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The Marrow Thieves, Coming-To, and the Ownership of Queer Narratives 

*Note: the author will use the term queer as a reclaimed identity that better encapsulates the 

LGTBQ2+ community throughout the essay* 

I come to the realization while sitting on the living room floor of a house in the Cranston 

neighborhood of Calgary, Alberta. Playing with the magnetic forms Scubby has dumped all over 

the carpet in front of me. Scubby, the autistic eight-year-old I’ve cared for every other weekend 

for the past four years. 

We have moved through a deluge of questions. Where adult school is (Vancouver Island), 

when will he start grade four (in five weeks), when will I leave for adult school (in four weeks), 

how many girls will be in grade four (I could not tell ya)? 

Scubby reaches forward and taps at the sleeve of the flannel shirt I wear over two t-shirts and 

usually under a hoodie, which is currently draped over the couch armrest. 

“Are you a boy or a girl?” 

I have worked with kids for over eight years, and I have faced this question before. I have 

grown up with this question aimed at me from peers, adults, strangers, foes. The answer is a 

distant muscle memory I learned well before I turned eight. 

Tonight, the muscle memory freezes.  
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I cannot bring myself to tell a lie but I don’t yet have the language to understand why exactly 

this is a lie. Why my throat closes around the word girl and won’t release it into the night like so 

many times before. Why my hands become clammy at the thought of uttering the word boy. 

Scubby reminds me so very much of an eight-year-old boy I have not thought of for seventeen 

years. A boy that does not have the language of self yet. By the time he learns that language, too 

many other parts of self will be stripped from him. 

I choke out a half-truth, tell him I am not a boy or a girl. But he can think of me like a boy. 

It’s not any different. This will be okay. I can find the language later, if this doesn’t blow over. 

A part of me grasps at this fragment, desperate for something to build on. 

With a history twisted in sexual assaults, abuse due to my inability to fit standard gender 

boxes, social isolation, and continuous physical assaults at the hands of men, the idea of being 

one of them is a terrifying notion I try to grapple with as I tuck Scubby into bed and tidy the 

house, waiting for his parents to return. 

I’m still grappling when they come home, eagerly asking me how the night went, used to 

hearing the adventures and mishaps that fill the evenings I come over. Instead I give a nervous 

laugh. 

“I think I came out as trans to your son. So, if that’s a new stim word tomorrow, my 

apologies.” 

My nervous laugh is echoed by them, and we shuffle from foot to foot in the front entrance of 

their house, this new truth hanging in the air. A flag that’s only half ironed out and that I don’t 

yet have a flagpole for. 

I’m handed money for the night, wished a safe drive home, and hugs are exchanged. Nothing 

out of the ordinary from how these nights have ended for the last four years. Nothing except the 
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turmoil I am chewing on as I slip my car into drive and head for the highway home. Except for 

the text I receive an hour later; “we’re not sure it’s best if you talk to Scubby about these things. 

It’s just a little confusing and maybe not age-appropriate for him.” 

Except for the fact that I won’t see Scubby again after that night. The loss of one little boy as I 

try to rediscover another. 

 

To rebuild is one of the generational challenges French and his peers face in Cherie Dimaline’s 

The Marrow Thieves. As climate change, overuse of resources, and wars wreak havoc on the 

planet, Indigenous survivors fight to reconnect and rebuild as they are hunted for their marrow 

and dreams. 

The parallels between the Indigenous struggles Dimaline explores in the novel and the 

struggles of the Queer community cannot be overlooked. One such parallel is between the 

Coming-To stories that each member of French’s family eventually shares – how they’ve 

survived up to this point and how they found this group of survivors – and the general narrative 

structures of Coming-Out stories that are almost an expected staple of Queer culture. Although 

there is never one singular moment of coming out, many of the narratives follow the same vein: 

coming to a truth, loss due to the truth, isolation, discovery of community due to that truth. 

 

It is a dry prairie afternoon, wind stripping the ground of any hint of moisture. It is also stripping 

my throat of the same particles, as I make my way through the neighborhood that I grew up in. 

I’m in Calgary for the summer, the plans for my friend and I to move into our own place in 

Nanaimo are falling through due to a seemingly endless housing crisis. I am one year on 

testosterone, face covered in peach fuzz and voice cracking up and down with each syllable. 
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At the end of the block is one of the older residents of the neighborhood, as she strips her pin 

cherry bushes of their crimson fruits. She catches sight of me and waves, offering a collection 

pail to me as I approach the fence. 

“How are you? Scott’s boy, right?” She names my father, a man who has not acknowledged 

my transition in any way since my coming out to him last year led to a fight that neighbors’ 

doors down could hear. It is strange to have my identity affirmed in a way that ties so closely to 

him. 

“Just trying to enjoy the summer break.” I toss a few of the berries into my mouth, sucking 

the fruit from the stone before turning and spitting the stone at the storm drain behind me. 

“How are your sisters doing? Are they on break as well?” 

There are three Morton siblings. Me, my brother, and my sister. With one single question I am 

now left with a large predicament? Do I follow this lie and pretend to be my brother? Do I out 

myself to a familiar stranger I might only see one more time, thus opening myself up to intrusive 

questions and comments that mirror the less than pleasant ones I have heard in one short year? 

“We’re all just happy to get some time to enjoy the weather.” I nod, forcing a smile as I step 

back from the fence and return to the sidewalk, offering a half wave of farewell. 

 

Each Coming-To story is a vital part of the individual who owns that story. It is a way French’s 

family can honour what they have lost, share what can be learned from how they lost their 

Before, and honour how they came to be in the family. 

Although not every Coming-Out story involves family refusing to accept the new truth, rarely 

do you hear a story where something was not lost in coming out. A shift in the way people 

interact with you, a withdrawing of friends or family who cannot align this truth with their 
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perception of you, the loss of a future others expected for you. Almost instinctively, the next step 

is a search for language that shapes and illuminates the new paths you find yourself on. And in 

that search for language, in that quest to find the words, you will come across the communities 

that are creating those very things. 

 

I’ve just come out to my class. On the last day of the semester, but better late than never. That 

anxiety that goes hand-in-hand with the act is still swirling around as I roughly outline the rest of 

my essay to the class, hitting on the next few points I hope to make, half rambling about Miig 

and the way he’s outed to the reader. How his Coming-Out story and Coming-To sets the 

groundwork for the frame I’m using to create this essay. 

“That’s not how I read it at all,” one classmate pipes up. “She wrote it in such a matter-of-fact 

way, like it’s no big deal in the future that he’s gay. It’s just a non-issue in the story.” 

Proof that my ramblings didn’t quite make sense. 

I would be lying if I denied wanting to throw the book across the room the first time I read the 

line “I lost my husband in the schools. We were taken there together” (Dimaline 218). There is 

an odd mix of feelings when you learn in the same line that Miig is queer and that his husband is 

most likely dead. Yet again, I found myself faced with a queer mentor to look to in media whose 

story was that of pain. 

The loss of Isaac as part of the Coming-Out narrative for Miig can be easily read as a form of 

the Bury Your Gays trope that plagues media. It is a trope that finds its roots in the late 19th-

century Queer literature (Hulan 17), originally a way for queer authors to give the tiniest hint of 

representation while also keeping with the narrative that anything queer was bad and must be 

punished. It mirrors the all-too-common Coming-Out narrative in a strange, cyclical way. Bury 
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Your Gays states that the only queer story is that of pain and suffering and loss. There are no 

happy endings in a queer story, and the story leads to death in some form or another. All in all, 

the root is the same. There is no happiness in being queer. Miig’s coming out story also mirrors 

many queer men who lost partners during the AIDS crisis, when the very loss of their partner led 

to them being outed whether they wanted it or not. The act of mourning that loss automatically 

told people who you were and who you loved. 

I should have trusted Dimaline more in that initial read. With all the other tropes she was 

countering in The Marrow Thieves, all the ways she was reclaiming story, I should not have been 

surprised when she threw the Bury Your Gays trope on its head with the ending of the story. 

Isaac is found alive, reunited with Miig, and becomes another keeper of language and story for 

the group. This act becomes not just a vital part of the rebuilding that will continue on in 

French’s world once the book ends, but also a way to pull the rug out from under the clichéd 

Bury Your Gays narrative. I wept at the line, “And that’s when I saw it, the dark lines curving 

from his middle knuckle, rounding the ridges of vein, settling just under the cuff of his plaid 

sleeve. A tattoo of a buffalo on the back of his hand” (Dimaline 488). Unlike in so many stories 

in fiction and in our history that have created the Bury Your Gays mythos, Isaac comes back 

from the dead, Miig gets his happy ending. 

 

It is the middle of summer, my birthday. Low tide at Parksville’s beach has given my friend and 

I the opportunity to walk out to a rocky outcropping far from the boardwalk. Like so many boys 

before us, we are content to toss stone after stone into the subdued waves of the Salish Sea.  

There is an easy silence between us I am still learning. Before transition I could not come to a 

feeling of safety in the presence of other men who were not family. Years of abuse had presented 
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me with a hefty bundle of anxiety, depression, and PTSD. Untangling my own masculinity from 

that bundle has been a feat unto itself. One which my friend has been an unwavering support in. 

He will be the first to tell you that I am his first look into all the complexities of Queer Identity. 

That he is ridiculously new to all of this and usually leaves our talks with a list of terms he 

searches up later that night. 

He is the first ally I have ever had that does not depend on me to hold all the information and 

answer every question that pops to mind. Instead he holds space, letting me push at the 

boundaries of this masculine identity I am finally giving myself permission to explore. 

Uncovering the little boy who learned so many years ago that he was not quite matching what 

others were expecting from him, did not possess the language he needed to assert himself, and 

learned so very quickly the need to hide truth. 

“Somehow I’m twenty-six.” I scoop a collection of larger stones and toss them all at once, 

looking more for a large splash than a good skip. 

“That’s usually how this whole aging thing works, friend.” He is scouring the rocks under our 

feet for the perfect flat one. 

I think carefully about my next words. The mood of the day has been one of contentment, a 

sense of ease I know both of us are grateful for. 

“I never… planned to see twenty-six?” 

 A hand comes to rest on my shoulder as my friend pulls me into a side hug, an act I would 

have shied away from a year ago. 

“I get it. But you’re here.” Not breaking the half hug, he tosses one of the flat rocks he’s 

found, and we watch it skip once, twice, three times before slipping under the water. 
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“I’m going to see forty.” Those are currently the only words I have to express the 

overwhelming feeling. 

“You’re going to see more than forty. You’re going to be an old man.” He chuckles, giving 

my shoulder a small shake as we watch the waves creep closer.  

There is nothing else I could want in that moment. The ability to see a future is gift enough. 

  

 

  



Morton 

 
 

9 

Works Cited 

Dimaline, Cherie. The Marrow Thieves. Cormorant Books Inc., 2018. 

Hulan, Haley. “Bury Your Gays: History, Usage, and Context.” McNair Scholars Journal, vol. 

21, no. 1, 2017, pp. 16–27. 

 


