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Ending Violence 
Against Women

by Kelley Blanchette           
A/Deputy Commissioner for Women, 
Women Offender Sector

In commemoration of the 1989 massacre of 14 women at l’École 
Polytechnique de Montréal we are issuing this special edition of 

Let’s Talk Express that focuses on the story of Natalie Novak, a young 
Ryerson student who was killed in 2006. Specifically, it describes the 
impact of her death on her family, and the difficult journey they have 
been forced to take as a result of her murder. 

Their story is as important as it is painful to read. It depicts the 
aftershocks that acts of violence against women have on everyone: 
mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles, grandparents and 
often vast networks of friends. 

The truth is violence against women affects all of us, a fact that is 
engrained in the culture of CSC. In addition to implementing policies 
and offering correctional programs that target violent behaviours on 
the part of offenders, CSC also offers women-centred programming and 
therapeutic interventions to women offenders to address any abuse and 
trauma issues that may contribute to their cycle of offending. Finally, CSC 
supports victims through its Victim Services branch.

Working together with family members, partners in the community and 
our colleagues we can make a difference in eliminating violence against 
women. n

Special 
Edition
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It has been six years since Dawn and Ed Novak lost their 20-year-old daughter Natalie 
to a brutal murder in downtown Toronto. It was the tragic culmination of 16 months of 

relentless abuse on the part of her boyfriend during which she was beaten, stalked and 
terrorized. Natalie’s killer was given a life sentence for second-degree murder with no 
chance of parole for 18 years. 

Ed Novak describes life before the murder in almost idealized terms. Natalie was one 
of two children and an integral part of a loving family that lived in a cozy brownstone 
home outside of Bracebridge, Ontario. Ed was an artist, his wife a teacher and 
consultant for autistic children. Their son Nicolas was studying engineering in university 
and Natalie was following her dream of working in the hotel and tourism industry. 

When Natalie was a small child, Ed made a critical decision to stay home to care for the 
kids. “I loved every minute of it,” he said. “Changing diapers, making meals. I cherish that 
time spent with her even more now that she is gone.”

Natalie’s mother Dawn concurs. “You learn to incorporate the loss,” she says. “While it never 
goes away, I have found myself laughing again. I can feel and see joy. Even though there’s 
this big hole, there’s also hope and purpose and reason and future. It’s a balance. There are 
always triggers that challenge me to descend into that dark abyss again, so I’m careful. It 
takes work to be healthy in life after death.” 

Two years ago they created a video called “If Only…Nat’s Story” to raise awareness about 
violence against women – how to recognize it and how to get or provide help. Since last 
year, they have shown it to over 5,000 people, most of whom have been high school 
students.

It’s a resource that both Ed and Dawn are extremely proud of. Not only does it have an 
impact on the students, but it has also brought many abuse victims and friends of theirs 
forward. 

(continued on next page)

Ed and Dawn Novak describe the experience of losing their 20-year-old daughter 
Natalie (above) to a violent crime, and the healing journey that has just begun

Touching the 
Abyss

by Amanda Quinn

December 6th is 
the National Day of 
Remembrance and 
Action on Violence 
Against Women in 

Canada. Established in 
1991 by the Parliament 

of Canada, this day 
marks the anniversary 
of the murders in 1989 
of 14 young women at 

l’École Polytechnique de 
Montréal 
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“I see students brought to tears. I see adults brought to tears. It strikes a note with 
everyone who sees it,” says Dawn. “In fact today a group of young girls came up to me to 
tell me that their fifteen-year-old friend was being abused by her twenty-one-year-old 
boyfriend. They asked me how they could help, where they could go, what they could say. 
Another time we had a girl come up to say that we saved her life by presenting Natalie’s 
story. It is truly astounding.” 

Healing from a massive trauma such as the one they endured can take a lifetime. They 
recognize that six years in, it is a journey they have only just begun. Still, it is a vantage 
point that allows them to look back on how far they have come.

The initial impact of Natalie’s sudden and violent death on their lives was catastrophic.  
“When you go through something like this, you do nothing but sit and look out the 
window for one or two or three years,” Ed says. “You’re lucky if you can feed yourself, 
communicate, bathe, get dressed. You’re lucky if your marriage stands. You’re lucky if you 
don’t kill yourself. Our son took good care of us because we couldn’t take care of ourselves.

“You quit working, which means money stops coming in and you have to deal with 
financial worries. Every single thing changes. Your perception of everything changes. From 
the taste of breakfast to the comfort of your favourite slippers, it all changes. 

“For the first three to five years I was fixated on the last minutes of Natalie’s life. It repeated, 
and repeated, and repeated itself in my head. Now, finally, I can control that better and I 
can focus on her life rather than her death.”

Six years later, however, Ed is still dealing with his anger. For him, it’s a part of the grieving 
process. 

“Anger is a very honest emotion and you have to get it out,” he says.”It can become all 
consuming. When something like this happens to you, it can give you license to be 
the angry guy simply because of the injustice of it all. But time, counselling, support, 
medication and crying have all helped me to deal with this. Still, it’s something that I’ll 
always have to deal with.” 

Dawn’s experience was different. 

“When this happens to you, life stops. There’s no sense of time. No sense of future. No past. 
The memories are too painful. For months and months I was empty. It was a challenge to 
take care of myself, to keep myself going. It was hard to see people because I was in an 
isolated, lonely, dark place. 

(continued on next page)

Dawn Novak:  “When this happens to you, life stops. There’s no sense of 
time. No sense of future. No past. The memories are too painful. “

In 2008, eight out of 
10 victims of police-

reported dating violence 
were female. This 

difference narrows with 
age, however: whereas 
female victims aged 15 

to 19 outnumbered male 
victims by nearly 10 to 

one, the numbers for 
female and male victims 

aged 55 and over were 
nearly equal.

(Source: Status of Women Canada)
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“I got up only to move from one room to another. I couldn’t bear to be out of my house. I 
was frightened and hyper vigilant all the time. I was diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder. I never went back to a job that I loved and took early retirement instead. 

“I was in shock. Disbelief. Within a short while, I became obsessed with the legal process. I 
needed to know why, and how everything had happened. I needed to understand it even 
though it made no sense. It seemed that everything I had believed in and counted on was 
false. I experienced a total loss of any sense of safety and identity. My trust in people, in 
institutions, in a way of life that I had been living was challenged. Everything was gone.” 

For a long time she was frightened of the perpetrator to an “exaggerated proportion.” Over 
time, however, she has been able to put him into perspective and understand that he is a 
disturbed person she cannot change. She has learned that obsessing over him means he 
still has control over her. Though she sees no need to forgive him, she is learning to let him 
go for her own well-being. 

Still, the effects of this tragedy will always remain with Dawn. Life is completely different 
now. She is unable to see herself any more than one year in advance. She doesn’t make 
plans for two or three years from now because she doesn’t know where she will be or how 
she’ll be doing. For her, life is much more fragile and immediate. She lives day by day. And 
this, say both Dawn and Ed, is the biggest lesson they have learned from this tragedy. 

“This made us realize what is really important in life,” says Ed. “It’s all about family. The rest 
of the stuff, the rest of the junk is totally meaningless. Your house. Your money. Your things. 
Nothing else matters without your family.” 

Today, the Novak’s spend as much time as they can with their loved ones. Ed is always busy 
organizing family reunions and gatherings, and they are both doting grandparents to their 
beloved grandson. For them, he represents life and hope and is untouched by this tragedy. 
He’s a big reason to keep going - he is joy and happiness. And with a little granddaughter 
on the way, life is about to get even better. 

Natalie would have celebrated her 27th birthday on October 17th. Though the day of 
her death is always the hardest, marking this occasion is a very sad and quiet day for the 
Novak’s. They visit her at the cemetery, they light their candles, and they reflect on their 
sweetheart - a kind, loving girl who was always there to help others. 

“We have a great respect and love for Natalie,” says Dawn. “She was our daughter, our dear 
friend, and the joy of our lives. She is missed by many. Loved by many. And she will never 
be forgotten.” n

(The Novak’s film can be viewed at www.mwag.ca. It is a Flash-based website, therefore 
we here at CSC cannot view it. Still, we encourage you to take a few moments at home to 
watch If Only…Nat’s Story.)

http://www.mwag.ca
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