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Chapter 1

The Accident
This girl was admitted to the University of Alberta
Hospital on August 24, 1964, with traumatic
pneumothorax and paraplegia resulting from a
gunshot wound. Bullet passed through the right
upper anterior chest and through the spinal cord at
level T-6.

T

hree days, maybe four, had passed since that fateful day in
August. Granny had finally arrived and was standing by my
bedside in the University Hospital when the doctor walked into
the room and bluntly stated, “Debbie will never walk again. The
bullet severed her spine, and she’ll be confined to a wheelchair
for the rest of her life.”
The colour drained from her face as the reality of the doctor’s words took effect. She was clearly tired after the long bus
ride from our farm at Keg River to Edmonton, yet somehow, she
stood straight-backed and square-shouldered, and responded to
the doctor’s words without a waver in her voice.
A while after the doctor left, Granny got up from the vinyl
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chair by my bedside and took my hand in hers. “Your brother
Mack asked me to tell you how sorry he is for what happened. He
hopes that you can forgive him.” Then she stood there in silence,
clutching my hand. The words she hoped to hear pushed past the
tube in my sore throat and rolled off my tongue through dried
lips: “I forgive him,” I said in earnest.
A faint smile replaced some of the sadness on her solemn
face. “I’ll tell him,” she said. Then she brushed blonde strands off
my forehead and patted my hand.
“What’s in the tube that’s up my nose?” I asked.
“It’s soup, just soup, my dear. That’s how they feed you when
you’re too sick to eat.”
I knew the greenish guck wasn’t soup, but I didn’t say anything.
I’d inadvertently tasted it when I yanked the tube out that
morning, before Granny came. Unlike the annoying tangle of
tubes strung from IV poles to both my arms and my right foot,
and the stabbing pain from the large tube in my left lung, the
nose tube constantly irritated my throat and caused me to salivate, resulting in a painful and endless need to swallow.
“What have you done?” the nurse said upon entering my
room. “Now I’ll have to call the doctor to come and put it back
in.” Minutes later, she returned with the doctor, who pushed the
tube up my nose until it reached the back of my throat and would
go no further. Still, he kept pushing, until I started to gag and
cry. The nurse reached over to the nightstand and poured a half
glass of water. “Take a sip… now another,” she said. With each
swallow, the doctor inched the tube farther down my throat until
it was back in my stomach. “Don’t pull the tube out again,” the
doctor said in a harsh manner as he roughly taped the tube to my
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face. He didn’t have to tell me that, because the pain of having it
put back in proved worse than if I had left it alone.
Pulling out the tube rekindled the memory of my taking
Dad’s new prickly sisal rope and unbraiding one end to see how
the strands were interwoven. Dad caught me and told me to put
it back the way I had found it, but of course I couldn’t redo the
complex factory weave that was much more intricate than the
strands of binder twine I braided as a lead for Pablo’s halter. At
nine, I already had an understanding of how easily one’s life,
much like that rope, could come unravelled, yet be infinitely
harder to put back together. That learning had come in a flash
and continued through the ensuing years.
My thoughts about returning to school dissolved in the heat
that August day as I got up off my knees in the strawberry patch
and flung a handful of weeds into a pile two rows over. Certain I
heard Mack calling my name, I ran down to where my brothers
were standing on the road that crossed the slough, watching a
flock of mallard ducks feeding.
“What do you want?” I huffed, as my feet braked and my
eyes fixed on the gun in Mack’s hands. Hardly a day went by that
Mack didn’t pull some kind of shenanigans, but sneaking the
gun! That even topped putting the mouse down Mom’s blouse.
My cautious nature (except when riding horses) almost envied
his daring, until he drew me into his plan.
“Go to the truck and get a bullet from the glove compartment,” he ordered, with older brother authority. I hesitated a
moment and gazed at the truck parked in the south field across
the slough, where Dad was plowing the new ground. If Mack got
caught, he’d surely name me as his accomplice and we’d both get
a good tanning with the belt. My bravado did battle with my bet-
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ter judgement, which told me to run to the house and tell Mom.
That thought kept repeating in my head, but I didn’t listen.
I could have walked the short distance to the truck, but instead I ran to the barnyard and bridled Pablo, our pinto pony. I
jumped at every chance to ride him and even invented reasons to
ride after Dad had told me to give that poor pony a rest.
Holding the reins and a chunk of mane in my hand, I stepped
back from Pablo’s shoulder and swung up onto his back. Tapping
my heels against his side, I felt his hooves quickly eat up the narrow dirt road that cut across the slough. I pulled him up behind
Dad’s truck and then waited until Dad and the tractor faded to
a black speck at the end of the field before opening the passenger door and taking one bullet from the cardboard box in the
glove compartment. I slowly trotted back to where my brothers
shuffled about anxiously, and then I slid off Pablo and handed
Mack the bullet.
Mack loaded the twenty-two and took aim at a mallard with
a grass-colored head. The slough erupted into a cacophony of
chatter as the shot rang out and the ducks took flight – all but
one. It rose out of the water, its feet skimming the surface, one
wing limp and the other flapping furiously; then it sank down
and paddled towards the canopy of slough grass. “I only winged
it,” Mack grumbled in disappointment, then turned and started
walking up the slight incline towards the yard.
“I want to ride,” Bobby said, holding out his hand as I stood
beside the pony. Reluctantly, I passed him the reins.
Lagging behind, I turned back towards the slough and
scanned the grass for the injured duck, concerned for its survival and regretting my role in its plight. But I saw only zigzagging trails that crisscrossed the green algae floating in the murky
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water, and heard only silence in their wake. I turned and strode
a few metres to catch up with the boys, then stopped abruptly
in my tracks. They stood facing me. I barely noticed that Bobby
wasn’t even riding Pablo as he had demanded. Mack’s careless
actions with the gun held my attention as he waved and pointed
it in my direction as if it were a toy. Remembering that I had
brought him only one bullet, which he had used on the duck, my
tense shoulders relaxed and I started walking towards him.
I clearly heard Bobby scream, “You shot her!” as I fell backwards onto the hard ground in what seemed an absence of time,
like the groggy, mindless state that shrouded me at night just
before sleep took hold. But a sudden tingling sensation in my legs
wouldn’t let me sleep, nor would the two slack-jawed faces that
stared down at me in utter disbelief. Their faces frightened me
and jarred me back to awareness. Gripped with fear, I thought,
“I’m going to die.”
But Granny’s words saved me – the words she taught me
about God: “He can hear you and see you, and you can talk to
him any time.” So I said a silent prayer and asked God not to let
me die. At once, I felt a soothing calm.
“Let’s get her to the house!” Bobby cried in a shaky voice. As
they carried me through the doorway, Mom jumped up from the
table, still holding the pen to the letter she was writing.
“What happened?” she asked, as they laid me on the couch.
Her tone implied that she half expected to hear that I’d fallen off
Pablo and skinned my knee.
“Mack shot her!” Bobby blurted out as he mopped his eyes
with his sleeve. Mom’s face took on the fixed expression of a porcelain doll, then melted and flushed as red as her trembling bottom lip that always betrayed her nervousness.
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“Bobby, go get Dad!” Mom tempered her tone but it couldn’t
conceal her panic. Bobby ran out the door and galloped Pablo
the half kilometre to the new breaking.
Mom leaned over and spoke to me in a calming tone, but I
didn’t hear a word she said because my stomach was rumbling
louder than her hushed tones. Then, as suddenly as I felt sick to
my stomach, vomit was running down my chin and my neck.
Mom quickly wet some washcloths and cleaned me up, before Dad raced through the doorway. “Get a sheet,” he told her.
“We have to get her to the doctor.” In a whirlwind, he wrapped
me in the sheet and laid me in the back seat of the car. Mom
jumped in on the passenger side.
Dad turned the key and the roar of the engine escaped
through the broken muffler and drowned out their silence. Dust
rose in a gray cloud behind the car as he floored it, going down
our driveway and then wheeled it, without stopping, onto the
main road and then the highway. A few minutes later, I passed
out. When we turned onto the fifteen-kilometre stretch of road
to the doctor’s, the popping sound of loose gravel hitting the car’s
undercarriage jarred me awake.
Dr. Jackson hurried over to the car and pulled back the sheet
to see where the bullet had entered my chest. She quickly assessed
my condition and then stepped back from the car and told my
parents: “I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do. You have to get her
to Peace River Hospital right away.”
Dad raced back the way we had come, then braked abruptly and veered onto the Ranger Station road. At the station, he
rapped repeatedly on the ranger’s door, until it swung open.
“My kid has been shot and I don’t know if my old car will
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make it to Peace River,” he blurted out. “Can I borrow your
car?”
“I’m sorry, Jim, but I can’t lend you the car; it’s against
policy,” the ranger stated firmly.
Racing the clock, Dad got back behind the wheel and coaxed
the old car into making the two-hour drive to Peace River in an
hour and a half. Not long into the drive, my diminished view
of the world, beyond the back of Mom and Dad’s heads and the
cracked windshield, blurred and then turned black.
I regained consciousness as Dad transferred me from the car
onto a stretcher at the hospital. As the nurse wheeled me to the
X-ray lab, I begged repeatedly for a glass of water, to no avail.
After being loaded into an ambulance, I fell asleep on the
ride to the airport. When I awoke, Mrs. Claire, the minister’s
wife and a friend of the family, smiled at me and said, “You’re on
a plane that’s taking you to a hospital in Edmonton.”
Throughout the ordeal, I remained alert, except for brief
periods, and I never felt any fear or pain – just thirst and a deep
pins-and-needles sensation in my legs that wouldn’t stop.
Then I blacked out for the better part of three or four days.
When I awoke, Granny had replaced Mrs. Claire at my bedside.
That same day, for the first time since the accident, I was in pain.
I cried to Granny about the sharp pain that shot through my left
side every few minutes, and she went and told the nurse. The
nurse came and warned me not to touch the tube in my lung, and
then left. She returned minutes later with a painkiller.
During the ensuing weeks, lying in bed at Edmonton’s
University Hospital, I never contemplated the meaning of the
words the doctor had told my granny about me never walking
again, not until he discontinued the painkillers and removed
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the tangle of tubes from my body. Even then, the significance
of those words never fully registered amid the daily routine of
physiotherapy and the nurses propping me up in a reclining
wheelchair twice a day, an action that left me dizzy, tired, and
begging to return to bed. But worse, without the benefit of the
sedatives, nightmares disrupted my sleep and left me with little
energy for much thought past the day at hand.
A sinister-looking man draped in black crept into my room
at night and leaned over me with merciless black eyes and cold,
calculating hands. As they closed around my neck, I would awake
to hear myself screaming.
One night, the dream changed. A weight trapped me under
the covers and pressed down on my arms and chest. I struggled
to move and breathe, but I couldn’t. Then I awoke, still unable to
move; I screamed.
A nurse appeared and flipped on the light. I screamed again.
A big, buxom boy lay stretched out against me, chomping on a
sandwich, as if it were a normal thing to be doing in someone
else’s bed in the middle of the night.
“He often raids the kitchen at night, then ducks into another
patient’s room to eat,” the nurse said, with no mention of him
crawling into bed with them.
The next night, the man in black was back.

Transferred to the Children’s Handicap Unit at
the Glenrose Provincial General Hospital on
December 2, 1964.
Not long after my transfer, three months later, to the
Glenrose Provincial General Hospital in order to resume schooling and continue physiotherapy, the impact of the doctor’s words
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started to sink into my nine-year-old brain, although not in
the manner one would have expected. It happened while I was
thumbing through the many photos that Mom had sent me of
the farm animals that, up until now, had filled a large part of
my life. Comforting photos that took me back in memory to a
familiar place, where I found escape from the clang and clatter
of my regimented hospital life. One photo in particular – of me
on my pony, Pablo – triggered a wave of repressed emotion and
was the catalyst that brought me to tears. How, I thought, would I
ever be able to ride a horse again if I couldn’t walk! That awakening brought about an overwhelming feeling of loss, and a longing for what had been. Those emotions persisted for weeks, and
they marked the first of many pivotal moments that caused me to
realize that I needed animals in my life to make it complete.
One morning, a nurse walked into my hospital room with a
new doctor. Dr. Bashaw was friendlier than the other doctors I
had seen, and he made me feel less abashed during yet another
physical. As he turned to leave, he noticed the many horse photos
on my bedroom wall and commented that his daughter had a
spirited Thoroughbred gelding. His understanding of his daughter’s love of horses thus moved him and his wife to give up their
Saturday evening and drive me out to Whitemud Stable, where a
mare named Crocus stood saddled up in the indoor riding ring.
An aide lifted me onto the quiet mare’s back and led her around
the arena at a walk, and then a trot. The riding instructor, whose
words I don’t recall exactly, said something to Dr. Bashaw about
my having a good seat and moving with the horse. I had no clue
what that meant, but I took it as a good omen, since I hadn’t
fallen off. That day, the fear that I’d never be able to ride again
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dissolved into thin air. And I dared to think that maybe I could
even ride Pablo again someday.

Chapter 2

Pablo

I

was all of three years old in 1958, the summer my family
moved to a homestead at Keg River. There began my fascination with the farm animals that filled the barnyard and kept us
in eggs, milk, and meat. That fascination soon coupled with the
hands-on experience of learning how to care for them.
My love of animals was innate. I felt drawn to the barnyard
like metal to a magnet, seeking out the company of the horses in
particular. Queenie, a gentle draft/Thoroughbred mare, stood a
whopping sixteen hands tall (4 inches equals a hand). Too tall for
a five-year-old to fall off without getting hurt, as I learned when
I asked her to jump a ditch. She sailed through the air, clearing
the ditch with ease, but as her front feet touched down in the
field, I tumbled over her shoulder and landed on my back. I have
no idea how long I lay there, unconscious, before I came to and
walked home with a sore shoulder and back. As for Buck, our
big, bald-faced buckskin gelding that my Dad bought as a car-
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riage horse, he did justice to the word stubborn. Dad concluded
that we needed a pony that was more suited to my size.
While some childhood memories of the homestead days
have faded, the day Pablo came to live with us in the summer
of 1961 is still as pencil sharp as my focus was that day on the
homestretch of road that brought him to us. Although thirst and
the smell of fresh baked buns had lured me away from my post
on the step for a minute, I returned in time to wonder if my tired
eyes were playing tricks on me, or was there something coming
up the narrow dirt road? I squeezed my eyes shut, and when I
opened them, the speck had become recognizable.
“Dad’s coming!” I yelled, as I jumped to my feet and raced
to the head of the road, my sisters and brothers close behind.
We ran after the truck as Dad drove into the yard and parked
near the house. Excitedly, we gathered around the truck box and
gaped at its contents through the wooden stock racks. The longawaited moment had finally arrived – our pony was here!
We stood back and watched as Dad carefully steered the
Shetland/Welsh Pony cross down the steep, slatted ramp. The
moment his feet touched the ground, we crowded around and
stroked his silken black and white pinto coat.
“What’s his name?” Lynn asked.
“Pablo,” Dad replied.
A strange name, I thought, but it rolled of my tongue nicely.
“What happened to his eye?” Lynn exclaimed, shocked at
the sight of the closed eyelid that pressed against an empty eye
socket.
“He lost it in an accident,” Dad answered.
“Pablo’s a boy?”
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“No, he’s a stallion.”
“What’s a stallion?” Lynn asked.
“Enough questions,” Dad said, ending her string of inquiries,
and he picked up Pablo’s lead shank and headed for the house.
Opening the door, he led Pablo inside, with the five of us
kids trailing behind. A look of disapproval crossed Mom’s face,
but she never said a word as she tipped a hot loaf of bread from
the pan onto the cupboard.
“Can I ride him first?” Mack asked. “The oldest gets to ride
first.”
Lynn beamed with excitement as Dad lifted her onto Pablo’s
back. Once again, I mumbled about the disadvantages of being
the youngest. Suddenly, Pablo’s body stiffened and his tail arched
high as he unceremoniously deposited a pile of poop on the floor
of the three-room house.
“Get that horse out of here!” Mom yelled. Dad roared with
laughter, and we all giggled. Lynn grabbed a chunk of mane and
ducked as Dad turned Pablo in a half circle and walked him
through the doorway.
We followed them down the hill to the barnyard, where
Pablo whinnied a greeting to Queenie, our big bay mare. Dad
had sold Buck, our trained carriage horse, back to the original
owner when he stubbornly refused to cart us kids three kilometres to the main road to meet the school bus.
As Lynn slid off Pablo’s back, Mack pleaded, “Can I ride
now?”
“You can take turns riding him tomorrow. He’s had a long
trip and he’s tired,” Dad answered as he unsnapped Pablo’s halter.
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“He doesn’t look tired,” Mack said, as Pablo strode straight
to the water trough for a long drink.
“Come on,” Dad ordered. Dawdling and kicking dirt in defiance, I followed along back up the hill to the house, knowing
that as the youngest, I would get to ride last.
Pablo had traveled by rail in a stock car from Hughendon to
Edmonton, and a further eight hours by truck to his new home.
He deserved a week off after his long journey, but he barely got
a day.
Pablo came to us with a warning. The previous owner told
Dad that he had a knack for getting out of barbed wire fences.
“To catch him, shake a pail of oats, and hide his halter behind your back. Approach him on his good side so he can see
you,” she had advised Dad.
We soon learned for ourselves that Pablo was part Houdini.
He had ample pasture, yet he always seemed to think the grass
was greener on the other side of the fence. Fortunately, he never
suffered any serious wire cuts when escaping, and we could easily catch him with oats.
When I was trying to catch him, he would cautiously walk
within a metre of me, and then stop, stretch his body, and stand
on his tiptoes until his nose could reach inside the pail.
With skill learned from repeated failures, I quickly slipped
the rope around Pablo’s neck before he drew his head back. Once
caught, he stood still, and then to halter him, I put the nose of
the halter in the oat pail and offered him more oats. When he
accepted the offer, I slipped the halter over his nose and ears.
Although I learned how to catch him, a size barrier prevented me
from riding him. If we had owned a saddle, the problem would
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have been solved. But Dad said a saddle was an unnecessary luxury that we couldn’t afford.
Pablo stood only about thirteen and a half hands high, but at
age six, I couldn’t get on him by myself, nor could Bobby. A block
of wood seemed to be the answer. Eager to try, I led Pablo over to
the block. He stood quietly as I collected the reins and a chunk
of his coarse mane in my left hand. Then, just as I was poised to
swing up onto his back, he swiftly sidestepped away from the
block. I repeatedly repositioned him beside the block. Sometimes
he would wait until my leg found his back before he sidestepped
out from under it and I slid off. There had to be an easier way!
One day, my brother came up with the idea of using Pablo’s
weakness for oats against him. Anxious to try his plan, I led
Pablo over to a grassy area, planted a handful of oats, placed the
reins over his head, and waited. When he lowered his head to
eat, I straddled his neck. Instantly, he threw his head up high,
which propelled me onto his back. While he cleaned up the oats,
I straightened my legs and rotated my body – like an athlete on a
pommel horse – until I faced in the right direction.
Once I was astride Pablo’s back, he behaved well. He never
bucked, shied, or bolted. I rode him every chance I could get,
walking and trotting him in and around the barnyard. As my
balance and confidence grew, so did my desire for more speed.
Slapping my legs against his sides, I urged him farther out into
the pasture. When he turned for home, he pinned his ears and
galloped flat out back to the barnyard. I held on for dear life and
managed not to fall off.
About the time that I felt confident in my ability to control
him, Pablo taught me a painful lesson about not forgetting to
close the barn door. One day, as I galloped him towards the barn,
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he had the idea of dethroning me, which was stronger than my
repeated ‘whoa’s’ and my pulling on the reins. He galloped right
through the open door and then slammed on the brakes. His objective achieved, I limped out of the barn with a scraped leg that
kept me grounded for several days.
By the following spring, I could stick to Pablo’s back like dirt
on his mostly white coat, and we left the confines of the barnyard
behind. An open field ahead of us was an invitation to test the
strength in his legs and the persuasion in mine to convince him
to go further and faster. Used to herding cattle with his previous
owner, Pablo had a lot of trail-savvy and nothing seemed to faze
him.
With each day’s ride, a banquet of sights and sounds awaited
us. Canada geese and mallard ducks coveted the wet spots in the
fields and ditches along the road. Huge flocks of sandhill cranes
darkened the sky like ominous clouds as they descended onto the
fields in a massive wave that gave the appearance of the ground
rolling in on itself. One day, I spotted a black bear crossing the
road into the field not far ahead of me. A wave of fear washed
over me, turning my legs to jelly. I wheeled Pablo around and
galloped him home as fast as his legs would carry me.
My joy of riding didn’t end with the onset of winter, although
a winter’s blue sky could be as deceptive and dangerous as thin ice
on the river. Peering out the frosted windowpanes, I thought the
frozen landscape looked inviting, but stepping out to do chores
at temperatures of minus forty degrees Celsius was enough to
end my desire to ride until it warmed up. By mid-winter, mounting layers of snow had narrowed the number of places I could
ride down to the yard and the road, which Dad had snowplowed
with the D-4 caterpillar. But I didn’t give up riding; I raced from
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the house with Pablo’s bridle under my coat to prevent the metal
bit from sticking to his mouth when I was bridling him. Then,
when a welcome chinook wind gave us a reprieve from the cold,
cut the snow in half, and left icy patches in the yard and on the
road, that poor pony didn’t get a break.
The horses proved to be handy when winter work took Dad
away for weeks at a time, leaving Mom isolated with five kids
to care for. She was a town girl from Flin Flon, Manitoba, who
never learned to drive until she was in her fifties. With Dad gone,
we also lost our ride to the main road to meet the school bus. We
could avoid the three-kilometre walk in the morning by tripling
up on Queenie and doubling up on Pablo. Just before we met the
bus, we would tie the reins around the horses’ necks and shoo
them on home; when they returned to the yard, Mom would put
them back inside the fence.
Often enough, a snowstorm with fierce winds brought life
to a standstill – no school, no riding, no tobogganing. Nothing
moved, other than swirling snow mounting up outside the windows. But from my six-year-old perspective, I always thought
we were prepared for any eventuality. Our parents had cut and
stacked enough wood (with five young helpers) to last the winter, and stocked up on fuel, mantles for the Coleman lantern,
and wicks for the oil lamp. The root cellar shelves overflowed
with jars of moose meat and vegetables, and the bins were full
of root crops. But the tiresome job of packing river water to the
house, and then snow in winter meant that the five of us kids
never had our names taken off the daily chore list. Mom never
said anything, but she probably would have liked a break from
constantly melting snow on the propane stove to keep the water
barrel brimming.
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In a snowstorm, the animals had feed and shelter in the log
barn; in a blizzard, the barn’s location at the bottom of the hill,
a fair distance from the house, prevented us from packing water
and chop (ground oats) to them until it ended. The chance of
getting lost was too great. We settled down inside, kept the wood
stove fed with logs, and played jacks and card games by the glow
of the oil lamp.
On the southern Alberta prairies, Alan (my future boyfriend) remembers his Dad tying a rope from the house to the
barn during a whiteout when he had to go and milk the cows.
Unlike horses, humans are easily lost in a storm, which made it
advantageous to build barns close to the house. We humans get
turned around in foul or unfavourable conditions, and therefore
we had to invent the compass to show us directions. But animals
always know. I’ve read stories of pioneers on horseback, who,
when lost in a blinding snowstorm, gave their mount the reins
and were carried home safely.
Dr. Jackson, in her book Suitable for the Wilds, gave credit to her horse, Dan, for carrying her home safely after she had
tended to a patient. She wrote: “The roads have to be seen to be
believed. We’ve had another heavy snowstorm. I did 35 miles on
horseback over the prairie in a blizzard on Monday, so thick the
snow was like fog. Got lost but mercifully the horse found his
way back to the trail.”
But storms were normal occurrences; as kids, we never worried about much of anything – but Mom did, and more so when
Dad wasn’t home. To calm her nerves, she played her guitar and
sang us the country songs of the day, as well as ones she had written during the rare hours stolen from housework while we were
in school. My sisters sang along with Mom while I tapped my
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toes and mouthed the words. I didn’t have a singing voice then,
and still don’t, but those fun sessions are why I still listen to old
style country tunes today.
In the summer and fall, when rain turned our dirt road to
soup and sucked rubber boots off our feet like quicksand, the
horses were of no use. Instead of galloping on home, they trampled crops or worked the door loose on a granary full of oats – as
Pablo once did. Right when we thought we would miss another
day of school, Dad would crank up the John Deere tractor. We
would stand, stiff-necked, on the tractor, clinging to the metal
seat and the dented fenders as the tractor tires churned up mud,
thoroughly splattering us, camouflaging our clothes and faces.
We arrived at school looking like we were masquerading as bank
robbers on Halloween!
Dad had built our house on the banks of the Keg River that
snakes its way through the back edge of our half-section homestead. With his yellow Caterpillar Cat, he bulldozed a trail down
the steep hill to the river-flat and cleared it of small poplar and
Red Willow that grew right to the water’s edge. Then he lessened
the slope on the far bank of the river.
At the water’s edge, we built sandcastles with our pink plastic pails and shovels, and we waded in the waist-deep water to
escape the midday heat. But the river could be as frightful as it
was fun. After five straight days of rain, that lazy, languid river
became a raging torrent, overflowing its banks and swallowing
up our sandy playground. Slowly the waters would recede, returning the now debris-laden beach to us, minus our pails and
shovels.
When the river was low and lazy, and only knee deep, we
rode the horses across to the hayfield on the other side. Pablo
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snorted and balked when entering the moving water, and he
needed to feel the sting of the reins on his rump to get him to
cross. The flood had sliced the bank on the far side like a loaf
of bread, making it harder for the horses to keep their footing.
Stooped over Pablo’s neck, legs gripping his sides and clutching
a fistful of mane, I held on tight as he lunged up the steep slope
in Queenie’s footsteps. Safely on the other side, we rode through
the hayfield and scared up grouse by the dozens; stopped to pick
saskatoons from bushes growing along the river; and marvelled
at the wild lupines, bluebells, and fireweed that grew where brush
piles had been reduced to ash. Homeward, when we reached the
bank, I slipped off Pablo’s back before I became unseated and
landed in the water, as I once had done.
Furtively, at every opportunity, I would steal Pablo’s bridle
from the nail (where it seldom hung) in the log barn. Then I would
straddle his neck and clamp my legs around his barrel, and, with
childhood abandon, ride a new trail through the cow pasture,
and along the edge of the wheat field. Sometimes I would ride up
the cut line where sightings of black bears were common, confident in Pablo’s telltale erect ears, the sudden arch of his neck,
and the flinch of his hide to warn me of any danger that might lie
ahead, and in his sturdy legs to carry me home safely.
All these years later, I still smile when I think of that one-eyed
pinto pony, and I feel boundless gratitude for his allowing me to
climb on his back and learn to ride by the seat of my pants.

Chapter 3

Glenrose Provincial
General Hospital
The Glenrose Provincial General Hospital (formerly the
Royal Alexandra Hospital from 1911 – 1963), opened
its doors in 1964 as the province’s first specialized
rehabilitation hospital.

T

he rooms on the girls’ wing at the Glenrose Hospital (GPGH)
were narrow; a bed, end table, and over-bed table were all the
furniture a room would hold and still allow a wheelchair to turn
full circle. This was because the rooms were not designed with
stretchers and wheelchairs in mind. They originally housed the
student nurses in the hospital’s early days as the Royal Alex.
Other authentic features included the oatmeal-coloured
curtain that whipped noisily on silver rings across the metal rod
above the doorway. Behind the bed was a drafty window, and the
beige curtains, when closed, stifled the faint breeze. Frosted glass
panels formed the upper portion of the pink walls dividing each
room, stopping a metre short of the ceiling. The candy-colour
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and coziness of the little room was comforting, and the voices
drifting throughout the ward were reassuring, which may be why
the nightmares all but stopped. I called Station 41 at the Glenrose
Hospital ‘home’ for a year and a half after I left the University
Hospital.

The Glenrose Provincial General Hospital.

My second day on the ward, a girl on crutches and wearing leg braces shuffled into my bedroom and introduced herself.
I caught myself staring at her with curiosity; I had never seen
a black person before. Teresa had a beautiful smile and perfect
white teeth, and she easily drew me into a conversation. I took an
instant liking to her. She wasn’t at the Glenrose for long, but she
made a lasting impression on me.
Weekdays the ward bustled with baths, doctor visits, and
medical procedures before the school day began. Weekends were
quiet, with time for TV and afternoon naps. In place of sleep,
some of us girls listened to the meager goings-on throughout
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the ward and for the arrival of a visitor. Ding! – someone had
come to station 41, stopped at the narrow, open-faced front desk,
and rung the silver bell to get a nurse’s attention. We listened to
hear if their footfalls turned left down the cheery blue hallways
of the boys’ wing (a loud collective sigh of resignation), or made a
right turn down the pink corridors of the girls’ wing (we held our
breath and hoped). Who the lucky one would be was anyone’s
guess. Girls from rural areas didn’t get much company, but the
girls that were ‘wards of the government’ never got any.
The staff served us our meals in the long, narrow dining
room across from the front desk, where tables placed end-to-end
formed two rows. Boys from the south wing gathered around the
tables with the girls from the north wing – some able-bodied,
some on crutches, a few on stretchers, but most in wheelchairs
like myself.
The girls’ wing had one bathroom with two stalls and two
sinks. Mornings, it resembled a ‘wait your turn’ kind of affair,
like a checkout in a busy mall. Further down the hall, a utility
room with a double sink, bathtub, and cupboards full of medical
and bathroom supplies always bustled with foot traffic. All these
amenities stood in stark contrast to life on the homestead. I went
from striking a match to light an oil lamp to flicking a switch;
from drawing water from a well to turning on a tap; from a cold
wooden seat in an outhouse to a flush toilet. It was wonderful, if
not for the circumstances that accompanied it, and broadened
my understanding of the word ‘poor.’
School started at 9 a.m., as per a regular classroom schedule.
To get to class, we crowded onto the elevator to the fifth floor. I
had passed into Grade 4, but since I had missed a quarter of the
school year, the teacher had me repeat Grade 3. School days mir-

24

Debbie Godkin

rored the workings of a regular classroom, with the exception of
porters popping into class anytime throughout the school day to
whisk a student off to occupational therapy or physiotherapy. I
missed a morning and an afternoon class three days a week.
One day, an orderly overheard another girl and me struggling with our math homework. “Ask Jerry to help you. He’s a
genius in math,” he said. Then he cautioned in a stern voice: “But
don’t ever ask him to jump off the roof or anything like that,
because he’ll do it.”
Jerry was a patient, about thirteen, with glasses thick as a
slice of bread and choppy speech. That summer, on weekends,
the nurses often took us up on the roof to the fenced-in sundeck.
I enjoyed the sunny bird’s-eye view of the city, but only from the
centre of the deck, having learned that if I looked down from the
edge of the deck, my head would start spinning. From my safe
spot on the deck, I felt uneasy whenever Jerry walked towards the
fence. Had some kid asked him to go jump off the roof? Would
he really do it? Several months later, Jerry left station 41 – where
to, the nurses never said. I assumed his doctor sent him home, or
transferred him to another institution, as no rumours surfaced
involving the sundeck on the roof.
The teachers were kinder here than some were back home.
One malevolent teacher there had given me the strap with a scowl
on his face simply because I didn’t know the answer to a question. Another time, a teacher had forced me to stand for hours in
a corner of the old hall that served as a temporary classroom because I was wearing nail polish. It was thirty-four below Celsius
and I was well away from the stove that was in the centre of the
hall. Another incident happened when a scrappy group of native
girls surrounded me and started throwing punches that mostly
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missed their mark. I somehow escaped their circle, ran inside,
and told the teacher. He looked up from his desk and said, “Go
back out there and deal with it yourself.” I did. No, we weren’t
coddled, and in some ways we were stronger for it, but the use of
fear and violence at home or in school isn’t conducive to learning. It’s commendable that we have a better understanding of
that today. I started to dread school because of the bullying.
Rehabilitation held precedence at the GPGH, yet for several
months, I didn’t fully understand its regimented schedule or its
benefits for my future. I couldn’t see beyond the day at hand.
Weekdays, my rehab began before I got out of bed and was highly
dependent on a ‘monkey bar’ and the bedrails. I couldn’t even sit
up without the aid of the monkey bar attached to the head of the
bed. And I couldn’t get dressed either, until the physiotherapist
(P.T.) taught me to hold onto the bedrails for balance when pulling my blouse on, and to pull my pants on as high as my knees.
Then, to finish dressing, I lay back down and gripped the bedrails so I could roll from side to side to get my pants up over my
hips. I hadn’t considered the need for balance since learning to
ride a horse and a ‘one size fits all’ bicycle. On the large bicycle,
my hands barely reached the handlebars or my toes the pedals.
I took as many spills then as I was taking now, relearning the
simple task of how to get dressed.

Transferred from the GPGH to the Royal
Alex on January 16, 1965 with right deep
Thrombophlebitis. Discharged back to the
GPGH on February 4, 1965.
A month and a half into my rehab, a nurse noticed some
redness and swelling on my right leg. The next day, my doctor
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transferred me to the Royal Alex. No beds were available, so
they added a fifth bed to the four-bed room and parked me in
the centre. The doctor didn’t explain why he confined me to bed
with an IV, and I was too shy to ask. I didn’t even protest having to endure bed baths and bedpan routines without a curtain
for privacy. I was always a painfully shy kid. Days before the accident, when my sister, Barb, heard a car door slam, she yelled,
“Mr. Claire is here.” I ran into the bedroom to hide and didn’t
notice that the trap door to the root cellar was open. I fell down
into the darkened pit and landed on my feet before tripping forward and tasting cool, gritty dirt in my mouth. I climbed up the
ladder sobbing, which attracted attention, the very thing I sought
to avoid. There was no room for shyness in a hospital setting. I
couldn’t run away now.
When I returned to the GPGH, the P.T. equipped my wheelchair with elevated leg rests to aid circulation. Within weeks,
pressure sores, caused by rubbing on the bed sheets and the
elevated leg rests, formed on my heels. After this, the nurses
propped my legs up with pillows. The P.T. took pictures of the
sores to mark their progress. They were the size of a nickel, bone
deep, and took three months to heal. To prevent another breakdown, the physiotherapist placed a soft sheepskin under my
heels. (They were learning, piecemeal, how to treat complications
post-spinal-cord injury.)
On a bright note, during that time, I had a surprise visit from
Mom and my sister Lynn, who brought flowers and chocolates to
cheer me up. Then on March 29, Mom and Barb, my other sister,
came to celebrate my tenth birthday. More flowers, chocolates,
and cards, with a few dollar bills inside each card. I usually received dimes and quarters as gifts, so this was an unexpected
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windfall! But I didn’t get to hold the green paper between my
fingers long as I pondered its purchasing power. All patients had
to turn any money they received from visitors, or by mail, over
to a nurse at the front desk. The nurse counted my windfall, slid
it into a manila envelope labelled with my name, and totalled the
amount before depositing it into a locked drawer. On weekends,
the nurses allowed us kids to buy a treat from the canteen. After I
told the nurse what I wanted the money for, and if she approved,
she would dole out the appropriate amount and remind me to
return the change.
After the sores healed, I resumed physiotherapy, and eventually I could sit up on my own power and dress myself. Then my
P.T. said, “You’re going to have to learn how to transfer yourself
from the bed into your chair soon.” She wasn’t pushing, just preparing me for the next step in my rehab. By then, I had gained
some strength in my arms, from wheeling the heavy Everest
Jennings hospital chair and pulling weights in the therapy department. One day, instead of having me pull weights, she took
Laurie – a girl who was in a wheelchair due to a gunshot wound
– and me to the projector room to show us a short film on transferring.
Laurie’s gaze never left the screen. A blonde-haired boy,
around eighteen, with firm arm muscles, demonstrated bed-tochair transfer techniques, wearing only a white undershirt, white
taut shorts, and white socks. As quickly as I felt my face flush,
I trained my eyes on my lap, until curiosity, disguised as a desire to learn, made me look up at the screen. After returning to
the ward, Laurie and I both unleashed well-restrained giggles. A
month or so later, while transferring, I scraped my rear on the
wheel of the chair and ended up face down on a stretcher until it
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healed. Sores, I learned, are a constant threat and just one careless lift away.
After I was back in my chair, Mrs. Kent, my new physiotherapist, started me on the tilt board – the first step towards walking
in braces. I came to dread the tilt board and protested often. “The
chest strap is too tight,” I would grumble, as I loosened it while
she did up the leg straps.
“It has to be tight or you’ll slip.” She quickly re-tightened it
and cranked the board to a slightly higher angle than the time
before.
“Whoa, I’m getting dizzy.”
“Just a few minutes more and I’ll put you down.” Mrs. Kent’s
smile and the enthusiastic manner with which she approached
things had the effect of making me comply. When I could maintain a standing position for half an hour, they fitted me for leg
braces.

Therapy: She has been receiving gait training
in physiotherapy and has shown marked
improvement.
In each session, I’d park my chair at the head of the parallel
bars, raise the footrests and slide forward in my chair until my
feet touched the floor, then lock the knee and hip joints on the
braces. Before I stood up, Mrs. Kent would buckle a wide belt
around my waist and hold onto it in case I lost my balance.
Holding onto the bars, I lifted and swung one leg forward
from the hip, then the other, and I walked, robot-like, a quarterlength of the bars, turned around and walked back to my chair,
exhausted. Once I could walk the length of the bars and back,
and get in and out of my chair by myself, I graduated to using
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crutches. “Now we can take short walks around the therapy department,” Mrs. Kent announced joyfully. But I didn’t share her
enthusiasm. Conscious of my appearance in braces, it took some
cajoling to get me through the department doors.
But I kept at it. In the process of learning how to get up off
the floor (in case I fell), I repeatedly lost my balance and ended
up back on the floor mat. When I felt like giving up and I voiced
my frustration after another fall, Mrs. Kent would dangle a carrot in my face: “If you can get up off the floor mat, I’ll buy you
a present.” I dug deeper and eventually I could stand up on my
own. True to her word, she took me shopping. I picked out a pair
of cool sunglasses, and then we went to the Dairy Queen for a
hamburger and ice cream.
Walking in braces improved my circulation, built my upper
body strength, and alleviated muscle spasms in conjunction with
the doctor-prescribed valium that I took three times a day. But
walking in braces was gruelling work, requiring good balance
and tremendous strength in the upper body to swing the lower
body forward. It also proved to be a painstakingly slow way to
cover ground, as it took me half an hour just to walk the length
of the therapy department and back to my chair. One day a nurse
told me what my physiotherapist had said about me: “Debbie is
not willing to work any harder than she has to.” There was some
truth in her words.
By then, after two and a half years of “strapping up,” I realized that I had neither the strength nor the balance to safely walk
in braces, and that I would always need an aid to accompany
me. Because of this, I had begun to see braces as more of a hindrance than a help. My chair gave me more freedom. I told my
doctor how I felt, and he agreed that the chair was more prac-
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tical. So I stopped walking in braces and I never regretted my decision. Back then, doctors and physiotherapists pushed patients
to walk in braces (depending on the nature of their injury) with
an unrealistic expectation of greatly limiting the use of the chair.
Today, the reverse is true.
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