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THE COLLECTIVE NOUN FOR A GROUP
of goldfish is a troubling. My father once shared 
the story of the time that I, as a child, blundered 
open the lid on his tank and dumped an entire 
canister of flakes inside. They were hungry, I 
reasoned, there’s no way that’s enough. The 
goldfish, unable to control themselves, overate 
until they died. Sometimes I still think about 
those poor freshwater sacrifices that still swim 
between the folds of my memory. I think about 
the wilted troubling, except this time I am in my 
mid-20s, and I am the one in the tank. The fish 

food, most irresistible, is my insatiable need  
for success.

 I took a veritable plunge into the world of 
working full-time as an artist about a year ago. 
Letting go of the riverbank that was a sandy, if 
only marginally more secure job as a political 
advisor, I packed up nearly 28 months of 
back-to-back internships. Switching to skinny 
jeans and earbuds, I started working on my 
manuscript. As a performance poet, I also became 
obsessed with performing as often as I could, 
often working myself to complete exhaustion.

 I remember depositing cheques, writing 
invoices, living between gigs out of my car that 
quickly became a travelling closet and a kitchen 
table. I made single-evening friends who shook 
my hand. I craved stage lights, thinking that 
even a faceless audience was better than no 
audience, without realizing that it was I who was 
becoming obscured and warped, like the bed of 
a shallow pond as it longs for even the distortion 
of sunshine. On a bus ride from Regina to 
Saskatoon between tour stops, my eyes started to 
blur hot and wet.
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 I do not know if goldfish can 
cry, but I knew that I was tired. 
My business degree told me that 
I had achieved a positive return 
on investment for the year — a 
successful start-up, by any means. 
But what it did not tell me was that 
I had cut myself off from living 
outside the fish tank that was my 
pursuit of art. So I started doing 
what a troubling of goldfish has, after 
thousands of years, never learned 
how to do: Slowly practice how to 
say “no.” I recommend other poets 
for gigs, set out on new timelines for 
projects with reasonable windows 
for doubt and failure, and spend one 
Saturday a month in the confines of 
my bedroom watching anime. 

These days my father has two fish 
tanks, one carved into the wall of our 
foyer, the other in the basement, and 
none of them contain goldfish. They 
are filled with a single unruly betta, 
delicate angelfish, yellow cichlids, 
and the undeniably resilient sucker-
fish. When he goes on vacation, it is 
my job to feed them. Sometimes, 
I meet with friends at places that 
are not underground music venues 
or warehouse garage shows. I spend 
money on things other than medica-
tion or stage makeup. I take an Uber 
home from All Happy at 3 a.m.. 
When I get inside, I press my face 
against the glass of the tank: Have 
you eaten today? Was it enough?

Nisha Patel is an award-winning 
Indo-Canadian poet and artist, and 
the Festival Producer of the Edmonton 
Poetry Festival. She is a recipient of the 
2018 Edmonton Artists’ Trust Fund, and 
is a graduate of the University of Alberta 
School of Business. Nisha works to 
further her goal building a stronger 
artistic community. You can find out 
more about her at nishapatel.ca.

These days my father has 
two fish tanks, one carved 
into the wall of our foyer, 
the other in the basement, 
and none of them contain 
goldfish. 

ARTIST Q&A

GIRL BRAIN
In April 2018, Ellie Heath, Caley Suliak and Alyson Dicey started Girl Brain, an all-female 
sketch comedy group. Their quick success has continued well past their first anniversary, 
including the Philly Sketchfest in June, and being a part of the Citadel’s House Series this 
November. Avenue spoke with them after a Grindstone Theatre show. 

Q: HOW DID YOU MEET?
A: Ellie: Alyson and I have 
known each other since 2012.
Caley: And I’ve known Ellie 
since we were 15. We met at a 
drama camp. And then — well, 
to avoid dating ourselves — we 
kept in touch for… a while. 
Ellie: Although we are dating 
ourselves, in more ways than one.

Q: AND DATING, OF ANY 
KIND, IS WHERE YOU GET 
YOUR MATERIAL?
A: Alyson: Absolutely. When 
Caley got back from San 
Francisco we were catching up 
and telling all of our dating 
stories and laughing our heads off. 
Every time we’d go out together, 
we were the table that was just 
bursting out laughing at each 
other’s stories.

WHO HAS THE FUNNIEST 
DATING STORY?  
A: Caley: Oh my god. 

Q: I’LL CAVEAT THAT 
WITH, THE FUNNIEST 
DATING STORY THAT CAN 
APPEAR IN AVENUE.
A: Caley: Going on a date with 
somebody who it turns out had 
been to jail. I let on that my nose 
has been broken and he was like, 
‘yeah, I can tell.’ Alyson: It’s a 
great compliment. Caley: And I 
was like, thank you. Then he let 
me know that his back had been 
broken because he had fallen 
asleep in a tree, and then fell 
onto a newspaper box. 

Q: HOW DO YOU FALL 
ASLEEP IN A TREE?
A: Caley: I don’t know! But he 

was still married to a girl from 
Vegas. So then I put that all up 
on stage. Ellie: The good thing 
about Girl Brain is that you 
can hear all these stories and 
your dating life will feel good 
by comparison!

Q: SO I KNOW IT’S 
BROUGHT UP A LOT, 
WITH THE #METOO MOVE-
MENT, AND SPECIFICALLY 
COMEDY, BUT IS IT EVEN 
POSSIBLE FOR MEN TO 
BE FUNNY?
A: Ellie: Yeah it is! Because 
people are funny. Alyson: We’re 
so past the gender thing. We talk 
about what we’re interested in, 
and it just so happens we think 
dating and period blood is funny, 
but it doesn’t matter what gender 
you are. There’s something for all 
walks of life to appreciate. 

Q: WHAT’S THE BIGGEST 
ADVANTAGE TO HAVING 
A GIRL BRAIN?
A: Alyson: It’s powerful! It’s 
awesome. It’s a way to conquer 
the world. Ellie: It’s a perspec-
tive, and it can be interpreted as 
whatever you want. Also, we are 
intelligent females, so we use our 
girl brains together. It sounds 
so pretentious, but Girl Brain 
for me is a state of mind. You 
don’t have to be a girl to have a 
girl brain. It’s just approaching 
comedy in an inclusive fashion, 
in a way to empower people and 
make them feel that what’s going 
on inside their brains is OK and 
relatable and funny. 
— Cory Schachtel
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