representation as well; the white centered fantasies that have worked to construct and 

subsequently influence the vast genre of Speculative Fiction simply integrate patriarchal and 

civilizing values as core tenets of their world building. Justice notes that although these genres 

seem difficult and overwhelming to redeem, we should not simply cast the genres away; these 

stories are often the “first literature that many of us have read that fuels our imaginations and 

encourages us to think otherwise.” The stories are more than escapism from the terror and 

exhaustion within our everyday lives, they allow us to occupy and invent new worlds-- to 

integrate ourselves into different futures-- and speculative fiction encourages its readers to think 

about our own contemporary worlds, how and why they are structured this way and how they 

could look differently. 
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Justice’s term, Indigenous wonderworks, provides an otherwise for Indigenous writers 

engaging in the fantastic, a space where our lived experiences and the elements of their 

Indigenous lives are seen as valid and important contributions to the body of work. 

“Wonderworks,” Justice illuminates, “is a concept that offers Indigenous writers and storytellers 

something very different, and something more in keeping with our own epistemologies, politics, 

and relationships...it’s a term that gestures, imperfectly, to other ways of being in the world, and 

it reminds us that the way things are is not how they have been, nor is it how they must be.” 

Indigenous Wonderworks open up a space of possibility for us to explore, play, imagine. They 

ask of us to remember and to recognize that we are not alone in a single reality or world, but that 

we exist alongside countless others and that within and external to our own worlds is a complex 

system of possible relations, where we form and continue our relationships with our kin, with the 

land and our histories, with the worlds and kin we have yet to meet. Where settler colonial 

speculative fiction works to uphold systems of power that benefit them, the systems of power 

that subjugate minoritized communities into categories that can fit into their simple savage vs 

civilized binary, Indigenous wonderworks “articulate and even anticipate our potential for 

transformative change” and provide a guide for how we might live otherwise in the future. 

Stories in our communities carry this power, they carry (as they always have) the ability to 

transform our worlds and lives, and wonderworks are yet another introduction to our long 

histories of sharing and interpreting knowledge from the worlds and lives around us.  

To imagine a joyous survival is an act of radical resistance, especially as Two Spirit or 

Indigiqueers. Thinking towards utopias is the only way forward. On the destruction of the planet 

and colonial consumption via pipelines. Radical queer utopias are our only hope. In gesturing to 

what we need and what we receive from Indigenous wonderworks, on the importance of 
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storytelling Whitehead shares: “‘We are our own best medicine’... I invite you to relish in these 

oratories, find what you need, and harvest earnestly so as to save the roots, because now more 

than ever we need these stories: stories of Earth, mothers, queer love, trans love, animality, 

kinship, and a fierce fanning of care” (15) In my analysis of Garnet Jones and simpson’s 

wonderworks, I call attention to the second and third elements of the theoretical aftercare loop; 

again, stories provide visions of other, hopeful worlds for readers and the uptake of these stories 

leads to tangible actions towards caring and loving futures. This reading serves as evidence of 

such material uptake. As these actions build upon themselves, we collectively survive into the 

future and care for others better. The future bearing element to these stories is essential: these 

texts explore the “after” of aftercare. Critical analysis of these texts through the lens of Aftercare 

will show how the act of reading and writing speculative fiction can create tangible futures of 

change. 

Tracing the Material Lines of Care Across Bodies, Space, and Time  

Queer Indigenous survival demands care. Without a loving community of care, 

Indigiqueer youth are significantly more likely to experience housing insecurity, food insecurity, 

and are more likely to be placed into foster care than their non-Native queer counterparts. 

Subsequently, Indigiqueer youth are significantly more likely to attempt/commit suicide than 

their non-Native queer counterparts.45 Indigiqueer youth, situated in this world experiencing this 

reality, survive through communities of care and building systems of relationality between 

themselves and others. simpson and Garnet Jones are examples of how care can transform 

Indigiqueer life and provide a pathway towards survivance and thriving into the future. In this 

 
45 On suicidality of Two-Spirit and Indigiqueer youth, see The Trevor Project’s 2023 LGBTQ Youth survey (US) 

Polonijo et. al. (Canada); See Lehavot et. al. for statistics on sexual/physical assault not accounted for in the surveys 

and Transgender Law Center for statistics on MMIWG2S. 
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section I excavate – through interviews, articles, and a network of kinship ties – the genealogy of 

care established for and through these two Indigiqueer authors. Particularly, simpson’s abundant 

interviews and articles offer the oft neglected perspective of Indigenous trans women.  

Adam Garnet Jones (he/him) is an urban Cree/Métis Two-Spirit author, filmmaker, and 

beadworker from Treaty Six territory in what is colonially known as Edmonton, Alberta and is 

currently living in Tkaronto— the backdrop for “History of the New World.” Garnet Jones’s 

childhood began in a nest of multi-community Indigenous intelligence. Garnet Jones was raised 

experiencing his father’s commitment to Indigenous activism and pursuit of Indigenous 

knowledge. On his personal artist’s page, Garnet Jones also notes that “my family has been and 

continues to be shaped by the colonial history of Canada.” Intimately connected to this colonial 

history, in an interview Garnet Jones shares that in childhood he was abused and neglected which 

led to fear, anxiety and suicidality starting at the age of 7, lasting into adulthood (2015). His life 

shifted, however, when he attended The Gulf Islands Film and Television School. Garnet Jones 

remarks: “I really do feel like if I hadn’t found that place, if I hadn’t started doing that, I 

wouldn’t be alive today” (Heeney “Adam Garnet Jones on Fire Song”). From that point, Garnet 

Jones was able to make his mark on the Indigenous arts scene as a Two-Spirit filmmaker and 

author and build opportunities for other Two Spirit youth. At the heart of his works, Garnet 

Jones tackles a question all too familiar for Indigenous (especially Indigiqueer) youth: Do you 

leave your home community to find your place in the wider cosmos, or do you stay to try to 

make change? Ultimately, Garnet Jones asserts “the answer isn’t just for people to leave their 

communities… you really have to think about what it means when the best and brightest of a 

community leave, generation after generation” (CBC Radio). Even as the world is ending, Garnet 

Jones reminds us that it is revolutionary and worldmaking to “dig in and stay” (Whitehead, 46). 
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jaye simpson (she/they) is an Oji-Cree Saulteaux Two-Spirit trans woman poet, drag 

queen (Persephone Estradiol), and decolonial activist living on the unceded territories of the 

xwməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), səlilwəta’Ɂɬ (Tsleil-Waututh) and Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish) First 

Nations peoples. simpson’s personal history with care structures began within the foster care 

system. simpson remarks that she comes into her creative work from a place of trauma, 

particularly as a trans and Two-Spirit Indigenous woman forced into the foster care system by 

the Canadian government at the age of three. I bring simpson’s history to bear on this work to 

recognize the spaces and systems where care has failed, and that violence is the purpose of 

colonial systems. simpson shares: “It’s never been broken, it’s doing exactly what it’s been 

designed [to do] — this is the grandchild of residential school…We can’t fix a system that’s 

been designed to destroy us. The only flaw in this system is that some of us survived.” (Hyslop 

“Lessons from Care”). simpson has always been vocal about the power of poetics and literature 

as something that has saved her, and her voice joins a “vanguard” of trans Indigenous authors in 

Canada alongside Arielle Twist (Nehiyaw [Cree]), both who succeed visionary trans Indigenous 

elder and multimedia artist and storyteller, Aiyyana Maracle (Haudenosaunee46). 

Aiyyana Maracle’s presence in this network of care I weave is paramount. simpson 

identifies Maracle as being one reason why she can exist today and take up space in the 

Canadian literature scene as an Indigenous trans woman (Morgan Xtramagazine; simpson 

Briarpatch Magazine). I evoke Maracle by virtue of her stature as an Indigenous trans elder. 

Maracle, within queer and trans academia, is remembered for her article “A Journey in 

Gender” (2000) in which she called for “an alternative way of perceiving and understanding 

 
46 I will be using Mohawk, Haudenosaunee, Iroquois, and Kanienʼkehá꞉ka interchangeably for Maracle’s Indigenous 

identity as she fluctuates using these different terms. 
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gender” through “an Indigenous sense of gender” (39). Maracle remarks that before her 

intervention, much of the scholarship around Two-Spirit peoples in the 20th century 

reinforced colonial binaries of gender and ignored the presence of trans peoples within this 

community (49-52). Opposing Mohawk male elders' assertions that “we didn’t have [gender 

diverse Kanienʼkehá꞉ka] like that,” (43) Maracle worked from the assumption that Iroqouis 

traditionally had a fluid understanding of gender based on the principles of Six Nations 

society: “Am I to believe that, unlike in every other culture and race among humanity, I am the 

first trans person to have ever appeared among the Mohawk people in their thousands of years?” 

(47). This question, posed and refuted by Maracle, is reflected in simpson’s own work and 

words. In a 2021 interview with Martlet, simpson conveys the profound invisibility of 

Indigiqueer people: “To think that you’re alone [...] i grew up thinking i was the only queer 

Indigenous person ever because that’s how the system and my experience was designed.” This 

affective response by Indigiqueers is not individual fear or pain, but a collective mourning. The 

obscuring of trans Indigenous life is clarified through Arielle Twist’s archival work; Twist 

documents the state of the archive three years after Maracle’s death, noting that Maracle’s work 

and artifacts had been severely mislaid and mistreated. It is only through trans Indigenous 

women that Maracle’s vital narrative is revived and remembered: 

Maracle gave her archive to a legacy of trans women whom she wanted to come find her 

words and work. Finding Maracle in the archive has been a powerful form of healing and 

remembrance… Maracle’s legacy is one of a woman who lived in isolation, poverty and 

depressive states, who gave everything to Indigenous community arts, and yet who was allowed 

to fade away from memory—until her daughters came to find her (2020)  
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In tracing this genealogy, strands of care weave across a tapestry of the past, present, 

and future for Indigiqueer peoples, an experience of aftercare via an embracing of the archive. 

Maracle generously gave to the community, to her kin, to the trans daughters birthed in her 

wake; in a 2015 interview, she remarked: “there is no mirror for who I am. From necessity I 

became the mirror for all the younger ones.”47Along with other trans Indigenous creators in the 

sphere of Canadian Literature and Arts, simpson reflects the bountiful care inherited from 

Maracle. simpson’s presence in her community– through her activism,48 performance, or writing 

– is moving us towards the future for the next generation.  

 

Loving Aftercare for the Indigenous Post-Apocalypse  

While introducing Love After the End, Whitehead posits the question: “What does it 

mean to be Two-Spirit during an apocalypse?” He acknowledges Indigiqueer existence as 

already always post-apocalyptic; if we understand colonial contact as the apocalyptic event, 

“right here, right now, is a dystopian present” (9) as the bedrock for our reality. The collection 

materialized during COVID-19 when Indigenous communities experienced disastrous 

outcomes49 due to infrastructural, resource, and funding disparities. Consequently, the collection 

shifted dramatically from centering around dystopia to one “[queered] toward the utopian'' (9). 

The work acknowledges the history of colonialism which establishes the post-apocalypses of 

 
47 Maracle shares this sentiment in an interview which has been lost as the newspaper Brant News shut down. It is 

possible that this interview has been preserved in the University of Victoria’s archival fonds, but much of Maracle’s 

materials haven’t been digitized for public access.  

 
48 In 2023, jaye simpson was arrested and charged with mischief for participating in an action for Palestine. simpson 

was roughhoused by police during their arrest and processed via the men’s system. Their winter clothes were stolen 

and they experienced significant transmisogyny while imprisoned. (@jaye_simpson). 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CzjkKJgJJJU/?img_index=1.  

 
49 See APM Research Lab’s 2021 COVID mortality rates report.  

https://www.instagram.com/p/CzjkKJgJJJU/?img_index=1
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their respective story worlds and reveals a future where Indigiqueers thrive through care. Their 

approaches offer glimpses into the possible futures ahead, and the difficult decisions that await 

us and our relations. Through each story we are exposed to immeasurable loss, yet at the core of 

these futures are visions of bountiful care that foresee Indigiqueers thriving.  

 

“History of the New World”  

Garnet Jones introduces us to a small, queer family composed of Em Callihoo (a 

“brown-eyed Two-Spirit nehiyow”), Thorah Anderson (a white “blue-eyed liberal atheist”), and 

their daughter Asȇciwan. Em must choose between listening to her wife’s attempts to force the 

family to abandon the earth for their survival, or to stay on the planet and join the Nagweyaab 

Anishinaabek Camp (the Rainbow People’s Camp) and face the potential planetary devastation 

being projected. Em cycles between standing her ground— to stay on the earth— and leaving for 

the sake of her family, but fractures come when news from the new world about “intelligent” 

beings arrives and Em asserts that she can’t and won’t go. Thorah ultimately boards the shuttle—

leaving behind Em and Asȇciwan, who head to the Nagweyaab Anishinaabek Camp together. 

The final paragraph reveals that this is a story told by future generations of Indigenous peoples 

thriving on earth through their recognition of “shared responsibilities between the people and all 

[their] relations” (49).  

“History of the New World” is a story about the creation of a new world through 

Indigiqueer love and radical care. Em Callihoo, our Two-Spirit nehiyow narrator, is our primary 

navigation through this storyworld, and within her we find the first inklings of dissent against the 

global colonial effort. Throughout, we see Em’s internal monologue, which serves as a reflection 

of her Indigenous knowledge and values, in conflict with the narrative presented by the 
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government and by her non-Native wife. When politicians call the new earth an “identical twin” 

and remark that the highest intelligence and self awareness of animals on the planet was that of a 

crow or dog, Em internally responds: “twins share a womb…. Crows have funerals… dogs will 

always find their way home” (31). In opposition to the “leading experts” (expert colonizers) who 

are attempting to assuage settler guilt about colonizing new planets, Em’s dialogue reveals her 

investment in ethical multispecies relations. Rather than devaluing an individual (be it animal, 

land, or children) and enforcing hierarchical matrices of intelligence or power, Em consistently 

thinks about her relationships and responsibilities to those in the world around her and 

appreciates their knowledge. She attempts to affirm the agency of those around her, particularly 

those not granted such agency under the oppressive structure of settler colonialism. Em’s 

tumultuous back-and-forth conflict with Thorah reflects Garnet Jones’s guiding question posed 

earlier: what does it mean to leave home as a Native? What does it mean to stay? The answer to 

this for Em, though complex and conflicting, is to stay for the sake of the planet, this new twin 

world and its inhabitants, and her daughter. Thorah, however, is divested from these interests and 

this kinship: “travel to the New World is the only way for us to survive” (35). Though her 

position and persistence stems from the fear of a lost future, her vision for a viable future is 

hindered by settler colonial programing of progress and control. The separation between Em and 

Thorah is this Indigiqueer radical care. Where Thorah degrades staying earthside, remarking that 

only the sick, elderly, and paranoid remain, Em argues: “Our people had been rebuilding our 

languages and cultures for the last three generations, returning to the land as the rest of the world 

prepared to abandon it” (34). It is not paranoia that keeps Indigenous people on their lands in this 

story, but this act of radical resurgence and a care that reaches beyond their orbit. Em is guided 

by her insistence on not reproducing the colonial violence that her people have experienced. 
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Though Em fluctuates throughout the story with being able to stand her ground in a struggle 

against Thorah and the general public about how to approach the “apocalypse,” once news 

breaks about the Mermaids, manatee-like animals on the new planet with the ability to speak and 

reason, she can no longer concede to Thorah’s will. Em is pulled into the harrowing ancestral 

memories of the genocide of her people which cements her refusal. This act of compassion she 

asserts for unknown cosmic creatures is an essential example of the different ways that 

Indigiqueer radical care expands beyond non-Native and cisheterosexual fashionings of radical 

care. Em is thinking and caring backwards, forwards, and beyond— acknowledging the past 

harm that befell her people, and ensuring that she and her kin take no part in reproducing that 

harm for any other creature in our greater cosmos.  

Garnet Jones is explicit about the stakes of this “adventure” into space and exhibits the 

need to center Indigiqueer radical care in oncoming generations. Em refuses to bend and says 

“Ekosi. I can’t go,... I won’t” (38). This radical proclamation provokes Asȇciwan to hide from 

her parents at the shuttle station, knowing that Em couldn’t bear to leave the earth and would not 

leave her daughter. Though Asȇciwan has established relationships with both parents, Em 

acknowledges their shared, unspoken bond of “blood and spirit and iskwewak fire” (39). Their 

shared understanding of an Indigenous kinship to the land pushes her to a choice her white 

mother could never comprehend. Their collective decision to remain with the earth and their 

people and ultimately refuse to further advance a history of colonization is the embodiment of 

radical care; despite being routinely coerced, corralled, and crushed these two choose to protect 

the ones they love, be they human, more-than-human kin, or beings lightyears away. Em has 

established a world for Asȇciwan where she has, to some extent, been immersed in “a nest of 

[Cree]xii intelligence” through which she has learned to trust herself and her Indigenous 
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community (Simpson, As We Have Always Done:149-150). This nurturing world follows after 

centuries of colonial fracturing from land and Indigenous intelligences. Em’s creation of a world 

where Asȇciwan can make this deeply loving decision, informed by Indigiqueer knowledge, is a 

caring act that creates this future of abundance— whereas Thorah’s abandonment only satisfies 

the colonial urge to protect the individual.  

What awaits Indigiqueer and Two-Spirits at the end? We are led to the end of this tale 

on a pathway which professes decolonial love. As the mother and daughter choose to stay and 

join the encampment they come upon a vision of Indigiqueers building the future: 

Mohawk warrior flags flapped alongside rainbows and homemade banners with 

messages like THIS IS INDIAN LAND! AND UNITED NDN NATIONS! UNITED 

NDN SEXUALITIES! UNITED NDN GENDERS! Hundreds of them all flew high 

above a massive wall that surrounded a fortress of reclaimed Materials (47).  

As they approach their new home, they are greeted with deeply loving and tangible 

representations of queer Indigenous presence and resistance. The banners and flags marking their 

approach emphasize collective support for diverse NDN genders and sexuality as equal in 

importance to land and nations. Here, Garnet Jones asserts that any Indigenous future that hopes 

to thrive cannot solely come from “landback,” that radical embracing of Indigiqueer existence is 

vital to building our futures and re-establishing the connections and power needed for nation 

building. The fortress itself is a formidable construction surrounded by a wall of mirror shards 

like a fierce gay disco ball glittering in the sun— both beautiful and terrifying. This fortress 

extends beyond the literary as it embodies the Indigiqueer world building accessible through care 

work. Though the physical structure does not exist in contemporary geographies, it becomes a 

beacon for possibility, shining a light for all Indigiqueers to construct their own fiercely queer 
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and trans fortresses of care. At the top of the fortress, community members call out to the pair in 

anishinaabemowin and then in nehiyawewin; Em and Asȇciwan introduce themselves in 

nehiyawewin and are joyful in this moment of reclamation as Asȇciwan “thrust[s] out her chin 

proudly” and Em is “drunk on the sound of nehiyawewin on [her] daughter's tongue.” They 

receive a response from the wall— “Um, I’m still learning my language. What did you say?” 

(48). This moment of humility juxtaposed with one of immense pride creates a world where 

language is being reclaimed and celebrated, where knowledge growth is valued— and where it is 

okay to not know everything yet. It asserts a knowledge that the future will hold more. Be more 

full with these words.  

With “History of a New World,” we gain insight into a near future, to the “end” of the 

world and a glimpse of what comes after; and epilogue reveals to readers that the story is told 

from a time further in the future, after a radical resurgence of Indigenous peoples and the 

recovery of the land. A period of thriving. This regeneration is only possible through decisive 

actions of Indigenous peoples defending their communities: “our protectors dismantled the portal 

so that it couldn't be engineered to bring the chaos from the New World back home to us” (49). 

The dismantling that occurs here is not merely physical removal, but a dismantling of the settler 

colonial system and any potential “rescue [of a] settler futurity” (Tuck and Yang, 3). The act of 

closing the portals is a generative refusal (Simpson) of the projection of a settler future which 

deludes itself into thinking that there may be a peaceful process of a new settler colonial state 

upon their return. This refusal signals Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang’s declaration that 

“decolonization is not accountable to settlers, or settler futurity. Decolonization is accountable to 

Indigenous sovereignty and futurity” (35). Though this moment of radical refusal and resistance 

is crucial to the creation of this decolonial future world, the story acknowledges that it is not the 
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only act of decolonization. In Wretched of the Earth, Frantz Fanon reminds us that 

“Decolonization, as we know, is a historical process,” (36) formed by Indigenous life persisting, 

by our continuous “build[ing] and rebuild[ing of] Indigenous worlds” (Simpson, As We Have 

Always Done 246); we see through Em Callihoo’s story generations of Indigenous peoples 

rebuilding their communities, learning their languages, returning to the land, being 

unapologetically queer, and forming responsible and reciprocal relationships to human and more-

than-human kin. In the story’s epilogue, a voice from this decolonial future shows us how 

quickly the land and community recover once we acknowledge “the shared responsibilities 

between the people and all our relations” (49). The story ends with this knowledge: “Of course, 

the cycles of war and peace, love and heartbreak, hunger and feasting roll on, but with the 

understanding that we must always strive for balance. Above all, our circle must be round” (49). 

This final assertion acknowledges, similar to the aftercare loop, that there will always be a need 

for radical care— that even in decolonial worlds there will be suffering, but that moving forward 

into the future through or with a system of care will create worlds where radical change and 

balance is possible.  

 

“Ark of the Turtle’s Back”  

Where Garnet Jones’s future makes possible a thriving aski (Earth), simpson presents a 

polar future— one where abandoning Nimama Aki (Earth) in an exodus is the only escape from 

subjection, genocide, and the destruction of the planet. Nichiiwad is the Two-Spirit, trans 

matriarch of their small queer family and in this apocalyptic future. After the International Water 

Ration Act of 2167, the government reintroduced colonial tactics to keep the Natives in line and 

steal them for working settlement camps. In the face of this danger, Ni protects their family, 
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stays rooted in practice and ceremony, and— through help from their sister Dakib— maintains 

hormone replacement for themselves and their family. Dakib collects the family to take them off-

planet before they are stolen by the New Indian Agents (NIA). Indigenous scientists predicted 

planetary devastation and began preparing years ago, and now there is a habitable planet with no 

sentient life that they can live on and survive but it is revealed that the exodus they have planned 

will radiate the earth and potentially damage the established settlements. Although Ni asserts 

“our people wouldn’t leave her... we would stay until her last breath and go with her'' as 

caretakers of the earth, the opportunity for a womb transplant surgery for themself and other 

gender-affirming ones their family members—and their continued survival—breaks Ni’s resolve. 

After surgery, Nichiiwad awakes to discover they have left earth, and consequently destroyed 

any potential future for the earth, her remaining inhabitants, and surrounding settlements.  

“Ark of the Turtle’s Back” offers up difficult questions for its readers: what will our 

futures look like beyond the life of Nimama Aki? How can we navigate this unmitigable loss? 

And ultimately, “How do we build a relationship with [a] new planet?” (61). Once again, we see 

resistance against colonial systems; we see a community created and bound by care and love, and 

growth towards a future of care through this exodus and incalculable loss. Nichiiwad, at the start 

of this short story, speaks of their return to the rez after having “run away…at fourteen to go to 

the City to experiment with strangers and figure out their gender identity” (52). Within these first 

scenes, simpson lays the groundwork for Nichiiwad’s embrace of their Ojibwe ancestral 

knowledge as a means of survivance. Prior to the mandatory international water ration, Ni began 

secretly storing birch syrup and teaching community members how to gather the water stored in 

plants sustainably (confusing the NIA). Ni relies on their traditional knowledge of the land and 

an ancestral imperative to survive in the face of catastrophe. This method of survival is not new, 
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nor is the necessity: “We are getting even less water now, but we are used to it, our tap water 

having been unsafe to drink for nearly two hundred years” (51). Even with traditional knowledge 

keeping their family alive, the water crisis presents insurmountable obstacles: accessing gender-

affirming surgeries. Though Dakib keeps Ni’s family’s hormone replacements stocked, surgeries 

required clean water and the finances/status to access clean water. The scarcity of water and 

natural resources is embodied through trans Indigenous flesh; Nichiiwad understands the bodily 

suffering due to scarcity which has impacted Indigenous life since contact, but also that to be 

trans and Indigenous signals a history and present of bodily deprivation— something they refuse 

to carry into the future. It is partly this potential for carrying children and surgery for their kin 

that breaks Nichiiwad’s resolve. After succumbing to an exodus to the uninhabited, but 

habitable, terraformed planet, Nichiiwad mourns the sacrifice they made and the inevitable loss 

of Nimama Aki through deeply embodied wailing— their lover noting: “this is [Nimama-Ni’s] 

Ceremony” (57). Though their decision ultimately generates unfathomable loss, Nichiiwad’s 

broken resolve represents an Indigiqueer decolonial imperative: what could a decolonial future 

look like without gender-affirming care? Contemporarily, trans and Two-Spirit individuals who 

seek gender care often die waiting for it— Nex Benedict’s (Chahta) case affirms this— either 

from transmisogyny, racism, and fatphobia within the medical system or through the rejection by 

one’s own community. Any such world where gender-affirming care is inaccessible could not 

dream to be decolonial, rather, that future would carry forward the colonialism that is an 

everyday apocalypse. “Ark of the Turtle’s Back” offers us the powerful wisdom to see 

blossoming within destruction. 

In “The Space NDN’s Star Map,” Lou Cornum (Diné/Bilagáana) posits the question 

“What happens to indigeneity when the indigenous subject is no longer in the location that has 
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defined them?” and asserts that “this is not just a question of outer space” as most Natives are 

separated from their homelands through settler colonialism. simpson’s short story responds to 

this question. Nichiiwad’s family, along with all of the peoples of this new civilization, are 

forever separated from the land which nursed and fed them, the land that guided them and gave 

them life and yet they remain NDN’s even in the wider cosmos. What Cornum maintains, and 

simpson’s story affirms, is that the space NDN— in their commitment to establishing reciprocal 

relationships with the cosmos, in their refusal of colonialist expansion, and in the maintaining of 

their traditions— remains Indigenous regardless of some “strict idea of location.” More than this, 

“dynamic traditions, themselves a type of advanced technology, help the space NDN to 

understand how to foster the kind of relationships that make futures possible.” As Nichiiwad is 

pressured to leave their home in haste, they place importance on grabbing their bundle, hand 

drum, and a picture of their ancestor with them; Dakib is exasperated at Ni’s insistence, but it is 

this insistence that allows for a healing ceremony after the loss of Nimama Aki. As the family 

enters the atrium, the life breath of the ark revealed to be a greenhouse with the last remnant of 

Nimama Aki’s soil, trees, and grasses, Nichiiwad lights the medicine and brings their loved ones 

into the ceremony— even Dakib who “ran from inipis and pipe ceremonies'' joins them. These 

moments of ceremony maintain connection to history, ancestors, and practice, and show that it is 

possible to bring their medicine and healing into the future. Nichiiwad has ensured the 

continuation of these traditions, for themselves and for the generations beyond them. After 

healing from surgery Ni shifts their relations with their lover, now sure that together they may 

raise “fat brown babies” and create a future full with language, love, songs, ceremony, and all of 

the things they couldn’t have on earth, under colonialism. They are a matriarch who holds 

ancestral knowledge and has this vision for the future, and yet at the end they pose a question to 
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the attendant closing their cryopod: “How do we build a relationship with this new planet?” to 

which the attendant laughs and responds “I would assume like all consensual relationships: we 

ask them out” (61). Through this narrative, we see healing enacted despite deep wounds and 

scars all too common for Indigenous peoples.  

Care At the End  

We are stories, we have always been stories, and we will always be stories. Good 

storytellers have the power to assert our presence, to present otherwise worlds of possibility and 

hope through their enactments of care. This is why Indigiqueer storytellers like Garnet Jones 

and simpson are necessary and powerful. Indigenous literature is where we can claim our truth, 

find ourselves, feel safe, critique and crumble the colonial forces surrounding us. More 

Indigiqueer literature is needed so that others know we are here and we will be here. Indigiqueer 

youth need to know about the real joy that exists for them, joy and hope that is created, viewed, 

and manifested in these stories. For me, these two stories have changed the urgency with which I 

enact care work that can build futures and have brought radical hope into my life. It is easy, as a 

trans and Indigenous scholar, to get lost in the suffering our communities and our world is 

facing, yet reading these stories helped me concentrate on building joyous kinship that celebrates 

Indigiqueer life. My younger self could not dream of the day we would have these tales. 

Similar to radical care, which offers us an alternative world to the crushing and 

diminishing one we occupy, “[these wonderworks] remind us that there are other ways of being 

in the world than those we’ve been trained to accept as normal. they offer hopeful alternatives to 

the oppressive structures and conditions we’re continually told are inevitable material ‘reality’” 

(Justice 2017). The work done in Indigenous Wonderworks presents alternatives to the settler 

colonial manufactured “real” Native— a diminished object, situated in the past and always only 
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representing deficit and loss (2). Rather, these stories create the literary and the literal 

resurgence, recovery, support, and love in our communities: “The act of bringing new life to our 

Indigenous stories reawakens our lands and peoples to remember the power we have always had, 

to feed our families and strangers, to care for the past and future” (Bryan Kamaoli Kuwada and 

Aiko Yamashiro, qtd in Justice 2017). Garnet Jones and simpson present storyworlds where not 

only are Indigiqueers essential characters, but the survival and continuation of the community 

occurs through Indigiqueer intervention. The story reminds (or shows perhaps for the first time) 

Indigiqueer individuals their power and presence; they can locate themselves in the story, within 

a community, and in a coming future. Their short stories offer up a future world for Indigiqueer 

and Two-Spirit individuals and makes real the radical care that they need in the present. To see 

Indigiqueers represented in stories where growth and relation and joy and hope and something 

other than loss is presented cares for us, tends to our bodies and minds and tangibly changes the 

worlds we inhabit. These stories make meaning, materialize the future, and care for our pasts, 

now. It is an act of calling to, calling forth.  
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             Act IV • Firing 

 
 

there is something beautiful in 

the breaking of all 

things 

 

there is a circle 

dug into the earth 

reaching inward 

 

there the heat 

leaks from the dirt 

rising as smoke from cinders 

 

there we raise 

a pyred circle for 

such long made fragments 

 

there they will 

hold up our vessels 

like hands of the ancestors 

 

their touch 

prevents the rapid 
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release of cool breath 

 

their touch like 

tinder, logs 

closing in 

 

there comes a red 

brilliance like a 

new sun 

 

there is a new 

sun, it dims slowly 

as their touch removes 

 

there must be patience 

to bear the time 

or feel the cracks 

 

there will always be 

one of us who 

breaks 

 

there will always be 

one of us who 

picks up the pieces 

 

there is something beautiful in 

the breaking of all 

things 
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Afterword 

At the closing of this dissertation I ask you to join me as I retake my place around the 

fire. I accent this smouldering fire with a new digital pottery etching— one of my own design 

built from elements of Chahta beadwork, pottery, and storytelling. I invite you to think again of 

Grandmother Spider who brought us the gift of fire, of Fire who brought us the gift of radiating 

warmth, and of my ancestors and elders who carried the flame to this moment.  

I reflect on Grandmother Spider who was born into a world of cold darkness, whose 

small limbs created the pot which brought fire to us and lit up the world with this simple gesture.  

I offer the stories and analysis here in hopes that we will continue finding these spaces 

of resistance and joy and passion and life that carry us and make the idea of building a world 

together seem possible. I see these stories, in all their forms, as pieces of the greater puzzle that 

is our decolonial futures. We will continue to live in a world where our stories can save people, 

can revitalize communities, can radicalize individuals.  
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The process of building pottery, in my experience, can be complex and simple all at 

once. It is simple to put your hands in the earth, but you may not find the fat of it without a lot of 

digging. It is simple to make glittery temper, but harder to collect mussels in a world increasingly 

unsuitable for their growth. It is even simple to build a pot, but impossible to know when that pot 

will crack and what will fall out once it does. My ancestors, however, have a brilliant solution to 

broken pottery.  

When you build a pit for firing pottery the ground becomes extremely hot and the coals 

of a long burning fire are tilled into the earth. This pulls the moisture out of the dirt which aids in 

preventing pottery explosions that result from exposure to that moisture. The tilled earth is then 

layered with broken fragments of fired pottery which prevent uneven heating of the ceramics and 

further exposure to moisture. The new vessels sit on top of these protective fragments throughout 

their entire firing and cooling process. unfinished, fragmented, or broken, these pieces still find 

use— more than that, they are essential to the successful completion of new vessels. And 

perhaps one day those vessels will fall or crack; perhaps in the breaking they lose their original 

purpose. But they are not abandoned or discarded. They become the foundations for new 

generations of vessels which will hold something new.  

The capacity of radical care is only what we can make it. Tactics of care will not work, 

networks and lateral systems of aftercare might dwindle or even erupt. But time after time, we 

will build new networks and new systems made better by the time and care we put into the ones 

that came before. We are living in a period where aftercare is needed in abundance, we are being 

wounded everyday, we are still living in the apocalypse that has been present since colonization 

destroyed our Indigenous worlds. We cannot become consumed by the fear that the systems we 

create to try to build a new world will fail. Aftercare is that tool you wield continuously with 
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hope that the world we are building towards will be kinder. Our stories, worlds full of 

Indigiqueer wisdom, do the work of holding us until the next possible world arrives. Our stories 

make us strong. My partner asks me regularly how I can maintain hope, how can I not crumble in 

the face of countless unimaginable disasters, and I can earnestly say that it is the art and words 

and worlds created by queer, trans, māhū, and two-spirit Indigenous people that keep me 

grounded. It is because I walk with Gilda, I wail with Niichiwad, and I follow in the footsteps of 

the brave Asȇciwan, these fragments of wonder here to hold me into the future.  

My hope for this work, the years I’ve spent writing and thinking about this dissertation, 

is that it will be embraced as a beautiful, imperfect shard of pottery— ready to hold up the next 

pot in the fire.  
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