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			For my parents, Carolyn and Connie,

			for loving me unconditionally – and teaching me

			how to do the same.

			And for Peter and Carlo, my love to you always.

		

	
		
			

			   

			He had stepped aside where the light fell boldest on the figure, looking at it 

			in silence. There was not one line of beauty or grace in it: a nude woman’s 

			form, muscular, grown coarse with labor, the powerful limbs instinct with 

			some poignant longing. One idea: there it was in the tense, rigid muscles, 

			the clutching hands, the wild, eager face, like that of a starving wolf’s … 

			The figure touched him strangely.

			— Rebecca Harding Davis, Life in the Iron Mills, 1972 (first published in The Atlantic Monthly, 1861)

		

	
		
			

			   

			Author’s note

			Many names have been changed for privacy reasons. 

			For ease, I refer to my father as Roy (with male pronouns) when Dad was my dad, and as Connie (with female pronouns) once she had openly transitioned. It is of no disrespect to my parent, but for clarity in the telling of my story.

			I’ve spent countless hours corroborating memories and experiences with my siblings and Mom to get the facts as correct as possible. Nevertheless, at times our individual experiences and perceptions of the same event varied widely. Ultimately, this story is from my point of view and experience. My truth through my eyes. 

			Where facts and details remained blurry, I drilled down to my feeling of the experience to find my truth. In doing so, I’ve tried to get to the common humanity we all experience. 

		

	
		
			

			   

			Prologue

			On the beach

			Surf Coast, Victoria, Australia, 2015

			Somewhere in its running, whether by the speed of 

			its running, or by splashing its way into a river 

			or by way of a ray of sunlight or moonlight hitting it 

			right in the side, the wolf is suddenly transformed into 

			a laughing woman who runs free toward the horizon. 

			— Clarissa Pinkola Estés, PhD, Women Who Run with the Wolves, 1992

			I stood on the sand on that brisk, clear pre-dawn morning, legs shivering. Stepping from foot to foot, I rubbed my arms to keep myself warm like the countless other runners on the beach. The ocean surface glistened as the sun peeked over the horizon. The twinkling across the water, like a thousand cameras flashing, made me squint. Towering bare cliffs faced the coastline, while the aggressive surf pounded up the sand as if challenging them to a fight. 

			It was race day. I glanced around at the other trail runners in their gear – hydration packs, compression tights, caps and race numbers pinned to their fronts. Some still had their headlamps switched on. As time ticked closer to the start, runners hugged their supporters, snapped photos with groups of friends, took selfies and chatted nervously. 

			Kids were in tow, either miserably cold or deliriously happy. My son Carlo was there too. Eleven years old, he vacillated between being a cheery kid and a cynical pre-teen. Our eyes met and he smiled. He was okay for the moment – he knew how important it was for me that he came to my races, running with me over each finish line. That day, however, he was too young to know just how much that half-marathon meant to me. 

			

			I was dedicating it to Connie, who’d recently passed. 

			My mind went back to when my younger brother Brent had phoned from California to tell me the end was near. I took leave from my university job and flew home to Southern California, while my hubby Peter and our son carried on with teaching and school. I was there for weeks. 

			After her funeral, I resumed my life in Australia and knew I wanted to show her how much I loved her. Her death had prompted me to reflect on her big, messy life – her two genders – and all we’d been through. Together, and as a family.

			‘Babe, stand over there,’ pointed Peter, interrupting my thoughts and indicating I was to move in front of the surf. He focused his camera on me, snapping away as I squinted in the bright morning rays reflecting off the glass-like sand. He loved taking photos and got excited about my running events – I loved that about him. 

			Lifting my arms to the sky, I looked up and whispered, ‘This race is for you Connie, my sweet pea. Love you.’ 

			My grief still raw, a huge hole opened inside me. Tears welled up. 
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			Dad had only seen me play sport once. It was during my last year in high school, a time when I couldn’t trust his word. I had needed him to come up to Big Bear, where we lived in the mountains with Mom, so he could escort me in the ceremony for the crowning of homecoming queen. 

			

			In the US, it’s a common tradition for high schools to elect five female students as princesses for the homecoming court, and my classmates and teachers had voted me in as one of them. After a week of activities, one of the princesses is crowned homecoming queen at half time during the Saturday senior football game in front of a public audience. A nerve-wracking experience. 

			I had worried all week Dad wouldn’t turn up. All the other dads were going to be there to escort their daughters. Mine was notorious for being hours or even days late. But, surprise, Dad did turn up on time. Not only that, he arrived a day early, which meant he would also see me play volleyball. I remember my younger sister Brenda Sue running up to me after school and saying, like it was a miracle, ‘Dad’s here!’ 

			We were flabbergasted. 

			Volleyball was my favourite sport, and I was team captain. Brenda Sue played on the junior team as a ninth grader. Dad was going to come to both our games! It made me so nervous. My heart raced like I was going to be on TV, even before we started warming up. But afterwards, my coach Mr Billing told me it was the best he’d ever seen me play ... 

			[image: ]

			Decades later, in Australia, the situation was completely different. Dad had transformed his life, we’d got to know Connie – and now, she was no longer with us. Still, in some way, I felt she could still see me, could watch me play sport again, even from the heavens. I would run a half-marathon along the beach in her honour.

			The crackle of the loudspeaker caught me off guard. The commentator directed us to line up. ‘Alright?’ Peter asked.

			

			‘Alright,’ I answered with a smile. 

			I kissed and hugged him and Carlo then joined the group of runners behind the blue race chute that served as the start line on the sand. Before me lay that beautiful beach. I moved in closer. Loved ones, rugged up against the dawn chill, encouraged runners with, ‘Good luck!’ and ‘Go get ’em!’ 

			My heart quickened. The siren went off. Everyone cheered. The front runners sped off into the distance. The main throng, me included, rushed to run, but jammed up in the chute. We took one slow step, then another. Trotted. I crossed the start line and pressed the go button on my watch. 

			Finally, I was running. 

		

	
		
			

			   

			Part 1

			DAD AND US

		

	
		
			

			   

			1

			Early memories

			Southern California, 1965–1968

			Waking in a fog, I struggle to think. I open my eyes and the silhouette of my bedroom door is a giant arm reaching across the wall. My heart races. The darkened corners in my room, exaggerated by the moonlight, quicken my fear. I slide down my bed, land on my feet and scamper to Mom and Dad’s bedroom. Tiptoeing to their bedside, I crawl over Dad and slink in between my parents’ bare bodies where the warmth of their skin cocoons me in safety. I try to stay still, knowing if they wake, I’ll be sent back to my bed. Here is heaven. Here is love. 

			Memories of Dad from when I was little remain like random snapshots, dreamlike, occurring in those early years when the world seemed made for giants. 

			Every Sunday Dad took me and my big brother, Randy, to a park to give Mom a much-needed break. With the three of us in the car, Dad would ask, ‘Do you wanna go to the giant rocket or the big swing park?’ 

			‘Big swing!’ Randy yelled. I agreed. A few minutes later Dad pulled up to the curb. The giant rope hung idle from an enormous tree branch. It was all ours. Randy and I broke free from the car and ran towards a big dirt mound. At the top I peered down into a big hole. A slight breeze swept through my hair and around my neck. Birds chirped nearby, but not much else could be heard. The morning sun greeted us. Dad followed, running behind us. 

			

			Under the swing rope was a huge, dirt hole that we swung over. Randy grabbed the rope as he stood atop the big dirt mound, waiting for Dad. Dad pulled Randy back and gave him a big push, then let go. Randy flew through the air to the other side and back to Dad, smiling with delight. Jumping up and down, I waited for my turn. Dad did the same for me, but with not quite as much force. I went flying through the air across the big hole to the other side and landed on my feet. A couple of kids appeared, panting, having just raced up the mound. Dad pushed the next kid, then the next. Soon the perimeter of the hole was lined with kids. We oohed and aahed with each big swing across and back again. Another dad arrived and gave some pushes, but he wasn’t as good as my dad. He had a way of treating us all the same so it was one big group event. 

			My heart swelled with pride. 
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			Dad worked in a big, messy shop filled with spilled paint containers on workbenches, huge moulds and fibreglass lying everywhere. I memorised his job title because it was hard to explain. A tool and die maker didn’t provide any hints that he was a fibreglass specialist who made moulds for all kinds of things, often jet planes. Despite how many times Dad explained what he made, I struggled to visualise it. But one time Randy and I got to see what he’d made. 

			Dad and Mom took us to the iconic Cinerama Dome theatre on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. Dad mainly worked for two men over the years, and their team made all the domes for the theatre. Hundreds of triangles were made first, then taken to the site and assembled into the domes. I knew it was special as they’d made the effort to take Randy and me to see a film about this unique architectural feat at the Cinerama Dome itself one night. Mom bragged to us about it while we waited in line to get in, pointing up to the roof, saying, ‘Your dad made all those domes.’ 

			

			I stared, wondering how they could all stick together. We went inside and sat down. I looked up in wonder at them, so proud my dad was their maker. The mould maker.

			Later on, when we argued with the neighbourhood kids over whose was the Greatest Dad in the World, I argued with excitement and evidence saying, ‘Well, my dad made all the domes for the Cinerama Dome theatre!’ 

			It was only in adulthood that I understood the talent and expertise Dad held. I’m sure in his early years he followed someone’s directions, but as he gained experience, he’d listen to what people needed, then he’d design it on paper, create a mould for it and produce it. The final but crucial step in the process was refining the product. This is what I often saw my dad doing when I visited the various shops he worked in. Always messy from head to toe, he was sanding, polishing, varnishing some obscure part on a table.

			Dad always had side projects at work going on too. The first one I remember was his XKE Jaguar. He bought a wrecked one and spent months fixing it up, transforming it into a thing of beauty. Painted bright canary yellow, Dad topped off the XKE with white wall tyres and shiny silver spokes in the rims.

			He loved to drive it fast. There was no back seat and Randy and I could barely fit in. So we sat cross-legged and slouched down under the slanted rear window. Once, Dad took us for a ride and hauled ass down the street to see how fast it could go. Mom closed her eyes and put her hands on the dashboard, telling him to slow down. In the back, pounding our fists up and down, Randy and I screamed, ‘Faster, Daddy, faster!’ 

			

			A cop appeared behind us, lights flashing and sirens blaring. 

			Dad outsped the cop. ‘What are you doing, Roy?’ asked Mom.

			‘I’m gonna pull over. Don’t worry,’ Dad said. 

			Then he pulled over and turned off the engine. Ting … ting … ting … came from the engine. The cop car pulled in behind us. Mom was shaking her head from side to side, smiling slightly and staring straight ahead. Dad got out and faced the cop, a smile decorating his face. Randy and I peeked through the rear window. The cop walked towards Dad. 

			‘Do you know how fast you were going?’ the cop asked. 

			Laughing at himself, Dad said, ‘Well, I had to see how fast she could go,’ then continued to explain. Dad pointed up and down the street. Within a minute or two both the cop and Dad were smiling and talking like long-lost friends. 

			The cop had his arms crossed with the ticket pad under his armpit as he rolled on his feet forwards and backwards, nodding in agreement and laughing. 

			Mom was still shaking her head and, flabbergasted, a giggle crept out. ‘Everyone likes your father! He can make anyone laugh. People just want to be around him,’ she said to us and no one in particular, while she raised her arms and flipped her wrists out in confusion. 

			Eventually, the cop wrote him a ticket and Dad happily accepted it. I loved that Dad was a rebel and a non-conformist, but sometimes it embarrassed me. 

			We took the XKE on one road trip to Missouri to see Mom’s side of the family and the farm where she was born and grew up. Randy and I squished into the back. Mom was heavily pregnant with the twins. Dad put our luggage on the top. I have a black and white photo of me from that trip, about three years old, in my undies, sitting on a handmade swing hung from a tree. My mouth is turned down, looking sad. Apparently, I didn’t want to leave our cousin’s place. Dad’s in the background, wearing a white T-shirt and light-coloured corduroys, with his back facing the camera as he tightens the luggage. It’s the only photo I have of Dad’s Jag. 

			

			The Jag didn’t last long. Sometime after the road trip, we almost lost Dad for the first time. I didn’t understand how serious the accident was, but it sticks out in my mind because Randy and I stayed with Mom’s brother, Uncle Leonard, and his wife, Lorna. Mom had her three younger brothers with her in California, but we’d never stayed with anyone before. 

			Mom knocked on the door and Aunt Lorna answered. She wore a bouffant hairdo and spoke with a deep, throaty voice I knew was from too many cigarettes. Lorna brought us through the entryway into the living room. Looking around, I noticed everything was made of wood and neatly placed. No toys or a toy box waited for us. Wood panelling lined the walls. A set of giant glass grapes sat on the smooth wooden magazine table. Large side-table lamps stood watch. Resembling a living room in a magazine, it all looked perfect but not lived in. The only noise came from Mom chatting quietly with Lorna. I didn’t want to stay there but it was too late.

			Almost right away Mom left. Lorna said she didn’t have any kids and hoped we’d brought our own toys. She laid out the rules, then didn’t speak to us very much. Uncle Leonard came home from work dressed in his all-white painter’s clothes. Randy and I were on the back verandah when he came out and sat down with his beer and his cigarette and started talking about growing up on the farm with Mom when he was a boy, before they moved to California. I liked Uncle Leonard. He sometimes came to our house, always had a beer and a cigarette, told us jokes and always had a laugh with Mom. I liked how he always called her Blossom. ‘Why do you call Mom Blossom?’ I asked. 

			

			‘That’s her nickname.’ 

			I liked the way he said it. I could feel their deep connection and imagined them like Randy and me. He whistled through his missing bottom tooth. ‘Do it again, Uncle Leonard!’ I pleaded. 

			I thought his wife was mean and she didn’t seem to like us, but I loved my uncle, who said Lorna didn’t know many kids and was fussy about keeping her house clean. During our stay we had to take naps on their back porch, which we never did at home. Lorna would say, ‘Okay, it’s time for your naps,’ like she was afraid to say the words out loud, pointing to the two cots on the covered backyard porch. 

			We’d lie there and sometimes sleep, but mostly we whispered. When she checked on us, we’d close our eyes and play pretend. I could tell she didn’t want us in the house and seemed uncomfortable around us. Time stood still during those few days. 

			Finally, Mom came. She told us she was going to the hospital to pick Dad up and would pick us up on the way back and take us all home. I couldn’t wait. Randy and I played very quietly with his Hot Wheels cars on the living room floor. About an hour later, I heard Mom arrive and walk into the living room. ‘Come say hello to your father,’ she said as he walked through the entryway. 

			I looked up and held my breath. 

			‘Well, aren’t you going to give your dad a hug?’ Mom asked. 

			Looking down I said, ‘‘That’s not Dad.’’ 

			Heat rushed to my face. The man standing in the living room looked like a monster, like the Frankenstein monster I’d seen on TV, who drowned the little girl playing with her doll by the lake. Gashes, stiches and bruises littered this man’s face and eyes. This was not my dad, the one who took us to parks every Sunday, the fast car driver, the cool, hippy dad. 

			

			‘Well, he sure is, honey. You know he’s been in a bad car accident, and soon enough you’ll recognise him.’ 

			I kept looking down and didn’t get up. Mom must be right. I felt bad for suspecting he was a monster but was still too scared to hug him. 

			The story went that dad was driving the XKE on the freeway and had a migraine. He closed his eyes for a second and smashed into two cars parked on the side of the freeway while going sixty miles an hour. He destroyed the XKE and almost himself. Over a hundred stitches secured his face and repaired an open fracture near his eye. He ended up with a jagged scar that went from the corner of his eye to his hairline. He was lucky to survive. 

			The fracture was close to his brain. Any closer and he would’ve been dead. But he did live, thanks to blood transfusions. But even what saved him came to haunt us many years later.

			The windscreen had shattered over him, and a small piece of glass remained in his eyelid. The doctors said it was too tricky to take out. He let us touch it whenever we asked. It felt like a tiny, hard rock in his eyelid. It stayed there for years before one day Dad said it just popped out. 

			I was a teenager when I first looked back on the crash and wondered whether it was an accident or intentional.

			[image: ]

			We still loved to visit parks, but once the twins were born, we went less often, and as a whole family for the whole day. The preparations and getting there seemed to take forever. Mom fried chicken the night before and made potato salad. In the morning Dad loaded the car with blankets, fishing poles, kites and a cooler full of Mom’s preparations. We drove further to much bigger parks. One stands out for the rolling hills that went on and on. We got out and walked and walked. We reached a spot that Mom and Dad agreed on, which to me looked no different to any other. I practised cartwheels while Mom and Dad unpacked blankets and placed our stuff on the ground. 

			

			I took off running down a grassy hill pretending I was going to take off and fly, then walked back to our picnic at the top of a grassy hill. ‘Try rolling down,’ Dad suggested. 

			I tilted my head, not knowing what he meant. ‘I’ll show you,’ he said. 

			Dad lay on the grass and started rolling down the hill. He looked funny. I giggled, then lay down to give it a try. Down, down I went, the grass tickling my arms and legs. It was fun! Brent and Brenda Sue, still toddlers, tried to mimic me. Brenda Sue squatted in her bloomers and diaper and bent her head down. Dad ran over to lay her on the grass and rolled her, then did the same with Brent. We giggled at them. Brent and Brenda Sue barely rolled once or twice, then looked up smiling.

			‘You guys wanna fly a kite?’ Dad asked. 

			‘Yeah!’ Randy yelled.

			‘Yes!’ I bellowed.

			Dad got out a couple of paper kites and started to assemble them. We watched. Mom entertained Brent and Brenda Sue by feeding them snacks. Once the diamond-shaped paper kite was assembled, Dad showed Randy how to hold the string close to the kite, take off running and slowly let the string slide through his fingers until it was up in the air. In the first couple tries the kite just came down to the ground. 

			I jumped up and down. ‘Let me try, Daddy!’ I yelled. 

			

			Dad got another diamond-shaped paper kite and handed it to me. I tried to keep in mind Dad’s instructions and mimic Randy as well. Both Randy and I picked up our kites, held them and started to run. As we let the string out through our fingers, the kites travelled upwards. When we stopped running to look at our kites in the sky, they glided to one side, then to the other, then drooped to the ground. They looked sad.

			Dad said, ‘Let’s have some lunch and try again later when the wind picks up.’ 

			Sitting on the picnic blanket, Mom handed out paper plates and her fried chicken and gave Randy and me a drumstick. I loved Mom’s fried chicken. Whether it was cold or warm, it’s deliciousness stayed the same. Mom got out a plastic pitcher of Kool-Aid and poured some in Tupperware cups for us. Dad lay on his side, raised up on his elbow, waiting his turn. Mom gave him a thigh and scooped a big wad of potato salad onto a paper plate. Dad dug in.

			The wind picked up and my paper plate went flying as I held my drumstick. 

			‘What about now, Roy?’ Mom asked. 

			Dad looked around. ‘I think it’s time.’ 

			He inhaled his food and, gave Mom his paper plate, wiped the side of his mouth with the back of his hand and stood up. Randy and I mimicked Dad. We grabbed our kites and we took off to try again. 

			I let the string out through my fingers and ran. As I looked over my shoulder, my kite rose higher and higher. I turned to face it, and the wind blew, my kite dancing with the wind, gliding from left to right. Dad ran over to help me, showed me how to tug on the line if it stalled in the air and run a little with it again. If the wind moved the right way, it was up. As soon as the wind changed direction or died down, our kites sank. 

			

			Once we got them high enough into the air, they hovered there. We could relax and watch them, guiding them by moving the wad of string we held in our hands. I looked around. More and more families populated the grassy, rolling hills, families in various stages of flying kites too. 

			Dad got his own kite flying high into the sky. Once it was stable, hanging like a star, he connected it to a fishing pole and let her fly up, up, up. We took turns holding the fishing pole and strained to keep our eyes on the kite. A chilled breeze swept over me, while a haze on the horizon told me the sun was on its way down. Dad had finished a beer or two by this time and was stretching the afternoon out through the slow rhythm of his conversation. Other kite flyers around us came over to chat with Dad about the mechanics of his high-flyer. Dad’s posture, with his shoulders back, hand on hip, holding the neck of the beer bottle with his thumb and index finger and the kite in his other hand, was very much my dad. He had an aura about him. Other men liked him right away. I could tell by how they looked at him and how they talked. 

			Their light-hearted banter, the soft blurriness of the horizon and the loop de loops of flying insects in the waning sunshine brought an easiness to my mind. All seemed perfect. If only I had known to savour it. As I danced around on the grass, I looked up occasionally to see if I could spot the faraway kite rising to the heavens. That was the day I learned Dad was the king of kite flying.
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			One day Mom said, ‘We’re going to Griffith Park tomorrow to meet your cousins for Easter.’

			

			‘What’s Griffith Park?’ I asked. 

			‘You’ll see. It’s out near Grandma and Grandpa’s.’

			‘Okay! Will we have an Easter egg hunt?’

			‘Yes. A big one with your cousins.’

			Dad had two sisters. The oldest was Aunt Betty, who had a partner, my Aunt Rain. Then there was Aunt Bev and she was married to Uncle Keith. They had two daughters and one son close to my and Randy’s ages. We often met with them at Grandma and Grandpa’s in North Hollywood. I didn’t remember meeting them at a park before. As we drove along on spaghetti freeways, I squinted out the window at buildings, neighbourhoods, strip malls, eucalyptus trees and oil drills pumping away. We got off the freeway and drove down a city street, which turned into a neighbourhood with tall trees and lawns. At a stop I saw a sign that read Griffith Park and we headed towards it. A dense forest with ferns lined one side of the street. It felt like we’d stepped back in time. We turned into the forested area, the trees and ferns swallowing us whole. If not for the asphalt lanes and small parking lots, we could have been creeping through the Jurassic. A walking bridge straddled a creek, a trail on the other side meandered off into the mysterious wild. Shocked by the discovery of this magical place in the middle of the city, I fell instantly in love. Ferns, creeks, birds, shade, trees, forests, all in the middle of the city. Wow.

			We parked near some picnic tables, and I saw our cousins, Cheryl and Ronda. They were in pastel dresses and Kevin wore a white shirt and dark shorts. I ran over and found Aunt Bev and Uncle Keith sitting in camping chairs. ‘Well, hello there!’ Aunt Bev called out. 

			‘Hello,’ I said with my chin tucked. I don’t know why I felt shy, but everything went quiet as eyes fell on me. Brenda Sue came up next to me and I grabbed her hand as Cheryl and Ronda faced us. We admired each other’s dresses. Cheryl and Ronda had store-bought ones, but mine and Brenda Sue’s were special too because Mom had made us matching dresses. 

			

			‘Hi, Carolyn. You made it,’ Aunt Bev commented. 

			‘Hi, Bev. Hi, Keith. Yes, we finally made it,’ Mom said.

			A large paper cloth dressed the picnic table near us, with big bowls covered in plastic wrap and cake pans covered in aluminium foil weighing it in place. Empty Easter baskets and dyed Easter eggs sat waiting. Mom found space for our paper grocery bags. Dad carried a big bowl with both hands and set it on the table. More hellos were exchanged. Chairs were opened and sat on. Uncle Keith and Dad were talking about the drive in and what the traffic was like. Mom and Aunt Bev were talking about our dresses, Mom explaining her late evenings making our dresses and how she improvised with the pink velvet sashes. 

			Looking at the table full of goodies, treats, eggs and baskets, my heart beat faster. ‘When will we have the Easter egg hunt, Mom?’ I asked.

			‘Well, let us relax a little. Then we’ll have some lunch, then the Easter egg hunt. Patience, sweetheart. Why don’t you guys have a quick walk around?’

			Uncle Keith said, ‘Randy, why don’t you go with all the kids for a little walk around here?’ He pointed to the surrounding picnic area.

			Dad added, ‘Yes, Randy, look after everyone.’ 

			I didn’t really get why Randy needed to look after us as Cheryl was oldest, but anyway. We all went on a little walk, always in sight of the picnic area. Griffith Park reminded me of the Wizard of Oz as narrow winding trails led off into a mysterious forest. We walked around the parking area looking for a good place for our Easter egg hunt. I wanted to go exploring so badly.

			We came back all talking at once about how the forest looked like it was from the dinosaur times and how the trails reminded us of the forest in the Wizard of Oz. Dad said, ‘Some of those trails go up to the Griffith Observatory.’

			

			I jumped up and down, clapping enthusiastically. ‘Can we go, Dad? Can we go?’

			‘Later. After lunch and the Easter egg hunt,’ he uttered. 

			With lunch eaten and the Easter egg hunt finished, I asked again. ‘Can we go now?’ 

			Yes! Us older cousins would go, while the younger ones would stay back with Mom and Aunt Bev. Dad and Uncle Keith led us along the walking track, then decided almost immediately they were going to take us on a real adventure straight through the forest. No walking trails for us. My heart raced. I said to Dad, ‘This is the biggest adventure you’ve ever taken me on!’

			Dad’s face lit up. ‘Really? Well, we’ll have to do more!’ 

			We walked up, skirting around brush and smaller trees and under the limbs of bigger trees. At one point it was too steep for me to climb. Dad had to push me up with his hand on my bum, while Uncle Keith pulled me by my arm. Finally, we emerged out of the forest near the observatory, stumbling onto civilisation at long last. People had walked up those easy trails, but not us! We had survived and triumphed at the top. Once we’d walked around the observatory, an enormous white round-on-top building, we looked out and saw all over the flat Los Angeles (LA) basin. A few tall buildings stood, shrouded in smog haze and a wide horizon beckoned. The world opened up. Taking us into the observatory, Dad pointed out the giant telescope and told us you could see stars and universes way up beyond our galaxy through its ginormous lenses. I imagined the stars he described, but it was the magic of toiling through the forest, then popping out through the jungle at the observatory and the amazing view below that imprinted on me a love for adventure. Dad had led the way. 

			

			Walking back along the trails down to the picnic grounds, we relived our escapades. In less than half the time it took us to get up, we rejoined Mom, Aunt Bev and the rest of the gang and recounted our great expedition to their attentive ears. 
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			The first home I remember

			Carson, California, 1968–1971

			On the freeway from Grandma and Grandpa’s in North Hollywood, we watched the industrial landscape light up the night, vertical steel columns churning out steam. ‘Is that where we live?’ I asked Mom.

			‘Yes, it is. Just close to there,’ she answered. Once we saw the Goodyear Blimp docked next to the freeway, we knew we were almost home. The blimp was Carson’s link to fame and a common sight around our neighbourhood. So, whenever we saw it on TV flying over football games across LA, we’d brag, ‘Hey, there’s the Goodyear Blimp!’ It was our blimp.

			We exited the freeway and drove down 213th street. When the huge white oil storage containers came into view, we were home. They towered over us like giant steel idols left from the industrial age, only they were still used in our neighbourhood. Their presence was imprinted on my childhood. We turned right onto our street, then into the driveway of the third house on the left. Home at last. 

			Carson. Industrial and bare, it’s the first neighbourhood I remember. We moved there when I was four. My older brother, Randy, was almost six. My twin brother and sister, Brent and Brenda Sue, were closing on one. One of many Los Angeles suburbs, Carson sits next to Compton and Torrance, further south from downtown LA. A true melting pot, it had more nationalities than any other suburb in the county. 

			

			In those days, Randy and I were allowed to roam our neighbourhood. We were pretty young. Early one weekend morning, when we were already driving our parents crazy, I heard Dad call out, ‘Randy, you and your sister can go buy some candy at Miya’s Market. Here’s a quarter.’ 

			We looked at each other, eyes wide open at our landfall of luck and quickly set off before they changed their minds. ‘Look after your sister,’ Dad yelled as we walked out the door. 

			‘I will,’ Randy called back. 

			He walked by Miya’s Market every day on his way to school. I hadn’t started school yet, so this felt like a big adventure for me. Walking down our driveway, 213th street stood to our right. We turned right next to the steel drums and walked for what felt like a mile or two. On the left the silent oil drums loomed. Once we came to the first corner, we crossed the street and on the right was a giant electricity transfer station. It sat quietly too, except for a constant hum that buzzed like bees. We had the neighbourhood to ourselves. An occasional car drove past.

			As we kept walking, we came upon houses. A couple of blocks further down was Miya Market. I expected something like Lucky’s Grocery store where we did our weekly shopping, but it was just a small house painted white with the front yard turned into an asphalt parking lot. We walked through the front screen door. A bell jingled. All was dark inside. I waited for my eyes to adjust. A Hispanic man sat behind the cash register watching a TV as it sang out, ‘My bologna has a first name. It’s O ... S ... C ... A ... R …’ There were shelves straight in front of us with bread and tortillas. But just to the right, at my height, were the shelves of candy. Easy to get to. Boxes opened just right so my hands easily reached into any selection. There was so much to choose from. 

			

			‘How much are Butterfingers?’ I asked.

			‘Five cents,’ the man replied. 

			‘How much are Sugar Daddies?’ 

			‘Five cents.’

			‘How much are Now and Laters?’

			‘Five cents,’ he replied flatly.

			Further down towards the floor the single candy items cost a penny. Unwrapped Red Vines, tiny boxes of Chiclets, pieces of taffy and single candy cigarettes. With a quarter to spend, Randy and I each bought a small brown bag chocked full of candy. As we left the store and started home, I pulled out my candy cigarette, stuck it in my mouth and blew. Powdered sugar blew out the red tip end. 

			‘I’m a grown up,’ I said and giggled. 

			Randy smiled back at me. On the way back we took our time, discussing our favourite candies. 

			‘I love the Red Vines best. They’re so soft and chewy!’ I said.

			‘I like Abba-Zabas. Sweet, chewy with peanut butter inside,’ Randy added.
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			Monday mornings were a bit sad for me. Everyone left. Mom went to work at the Los Angeles courts and Dad went to work at his shop. I always wanted Mom to stay home but she said she had to work, that money didn’t grow on trees. Randy went to school and my friends around our block went to school too. I was left behind with Brent and Brenda Sue and a Spanish-speaking babysitter, who I didn’t understand. Her wrinkles were carved into her face like ancient rivers. Small in stature with shoulders tilted forward, Lupe wore weathered cotton dresses, her hair in a bun. I resented her because I thought I was supposed to be in school. Instead, I was stuck with someone who couldn’t speak English and kept to herself.

			

			Mom had tried to enrol me into kindergarten at five years of age, like everyone else. We walked into the Del Amo Elementary office. I was so excited! I looked up and watched Mom while she spoke to the lady. But too soon my mom’s smile turned to a frown. 

			‘Your daughter’s birthday doesn’t meet the deadline. She’s considered too young to start. The deadline is December 6th. 

			‘Yes, but we—’

			‘It’ll be better for her. We must have a cut-off date.’ 

			I was ready. I was excited. I couldn’t wait to start school. My heart dropped to my stomach like a lead weight. On the way out Mom apologised to me. I knew it wasn’t her fault. I just had to wait. 

			Come Monday mornings, I would get up to no good. Lupe either sat in the living room or on me and my sister’s bed and read the Bible. That was all she did besides make our lunches. When we started acting up or getting too loud, she would yell at us in Spanish. I did things I wasn’t supposed to do, played with things I wasn’t supposed to, just to push the boundaries. 

			I pushed too far when I instigated a marching band with Brent and Brenda Sue. I acted as band director and gave Brent and Brenda Sue saucepan lids to make music. I used a Bible as the drum and a spoon as the drumstick. Marching single file around the house, I encouraged the band to play loud! When Lupe saw me using the Bible as a drum, she screamed and tried to grab it from me. I marched on, ignoring her. Still yelling and now chasing me, she grabbed the Bible from me. I saw the distress in her eyes, and for once, I felt bad. I’d crossed the line. After this incident, I pulled back and tried not to be naughty, but I remained lonesome and bored with no one to talk to or friends to play with for the rest of the school year.

			

			So, the days were long waiting for everyone to come home. First came Randy and our neighbourhood friends and it was playtime outside. When Mom came home, she usually started cooking dinner. I loved being close by when she was home. Smelling her Aqua Net hair spray and hearing her voice muddled through a wall brought me comfort. 

			But my favourite time to see my dad was when he came home from work. He’d appear wherever we were playing: the front yard, the living room or the backyard. First thing he wanted was a hug from us. He’d squeeze me so tight it would hurt. I’d say, ‘You’re hurting me, Dad!’ and he’d say, ‘But that’s how much I love you!’ Then Randy and I would attack him and try to wrestle him. 

			Work made Dad dirty. His hair was a dark blond, and he had a 70s shag haircut, which added to his messy, hippy look. He’d wear the same corduroys day after day, or cut-off jeans, which were covered in dried paint and resin. If he wore a T-shirt, it was made of soft polyester or silk. With his hairy chest and gut, he’d stick it out, pretending to be fat, while we punched at it with all our might. Hard like a basketball, our punches had no effect, and this egged us on even more. Then he’d rattle the change in his pockets, and we’d reach down into his pockets to try and steal some. I’d tickle his armpits, often dripping with sweat, then scream in disgust. Dad just grinned from ear to ear the whole time.

			On this particular day Dad stayed for dinner. He often wasn’t home at dinnertime. He either worked late or, as I later learned, went out. When this happened, Randy and I acted different, more formal. I loved these rare moments when he’d sit down and chat to us. When he did, I listened. 

			That night I announced, ‘I had a dream last night!’ 

			

			Dad said, ‘Tell us about it.’

			‘Well, I had this dream where I was trying to fly! I tried with all my brain.’ 

			To demonstrate I closed my eyes and squinted like I was thinking really hard. ‘But I barely got off the ground. I feel like I can get higher in my next dream.’ 

			I loved talking about my dreams. Dad said, ‘There’s a tribe who sit around and talk about their dreams every day. They value them as important messages. This tribe sits around and interprets them.’ 

			I stared at Dad and listened to every word he said. 

			‘They are the most peaceful and happy people on the planet because they discuss their dreams every day.’ 

			We were all listening. Dad sat at the head of the table, like the boss, like it was in all the other families I knew. 

			‘Talking about your dreams helps you understand yourself,’ Dad continued. ‘It’s important to understand yourself because if you do, you will be happy and at peace.’ 

			I hung on every word. What I understood was that having a fulfilling, meaningful life meant paying attention to what is on the inside. I concentrated on remembering this. I knew my dad was smart. 

			Besides my favourite time of day, when everyone came home, my favourite time of year was Christmas. Dad was always around for Christmas. Mom made a big deal out of Christmas for us because memories of her Christmases were dismal in comparison. ‘I don’t want you to feel like we’re poor,’ she’d say. 

			Driving down the road in our white station wagon, Mom and Dad used to pick any mom-n-pop Christmas tree lot. This year they chose a corner lot. It had the typical clear light bulbs hanging from pole to pole around the perimeter. Inside were all different kinds and sizes of Christmas trees. We piled out of the station wagon and ran towards the lot. Randy yelled, ‘This year we get a flocked tree!’ 

			

			‘No, this year we get a green tree!’ I yelled back. 

			Mom intervened. ‘Tami Lou, last year we had a green tree. This year it’s flocked.’ 

			Alright, I thought. I liked them both. We all moved towards the white flocked trees, looking like they were fresh from the snow. Hmm … which one to choose? We ran from tree to tree, sizing them up. 

			‘I like this one!’ I pointed to a pretty white tree. 

			Dad said, ‘What about this one?’ 

			We gathered around Dad’s pick and walked around it, looking up and down. It looked big to me and perfect. 

			Mom said, ‘It looks good to me.’ 

			‘Looks perfect!’ Randy chimed in. 

			Mom and Dad’s taste of choosing a perfect tree rubbed off on us kids. When picking a perfect tree, we looked for symmetry and a triangular shape that was as tall as Dad. 

			We brought it home on top of our station wagon and Dad set it up as the centrepiece of our living room in front of the sliding glass door, next to the fireplace. It already had a stand – two pieces of flat wood in the shape of an X nailed into the bottom of the tree. Dad disappeared. Mom got all the decorations out. She loved decorating the tree. I could tell by how her voice grew quiet. ‘We string the lights on first. Randy, you hold these and follow me around the tree.’ 

			Next came the ornaments and glass balls. We all got to help with this part. ‘I like to put the big ones on first. See, how I’m doing it?’ Mom said, and Randy, Brent, Brenda Sue and I followed suit. 

			‘Your Grandma Lucille gave me these.’ 

			

			Mom made sure each ornament had a metal hook as we walked to the tree to hang it on. The tree looked more magical the more we decorated it. Gal, our dog, bounced around us, wagging her tail. A bulb went flying across the room. 

			‘Oh, Gal. Get back here,’ Mom motioned for Gal to move away from us but she just stood there wagging her tail faster, panting with her tongue hanging out. 

			‘She wants to decorate too, Mom!’ I said. 

			After the bulbs were hung, we strung the garland, then added silver icicle tinsel for the final touch. Mesmerising. Gal’s excitement matched our own, and she knocked the bottom bulbs off with her tail. With all of us laughing, Mom said, ‘She thinks she’s one of us.’ 

			We agreed. Gal was more human than dog. 

			‘I hope Santa gives me a bike!’ Randy said. 

			‘I want the Chrissy doll with growing hair!’ It was all I could think about.

			‘Well, if you’re good, then Santa will bring you a present, but we’ll have to see.’ 

			‘I’ll be good!’ I added.

			‘I’m good,’ Randy said

			Brenda and Brent chimed in, ‘I’m good.’

			Before we knew it, it was time for bed. ‘Where’s Dad?’ Randy asked. 

			‘He’s out in the garage. You guys get in your beds and don’t look out the window. I mean it!’ Mom squawked. 

			Oh my gosh! I looked at Randy, eyes wide and eyebrows raised. Woo hoo! What was going on out there? 

			It was so hard not to look through my bedroom curtains, which faced the garage. Light spilled around the cracks of the curtains, the garage door open, pouring light into the night. What was Dad up to? We heard him in there hammering and making a racket. Trying to peek through the curtains without getting caught, I spied a makeshift wooden table as long as the garage. I guessed it was for Randy but knew I’d play with it too. 
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			Mom and Dad made a good Christmas team. Mom spent hours wrapping presents with care, making her own bows and designing the wrapping like a piece of art, while Dad’s job came later as he built stuff and put things together on Christmas morning. 

			Finally, Christmas Eve arrived. It was so hard to fall asleep! Brenda Sue and I shared a bed. I kept her awake talking to her relentlessly about what presents we might get and if I could hear Santa’s sleigh bells in the sky. 

			Randy came into my room and told me to ask Mom and Dad if we could get up. I tiptoed into their room. ‘Mom, can we open presents yet?’ 

			‘No honey, it’s one in the morning,’ Mom growled. 

			‘Okay.’ 

			I managed to fall back to sleep but woke again and crept into Randy’s bedroom where he and Brent had bunk beds. I shook Randy’s arm on the high bunk. ‘Randy, it’s your turn. Go ask.’ 

			‘No, not yet!’

			On the fourth try, at 4 am, Mom and Dad relented. Yay, we were up! Randy and I shook Brent and Brenda Sue and they ran with us into the living room. Mom and Dad were last. In the pitch-dark Mom handed out presents and we tore off the wrapping. It was a frenzy. We danced around the living room showing off each gift – Barbies for Brenda Sue, KerPlunk for Brent, the Chrissy doll I so desperately wanted, Randy even got his bike – as Gal swooshed bulbs off the tree with her tail. 

			

			‘Where’s Gal’s present?’ I asked as Mom found her special bone under the tree and gave it to her. 

			Dad helped us assemble Randy’s bike and put batteries in our toys. By this time Mom was lying on the couch with her eyes closed, completely exhausted. The problem for us was it was still dark and hours before we could go outside and play with our neighbourhood friends. 

			Dad said, ‘There’s one present left for Randy.’ 

			Randy’s eyes grew big.

			‘I don’t see anything under the tree?’ I said, then remembered the garage!

			‘You might have to look for it in the garage, Randy,’ said Dad, leading the way to the garage back door as we all followed. We scooted inside the dark garage while Dad stood by the light switch. ‘Randy, you ready?’

			‘Yes!’ 

			Dad flipped the switch. In front of us was an enormous slot car track that went the length of the garage. 

			‘Wow!’ Randy ran over to it and Dad started talking about what it did and how he made it. 

			It was amazing! Dad and Randy had a few practice laps, then launched into racing. We all watched excitedly at first, then our interest dwindled as our stomachs began to rumble and we remembered our own toys.

			Randy and Dad stayed in the garage. I tucked into a bowl of cereal. Mom went to the living room to lie on the couch. After I inhaled my sweet cereal, I went back into the living room.

			Mom’s eyes were closed. ‘Mom, where’s your present?’ I asked.

			She moved a little, like she was almost asleep. ‘I don’t need a present, sweetheart. We spend our money on you kids and buy what we need when we need it,’ Mom said. 

			

			I felt sorry for her, but she didn’t seem sad. 

			These were the best Christmases of my childhood. In this sheltered place when we were one, my love for my family flourished and nourished me. Being together remains suspended in time. Moments of family togetherness were just that … moments that turned into snapshots. Frozen. Mom came home every day after work, Dad not necessarily. It was only later, when I was older, that I looked back and saw that our old normal wasn’t normal, and that Dad wasn’t really home that much at all.
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			When family means home

			Carson, California, early 1970s

			The curtains were drawn. Sheltered from the sun and the outside world, I felt safe. Safe to escape from everything out there. Safe to be with both my mom and dad together. Our couch faced the TV across the room, and Howard Cosell explained the ins and outs of Muhammad Ali’s fight on ABC’s Wide World of Sports. Splayed across the couch were Dad, Randy and me. We leaned on each other, our legs intertwined, heads resting on each other’s shoulders. Mom sat on the loveseat while Brent and Brenda Sue, still toddlers, climbed on her. Gal lay on the carpet with an occasional thumping of her tail when one of us became animated. Mom and Dad piped in comments as we watched Ali fight. 

			‘He looks as strong as ever,’ Mom said. 

			‘He does! He’s still the top of his game,’ Dad added. 

			I loved hearing my mom and dad talk to each other. The melody of their conversation blanketed my heart. 

			Ali was in his first fight since being banned for three years when he refused to join the Vietnam War. Mom and Dad wanted to see how he fared. ‘Well, it looks like they’ll get their money’s worth,’ Dad said, meaning it wasn’t a first-round knockout like the fight he took Mom to see before we were born. 

			In those childless times Dad took Mom out with his drinking buddies a lot. The night they went to the Ali fight, Dad and his buddies were drinking in the parking lot. Not wanting to miss a thing, Mom went inside to their seats. Dad, thinking he had time, continued to drink in the parking lot. Ali won in a knockout in the first round. Dad missed the whole thing. Apparently, the going out and drinking didn’t stop when we came along, but I was unaware of this.

			

			Mom looked at us. ‘I don’t usually like to watch boxing, but man, Ali is in a league of his own. I love ta watch’em.’ 

			A warmth spread through me. I loved these Sundays. A commercial came on.

			‘What’s there to eat?’ Dad asked.

			‘Want some popcorn, everyone?’ Mom suggested.

			‘Sure!’ Dad said and we nodded in agreement. 

			Soon I could hear pop … pop … pop, pop, pop and the aroma of popped corn wafted through the living room. A McDonald’s ad sang, ‘Two all-beef patties, special sauce, lettuce, cheese, pickles, onions on a sesame-seed bun.’ Mom brought an enormous Tupperware bowl filled with salted popcorn. She plonked herself down into the middle of the couch as arms and hands reached for the bowl. ‘Thanks Mom!’

			Howard Cosell appeared on the screen saying Ali was still the greatest fighter. The fight went on for three rounds before Ali won in a technical knockout. With more sports following the fight, we settled in. Our typical Sunday with the house dark and us together. This ritual of family togetherness watching sports is something I cherished. It seemed like we all did. We bonded over watching sports together.

			When the Olympics took place, we watched whenever Mom and Dad were home. Dad explained why the Russians had an advantage over us. ‘The government pays for everything for their athletes, sends them to camps and that’s all they do. Our athletes have jobs. They’re amateurs and have to pay for everything themselves and train when they can,’ Dad said. 

			

			Dad loved track and field and Mom loved gymnastics, but really, they loved watching it all, from opening ceremonies to the closing events. Mom and Dad loved it when fellow athletes respected one another. They rooted for Americans, but more so for the underdogs, providing the backstories on the athletes, and we got more excited watching them compete. Bonding over the Olympic games taught us to love honest competition. We loved this too and still do today. 

			During the Ali fight, a neighbour friend knocked on the front door. I ran to answer it and a flood of light invaded our living room. A lawnmower churned off in the distance. A dog barked. ‘Do you wanna come out and play, Tami?’ the neighbour asked. 

			Feeling like I was letting out a secret, I pulled the door close to my side. ‘Maybe tomorrow?’ I hesitated, closing the door. 

			It sounded like fun but I wanted to be with Dad and Mom and my brothers and sister and Gal. Lying around lazy in our dark, messy house while everyone else was outside mowing lawns, walking dogs, cleaning house or gardening felt like a stark contrast between us and them. It began to dawn on me that we were different. It seemed like we were dirty compared to my friends’ houses. It seemed like we were lazy compared to my friends’ families. When Dad was home on the weekends, we never did the family things that everyone else did. No family chores. No family projects. Dad didn’t seem to do the stuff around the house that other dads did. It was rare Mom insisted under protest that we tidy our rooms. But within the confines of our sheltered place, I pushed those thoughts aside. This was our rare family time, and this is how my dad spent it with us. I didn’t know at the time that this was hungover Dad.
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			On another occasion, a Sunday, all of us home, but not doing anything together, I became frustrated. I noticed more and more that we didn’t actually do anything else together. Playing in my room by myself, I felt lonesome. I ran into the kitchen where I knew Mom was and blurted out, ‘Mom, why don’t we ever do anything together?’ 

			‘Well, what d’ya mean?’

			‘All my friends do stuff with their families, but we never do anything.’ 

			Not sure exactly what I meant, I knew there was truth to what I said. I was old enough to see even boring stuff my friends had to do with their families, like chores in the home together, we never did. I grew more upset as I spat out the words. I turned around and ran to my room, jumped on my bed and cried into my pillow. I felt Mom’s presence. She sat next to me on my bed and placed her hand on my shoulder. 

			‘Honey, there will be times when we can do things all together as a family, but right now with your dad working and me working, it’s all we can do on the weekends to get ready for next week. You want us to be able to pay for this house, don’t you?’

			I turned my head on my pillow to see her. I felt better already feeling her response to me. ‘I do like our house, Mom. I just miss you sometimes ’cause you and Dad are always at work. I want us to do stuff together like everyone else does.’ 

			Mom said she understood and that we would, but money doesn’t grow on trees and four kids, a house and a dog wouldn’t pay for itself. This made sense and I felt bad that I complained. I knew we were lucky to have a house and a family who loved each other.

			

			I still grew frustrated that we never cleaned the house nor did family projects together. Before my friends could play
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