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THE TSUM DEPARTMENT STORE IN KYIV, UKRAINE, IS AN IMPOSING STALINIST 
structure that dominates a block of the city’s downtown. The store is a hold-
over from Kyiv’s Soviet past, both in architectural style and in the restrictions 

on browsing—most products are behind a counter, and examining anything requires 
employee-customer interaction. At least this is how it was in 2003 when I lived in 
Kyiv. I first visited Tsum in mid-September of that year, a few weeks after I’d arrived 
in the city, seeking out their electronics department. Knowing that I’d have to speak 
with another human to get what I needed, I’d come prepared. First, I approached the 
employee behind the counter, and, using my practiced but shaky Ukrainian, said, hello 
(one of the few words I knew, along with big, small, please, thank you, and good night). 
Then I looked into the saleswoman’s eyes and in a loud, clear voice, said, “BBC.” 

I’d moved to Ukraine that September to work as an intern at The Kyiv Post, an 
English-language newspaper mainly for expatriates. The position was funded by a 
Canadian government foreign affairs program that paired semi-qualified youth with 
businesses in other countries. The youth benefitted from foreign work experience and 
the businesses from free labour. I was in my mid-twenties, a journalism school gradu-
ate harbouring dreams of foreign correspondence. It had been a year and a half since 
I’d left school, however, and this dream had not come to fruition. I felt the position 
with the Kyiv Post might be as close as I’d ever get, so I applied, and, despite my non-
existent language skills, was accepted for the job. 

As a reporter, my range was limited. I could only interview foreigners or locals who 
spoke English. I often wrote the “Lunch With” column in which I’d interview some 
diplomat, usually a middle-aged man in suit and tie, at one of the city’s upscale res-
taurants. These dining rooms were often in hotels, and fancy in a way that I’d come to 
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know as New Russian—rich, but tacky: golden gob-
lets, brocade curtains, and dark floral wallpaper. Other 
times, I covered swishy parties for the paper’s Paparazzi 
pages. These assignments also involved a lot of expatri-
ates and the occasional Ukrainian pop star. Sometimes, 
I wrote food features that ran under ridiculous head-
lines, like, “Eating Vegetarian in the City of Salo.” 

For the first two months of my internship there 
was no available desk in the Kyiv Post newsroom, so I 
sat in an adjacent office that housed the paper’s sister 
publication, a magazine called Afisha, which means, 
“poster.” None of those journalists spoke English, so 
I couldn’t communicate with anyone. They talked 
among themselves, though, all the time, and loudly. 
One phrase, I noticed, floated above the din. I heard 
it over and over. Eventually, I asked a reporter at The 
Post what it meant. 

“I don’t know,” he said. 
“Maybe I’m saying it wrong,” I said.
“No,” he said. “It means, ‘I don’t know.’”
I suppose that in a room full of journalists, this was 

not a bad thing. We were all searching for answers to 
what we didn’t know. I adopted the phrase into my 
limited repertoire and used it as often as I could.

Being unable to communicate with many of the 
people in my environment was difficult, but even more 
distressing, was the dearth of English language liter-
ature in the city. I quickly exhausted the books and 
magazines I’d brought with me and finding new mate-
rial was more challenging than when I’d travelled in 
other parts of Europe. There was one shop where you 
could buy English books, but they were expensive and 
the selection was limited. Also, it was located in the 
confusing network of tunnels that ran beneath the city 
centre. I was rarely able to find the shop. Occasionally, 
I’d stumble across it by chance, never by design. 

In those early weeks, I knew I needed a more reli-
able source for stories and, also, to hear human voices 

that I could understand. This is what brought me to 
the former state-run department store where I com-
municated everything I’ve just shared here to a sales 
associate using one acronym—BBC.

Incredibly, she understood.
She nodded then disappeared into a back room. 

When she reappeared, she was carrying a small white 
box containing a shortwave radio. This device would 
transmit the BBC international frequency, wresting 
it free from the holler of indecipherable Russian talk 
shows I’d encountered on the clock radio that came 
with my apartment. Later, I discovered that I could 
also tune into Radio Free Europe for uncensored news 
as well as stories from Ukraine and nearby countries. 
With these international English-language broadcasts 
I had access to news, radio documentaries, interview-
based programs, and talk shows. Listening was a relief, 
even when the content revealed unsettling truths 
about the world around me. 

My year in Kyiv would prove to be one of the most 
culturally and socially rich periods of my life—I’d 
create deep bonds with the country, the culture, the 
people, and my fellow expats. I learned so much, from 
language and alphabet to a diet of food that was previ-
ously unknown to me. I engaged with art, architecture, 
religion, mythology, and politics that would mold the 
person I would become. In the beginning, however, I 
needed to hear those voices in the dark. To paraphrase 
Joan Didion, I needed those stories in order to live. 

Stories are important to me. Stories are my work—as 
a journalist, as a writer of narrative nonfiction, and, in 
my scholarly research, as a folklorist. When you think 
folklore, think of the stories people tell to explain their 
worlds. Think fairy tales, legends, songs and ballads, 
jokes, rumours, and riddles. Folklore is the study of 
belief—spiritual, secular, supernatural—whether that be 
abstract or tangible: keepsakes in a corner cabinet or on 
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a windowsill facing the street. Picture the cheese and 
pickle sandwich, the Borscht, the Daal, the bread and 
the wine. We wear our stories in our jeans, saris, burkas. 
Those puffy high-top sneakers we coveted as teenagers? 
Those too. Folklore is the story of life in all its guises. 

Folklore wends its way through my nonfiction—
a delightful incongruity, given that the term is often 
used synonymously with lies or fabrications. Only this 
is a misnomer. The truth is in the interpretation of the 
tale, in its message, in how the storyteller spins it, in 
the memory that the listener walks away with. That 
said, while facts are paramount in nonfiction, writ-
ing about the supernatural can be problematic. For 
example, I have yet to interview a fairy from Ireland 
or Newfoundland, but I have included their fairy lore 
in my journalistic writing. How do you write factually 
about something as intangible as fairies? How can you 
say with any level of certainty what a fairy’s intentions 
are without the ability to interview the fairy first-hand? 

I wrote one magazine story about how fairies in 
Newfoundland stole human newborns and replaced 
them with one of their own infants. In Ireland and 
other parts of Europe these are known as changelings, 
but on the island they were just called fairy babies. 

With most reported magazine stories, a fact 
checker will comb through your work to ensure that 
you’ve accurately recorded everything in the story. 

That includes fairies. 
The fact checker working on my story, Rose Hendrie, 

spent two days going back and forth between me and 
folklorist and fairy expert, Barbara Rieti. I’d referred to 
the fairies as vindictive for switching the babies, while 
Barbara, who had extensive fieldwork experience inter-
viewing people in Newfoundland and Labrador about 
fairies for her book, Strange Terrain: The Fairy World in 
Newfoundland, had a more nuanced response. 

“The idea is that the  fairies put one of their own 

in place of the human child, but it wasn’t necessarily a 

‘bad’ fairy offspring - it was just a fairy,” Barbara wrote 
in an email. “Also, the fairies are not necessarily ‘vin-
dictive’ in doing such a thing – it’s just what they do.”

The intention behind this behaviour became 
so difficult to decipher that I wondered if the fair-
ies were interfering in the fact-checking process. 
(They are notorious tricksters.) Also, in Ireland and 
Newfoundland, people don’t want to risk offending 
fairies, which is why they’re often referred to as “the 
good people.” Was Barbara, I wondered, afraid that 
my words might offend the good people?

As our deadline loomed, the three of us agreed that 
we couldn’t say whether the act of switching the babies 
was malicious or benign, we could only report on the 
facts of the phenomena as told by the many storytell-
ers and fairy believers on the island. 

I cite this example as proof that you can write about 
the supernatural and still make it through a rigorous 
fact-checking process. We all hold different beliefs. 
Writers and folklorists honour this by refusing to pass 
judgment on the truth inherent in cultural stories. 

For the record, I believe in fairies. Or, at least I 
believe in the possibility of fairies in the same way that 
I understand the possibility of a god but don’t ascribe 
to any particular religion. 

I grew up in a religious, mostly Mennonite, town and 
the people in our community puzzled over my agnostic 
parents who invoked suspicion with their overt politi-
cism and unusual vocations—my mother, a writer who 
worked from home, and my father, a professor of visual 
art at the university in the nearest city. My parents, for 
their part, were tolerant, aware of the cultural currents. 
They saw the different belief systems as interesting, 
worthy of exploration, sometimes even beautiful—
there was truth in their tenets, poetry in their texts. 
My parents never objected to our neighbours’ collective 
efforts to save me. I learned the stories of the Bible at 
Sunday school with the Anabaptist Mennonites and 
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spent Thursday evenings making popsicle-stick crosses 
with Evangelical Christians at the Good News Club. 
The sign on the side of the building where the club 
met read, “Jesus, the way the truth and the life.” I read 
this sign in passing nearly every day and even now 
the phrase sometimes plays in my mind like a song. I 
adopted none of the religious ways of my neighbours, 
but I learned to respect their truths. In some ways it 
was my earliest training as a folklorist. 

The magazine piece that caused such a fact-check-
ing ruckus went on to become the foundation of what 
would be my first book—a personal story, about the 
first three years of my daughter’s life. She had been 
diagnosed with a rare genetic condition as a baby. One 
of the facets of this changed gene is that she is legally 
blind. There would be a number of everyday things 
that my daughter wouldn’t do, an early ophthalmol-
ogist said, and these included driving and reading 
traditional-sized text. 

Here is what I heard: She will not read. 
I was devastated. Driving was something I could 

live without. Books were not. 
I found a peculiar loneliness in new motherhood. 

I was never alone, but I was often lonely. We lived in 
St. John’s, Newfoundland, and winter storms howled 
across the island and erased the landscape, whiting out 
my windows and trapping me and the baby inside for 
days, sometimes weeks. During this time, similar to 
my experience in Kyiv, I couldn’t access stories to the 
extent that I desired. My hands were never free to hold 
books, magazines, or newspapers. 

This is when I listened to my first audiobook, 
a book that bent me in half with grief and kept me 
wide-eyed in the dark hours as I nursed the baby 
who wouldn’t sleep. It was Cheryl Strayed’s Wild, a 

true adventure tale about a bereaved young woman, 

bruised by childhood abuse, heartbroken and dope-

sick, and how she’d hiked the Pacific Crest Trail with 

no companion but the stories of her past and a bundle 

of books whose pages she used as fire starter when 
she’d finished reading them. She’d walked into those 
woods to see what she could survive. 

I walked with her, pacing the floors of our apart-
ment, and was so deep on that path that I could no 
longer hear the wind that battered our clapboard 
townhome. It gave me a gentle new imperative to 
quiet the baby—I wanted to hear what came next. I 
couldn’t write, and I couldn’t hold a book, but I could 
listen to a story. And a story can save your life. 

While they weren’t new to me, podcasts also 
became a core part of my existence during this fraught 
time. They replaced the long-form magazine articles 
I’d previously devoured with all my spare time and 
able hands. Podcasts are the descendants of traditional 
radio and a second cousin of the audiobook, but the 
form isn’t really new. It’s just another way to tell a story.

“New media is always recycling old media,” says 
folklore scholar and Harvard professor Maria Tatar. “I 
think it’s just a testament to the fact that … we may 
have new delivery systems, as the media gurus tell us, 
but the stories are still there. And they’re not going to 
go away.”

Tatar is speaking with On Being podcast host Krista 
Tippett about e-books, but her theory easily extends to 
other formats. The delivery method might be text on 
a page or an audio file on your smartphone, or, in my 
house, my daughter’s hot-pink Hello Kitty CD-player 
spinning Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone for the 
fifth time. Ultimately these different methods of con-
suming stories achieve the same results. 

Listening is reading. 
It took me a long time to learn this. I didn’t know 

it when the doctor said my daughter wouldn’t read 
traditional print. I didn’t know it in early mother-
hood, consuming narratives through my headphones. 
I didn’t know it all those years ago in Ukraine when 
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I craved human voices as if they were food or sleep. 
I should have known this. Folklorists know that sto-
rytelling is rooted in the oral tradition. Reading—or, 
rather, literacy—is a newly acquired skill. Stories were 
spoken long before some 6,000 years ago, when we 
started writing them down. 

In late summer of 2012, we crossed two oceans and a 

continent in a move from St. John’s to Victoria, where 

we stayed for three and a half years. Then we moved 
again, to Kitchener, Ontario. Moving to this city was 

not like arriving in Kyiv. I spoke the language, and 

I spent my childhood in the region. The landscape, 
although changed, was familiar to me. But, I didn’t 
have much of a community and my hands were busy 
again. We’d had a second child, a baby boy. In the early 
months following our move the voices of audiobook 
narrators and podcast hosts kept me company in my 
life as a stay-at-home mother, and writer, when pos-
sible. Just as Radio Free Europe and BBC had once 
tethered me to the world beyond the former Soviet 
Union, these stories transported me from the confines 
of my domestic realm. 

Eventually, though, I had the urge to talk about the 
material I was consuming. I wanted to gauge my reac-
tion, dissect craft and method, and discuss how the 
storylines affected me. I approached the events coor-
dinator at the Kitchener Public Library’s main branch 
and asked if I could host a podcast club. It would be 
like a book club, where we’d listen to a selection of 
podcasts in advance then gather one evening a month 
to discuss them. Our soft launch was in July, 2017 
and there were nine of us. In September, our numbers 
swelled some. In October, at seventeen people, we 
dominated the great open floor of the library’s foyer. I 
led the discussion when needed, but mostly the topics 
sprang from one to the next without my intervention. 
Together we probed the narrative cores of each tale to 
see what might be revealed. 

At one point during the gathering in October, I 
marvelled at the conversation around me. We were 
strangers, new acquaintances at best, but, drawn 
together in a circle as dusk settled outside the win-
dows, we were speaking a common language—one of 
stories. It was a ritual as old as time. And that night, 
we’d only just begun. 


