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			RING OF FIRE

			Dedication

			My deepest graditude for those people who have guided and supported me on my journey from the dark to the light. I dedicate this book to them and the children who didn’t survive.
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			RING OF FIRE

			Warning

			This will be a difficult book to read. This true story contains extremely graphic descriptions of the abuse of young children, including rape, torture, bestiality, cannibalism, necrophilia, and murder. This will be upsetting for most readers and could be triggering for readers who have had similar experiences. This story does, however, end on a positive note.

			All names and places, with the exception of large cities, have been changed to protect the innocent.
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			RING OF FIRE

			Preface

			This is the true story of a young girl’s childhood spent in hell—literally and figuratively—while trying to hang onto her essential goodness. As a young child, Aleta and her siblings were subject to horrific abuse at the hands of her parents and other adults, who were members of a Satanic cult based in Victoria.

			Aleta was raised in an isolated village on the west coast of Vancouver Island in the 1950s and 1960s, where the only way in or out was by seaplane or by boat. Badly scarred, Aleta managed to survive her childhood by splitting into a separate selves, who remained hidden from her “outside” personality for many years.

			On the surface, Aleta was an attractive, intelligent and creative woman who managed to become an art teacher and later an interior designer. Although she had a small circle of close friends, she struggled to establish a committed relationship with a man. She had an emotional breakdown when she was thirty years old and spent the next five years in therapy, first with a male Freudian-trained psychiatrist and then with a female psychiatrist who specialized in a behaviourist approach to psychotherapy. Neither of these therapeutic methods were amenable to uncovering the trauma that begat her alternative personalities.

			It wasn’t until several years after she moved to Toronto that Aleta re-entered therapy and began to relive memories of physical, sexual, psychological, and spiritual abuse at the hands of her parents and a wide circle of Satanic worshippers. These memories surfaced spontaneously over a period of six years, roughly corresponding to the first six years of her life. For the first three years, Aleta relived horrific memories with the assistance of a psychologist who was also trained as a shaman, and helped her understand the spiritual meaning of the rituals. For the last three years, she got to know her alternate selves with the assistance of a psychiatrist who specialized in integrating people with multiple personalities. Both of these caring therapists bore witness to profoundly disturbing events which Aleta relived in a safe place.

			In total, there were eighteen children indoctrinated into her branch of the cult by torture and brainwashing, which started at a very early age. Aleta was the eldest of this group of children. The purpose of the extreme abuse was to ensure the children wouldn’t remember but would be drawn back to the cult as adults to commit evil acts. She believes some of the children and grandchildren are now cult members.

			Small groups of six men and children would meet on a frequent basis, with and without women. The men often joined semi-secret societies, such as the Rosicrucians, to cover up their true motives. On significant dates, such as pagan and Christian holy days, small groups would join other groups for large ceremonies in Victoria.

			At its core, satanic ritual abuse is a battle between good versus evil. If you accidentally find out about the cults existence, you will die. If you try and infiltrate the cult, you will die because you won’t know the secret signals, rituals, and dogma. No one will ever talk about their experiences—if they remember them—because they are afraid they will be killed. Healing from ritual abuse requires psychological and spiritual healing and large doses of love. This is the story how one woman was able to transcend evil.
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			PART ONE

			Surviving
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			CHAPTER 1

			Beginnings

			“What brings you here, Sheila?” asks Dr. Chow, after entering the cubicle.

			“I want to see a psychiatrist,” she replies tersely, sitting primly on the edge of the chair.

			“Why do you want to see a psychiatrist? Why don’t you get married and have a baby?”

			“I don’t need a baby. I need help. I have been coming to you for three-and-a-half years now with symptoms you haven’t been able to explain. Is it normal to have insomnia? Is it normal to have constant nausea and diarrhea? Is it normal to vomit after meals? Is it normal to be in constant pain from muscle spasm in my back? Is it normal not to have periods anymore?” she demands.

			“No.”

			“Then I need a psychiatrist, don’t I?” she replies slowly and precisely.

			“Yes,” he finally agrees.

			During the six weeks Sheila waits to see a psychiatrist she tries to carry on with her life, but it becomes increasingly difficult. One evening she receives a phone call from a friend who announces she has finally found her birth mother. Pat had never liked her adoptive mother and is ecstatic her biological mother wants to see her. Sheila tells her friend she feels envious. As a child, she’d wished she had been adopted, so she could find her real mother.

			After Sheila hangs up the phone, her mind goes blank, and her body feels paralyzed. After some time, she forces herself to get ready for bed. While drinking her usual bedtime glass of milk, Sheila thinks about her own mother. Her stomach immediately seizes up, and she runs to the bathroom sink and vomits. Only this time it doesn’t stop. Sheila continues to retch even after there is nothing left to bring up. When she lifts her head and glances in the mirror, she sees a pale, frightened-looking face framed with wavy, dark brown hair. Sheila doesn’t recognize herself - she looks like a stranger. She waves her hand in front of the mirror trying to erase the image, but it doesn’t go away. It isn’t until she starts to feel afraid that she recognizes herself in the mirror again. Then, the diarrhea begins, so she hangs her bum over the toilet and drapes her head over the sink. She spends the night in the bathroom.

			“What was your childhood like?” asks the psychiatrist, Dr. Morris, with his pen poised over a notepad on the desk.

			“It was a little strict,” Sheila says, barely able to breathe.

			“What was your father like?”

			“He was wonderful,” she whispers, twisting a tissue into a rope.

			“In what way was he wonderful?”

			“Well, he was affectionate and paid attention to me.”

			“And your mother. What was she like?”

			“She was cold.”

			“What do you mean by cold?”

			“She never expressed any warm feelings towards me or showed me any affection.”

			“I see. Why don’t you tell me a little about your early childhood?”

			“Well, my mother told me I was colicky for the first three months. I used to scream all of the time. She also had a difficult time breastfeeding me. When I was six weeks old, she took me to the doctor, who told her: “Get that baby on a bottle. You’re starving her.”

			Sheila speaks in a detached fashion, although she is aware she has always felt starved by her mother.

			Dr. Morris pauses to make a note, and then asks, “What are your earliest memories?”

			When Sheila was very young, perhaps one, she remembers seeing Mommy with her red hair, lying curled up on the couch crying while her tall dark Daddy stood by the black stove yelling with his booming voice. Sheila was scared and ran on tip-toes to Mommy, but her mother did not notice her.

			Sheila turned two years old three weeks after her sister, Sharon, was born. She remembers sitting on the couch with her baby sister’s tiny body wrapped up in a blanket beside her. There were some cushions circling them like a barricade. There were no lights on, and it was getting dark quickly. She was waiting for Mommy to come home.

			Sheila doesn’t remember a lot about those early years in the Old House, but she remembers what the small home looked like. Next to the wooden stairs that led up to the porch was a small storage shed beside the only door. Opposite the door was the well, and at the end of the porch was the outhouse. Inside, to the right, was the kitchen counter with the large white enamelled sink with a window above it. The sink is where the dishes were washed and where the children had their baths. She doesn’t know where her parents had their baths because there was no bathtub. To the left of the front door was the black stove and beyond was the only bedroom where everyone slept, her parents in the double bed, she and her sister in the bunk beds, and her baby brother, Michael, in the crib. A new bedroom was added for their parents just before her brother, David, was born. The living room was just big enough to hold the couch, the kitchen table and chairs and the big brown upright radio that sat diagonally in the corner.

			The radio was turned onto the short-wave band the whole time her father was out fishing. Sheila thought waves were in the water—not in the air—but she could hear voices between the crackles. Sometimes she could hear her father’s deep voice, “Calling the Kingfisher. Calling the Kingfisher. This is the Sheila. Over.” (Sheila felt proud when she heard her name over the radio because she had been named after her father’s boat.) Her father would repeat this until the skipper of the other troller replied. By listening to the conversation her mother would find out if her father was still out fishing or whether he was heading to the harbour. When she was older, Sheila discovered her father had a secret code to let his friends know where the fish were biting. “Just a few smileys,” meant quite a few sockeye salmon. The rest of the fishing fleet didn’t know the code. By helping each other, the fishermen started to make quite a lot of money and were known as “highliners.”

			Sheila had just turned seven years old when they moved into the New House, which her father had designed and built. The New House had three bedrooms: one for her parents, one for the two girls, and one for the two boys, and it had a living room which was separate from the kitchen. Best of all, it had a bathroom, so she didn’t have to use the potty at night or the smelly outhouse during the day. Some new furniture, including a second-hand upright piano, arrived but the big brown radio cabinet came with them. Shortly after they moved into the New House, they got a television set, one of the first in the village. Sheila remembers watching The Mickey Mouse Club after school. One time Sheila and her sister were woken up by their father so they could watch a special program on television, a documentary showing a caesarean operation.

			“They made it come out! They made it come out! They made the baby come out! It was all bloody!”

			Once a month, a movie was shown at the local community hall, which was a half-an-hour walk from their house. One Saturday evening her parents sent all of the children, including her youngest brother who was four years old, to see a movie by themselves. The movie was called Judgment at Nuremberg, and it showed documentary footage of the concentration camps. Sheila was shocked at the image of the bulldozers pushing naked bodies into a pit. One of her brothers must have had a nightmare because the next day Sheila overheard her mother say to her father, “I guess we shouldn’t have sent the children to the movie last night.”

			I see three buildings. In the first building, people are murdered, and the bodies are temporarily stored in a shack between two larger buildings. The pile of bodies in the shack are watched over by the ghost of my father, before they are taken to the last building. I wake up in the dream and tell a female friend about the dream. She said, “Oh, your father was the captor?”

			In all of the old black-and-white photographs in the family album, Sheila is grinning, and her sister, Sharon, is sulking. Their mother often dressed them as twins, with matching dresses and shoes, even though they didn’t look much alike. Sheila was small boned with brown wavy hair, while her tall, muscular sister had straight blond hair. They both shared the same moody sea-green eyes that appeared brown in the shadows or shone like emeralds in the sunshine. Her brothers echoed the same contrast: Michael was bony with dark curly hair, while David was muscular with straight blond hair, but their eyes were different. Michael had cool, clear, green eyes, whereas David had warm, opaque, brown eyes and darker skin. Sheila remembers a lot of joking about David looking like the Italians next door shortly after he was born.

			What Sheila remembers most vividly about her relationship with her sister was their physical closeness. They needed each other’s touch because their parents rarely ever touched them, except when they were Bad—then, their father’s touch hurt. They slept together, back-to-back, in their parents’ old double bed in the New House. When they were older and still going to bed at eight o’clock on the dot, they experimented with sleeping in different positions: on top of each other with a pillow sandwiched between or with limbs entwined like lovers. If they weren’t tired they played cards under the bed covers with a flashlight.

			She remembers waking up early, watching her sister’s sleeping face, and with her finger, tracing the jagged edge of skin in the corner of Sharon’s full lips, where she had tried to eat a piece of glass as a three-year-old. Sheila remembers watching her baby sister climb up the stairs to the house on Arbutus Island, blood flowing out of her mouth. Grandpa refused to take Sharon to the doctor for stitches because she had peed her pants. Sometimes she peeled up her sisters’ eyelid while she slept. The coloured part disappeared, and only the white part showed.

			“Eyeballs. They look weird because they’re white on the other side. Sometimes he would cut open an eyeball. There’s jelly inside.”

			They fought silently, gripping each other’s forearms, nails digging in, eyes locked, until one of them released her grip. Their arms were marked with small crescent-shaped scars in various stages of healing. Girls were supposed to be Good, so they rarely yelled at each other. The boys, on the other hand were Bad because they made a lot of noise, always squabbling and scrapping. When the boys became too noisy their father used to lunge into their bedroom, bellowing, grabbing, strapping. Once he yanked three-year-old Michael so hard he twisted his leg behind him. Afterwards, Michael, who rarely ever cried, sat on his bed with tears streaming down his face, pointing to his leg. Their mother took him to the hospital the next day to have a cast put on his leg. Michael spent the next several weeks crawling on three limbs with his stiff white leg trailing behind him.

			She remembers sitting at the shiny green Formica and chrome kitchen table at the New House. Her parents took turns making the oatmeal porridge, which the children ate every morning, every day of the year. Their mother’s porridge was runny and bland, and the milk would dissolve the brown sugar on the islands of oatmeal. If they started fighting at the breakfast table, her mother would shut them up with, “I didn’t want all of you kids, you know.”

			When it was her father’s turn to cook breakfast, he woke them up by turning on their bedroom light and chanting in a sing-song voice, “Wakey, wakey, rise and shine. Tell the world you’re feeling fine.” Her father’s porridge was solid and salty. The brown sugar stayed on top of the mountain of oatmeal and only tumbled into the milk after she had eaten most of the mountain away. Sometimes her father teased them by telling them he was going to put “bugs” in their porridge. They knew the bugs were really raisins, which made the porridge easier to eat. It took Sheila a long time to eat her oatmeal, but she knew she had to finish it. That was one of the Rules: Eat everything put in front of you.

			She remembers the suppers of overcooked vegetables and undercooked meat. After her mother peeled the carrots and spuds, she soaked them in a pot of water before turning on the stove. As the vegetables were cooking, her father unwrapped the meat, often a T-bone steak. The steaks were seared in a hot cast iron frying pan and then cut into bite-sized pieces for the children. The pile of red chunks oozed red liquid that seeped into the mashed potatoes unless Sheila tilted her plate in time.

			“I don’t want to eat it! It’s all bloody! Ick!”

			While her siblings bolted down their food so they could leave the table, Sheila dawdled, picking at the slimy creamed onions or sulphuric Brussels sprouts. When she was five years old, Sheila remembers sliding Brussels sprouts off her plate one at a time until they were all on the floor, out of sight. Later, her father pulled her out of bed and bellowed, “Sheila, who threw the Brussels sprouts on the floor?”

			“Sharon?” she asked hopefully.

			“Noooo,” her father replied as his voice went deeper.

			“Mummy?” she said quietly, her body quivering.

			“NO!” her father boomed.

			“Me?” she whispered.

			“Get over my knee,” he ordered.

			Her Daddy unbuckled his belt, pulled it out from the loops and knelt down on one knee. He lifted her nightie exposing her bare bum, pulled her across his knee, and strapped her until she was screaming. She remembers wanting to sink her teeth through the coarse wool cloth covering her father’s legs but didn’t dare. Later, as she lay on the top bunk feeling cold and grey, her mother came in and said, “Daddy didn’t mean to do that. He just has a bad temper.” Now, whenever Sheila smells Brussels sprouts, her stomach seizes up, and she gags.

			When Sheila was older, she used to stuff food into her mouth, cover her mouth with her hand, and with head down, leave the table to go to the bathroom where she spit the food into the toilet. One time her father was already in the bathroom and happened to look outside when she was spitting the contents of her mouth into the garden. After that, she had to stay at the table to finish everything on her plate.

			Sheila remembers meals were eaten at precise times and in silence. That was another Rule: Children should be seen and not heard. The children sat quietly, nudging each other under the table while their parents talked. Sometimes their mother told their father about the Bad things the children had done, and they would be sent down from the table to await the strap. Sometimes their father would explode, spewing food and banging a fist on the table. Four pairs of eyes froze in terror until the Bad One was sent down from the table in tears. She remembers her father offering her youngest brother more food, and when David accepted, her father chanted: “David’s a garbage can, David’s a garbage can. Aren’t you a garbage can, David?”

			Once, after David had been sent down from the table, Sheila excused herself and glanced into the boy’s bedroom on the way to the bathroom. She saw three-year-old David sitting in the middle of the floor, crying as he pulled a plastic bag over his head. Her stomach lurched, and she ran into the room and tore the bag off his head. “Don’t do that!” she said angrily before fleeing to the bathroom.

			“He was trying to commit suicide,” Sheila says.

			“No. I don’t think a three-year-old child understands the concept of death,” her psychiatrist replies soothingly.

			“But why did he have the bag over his head?” she sobs. Sheila replays that memory over and over, imagining herself dropping to the floor and enfolding her brother in her arms.

			“There were other Rules,” Sheila says.

			“What kind of rules?” asks Dr. Morris.

			“We weren’t allowed to be sick.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, my father was very intolerant of illness.”

			She remembers waking up with a sore throat or a queasy stomach, and if she complained she wasn’t feeling well, her father would say, “I don’t believe you. Go to school.” The children were only permitted to stay home if there was physical evidence, like spots, or if their teacher sent them home. Sheila learned to ignore her body when it spoke to her.

			Sheila remembers summers spent on Arbutus Island with her grandparents. Her brothers remained behind in the Village with their father’s Aunt Noreen when her mother went fishing with her father. Grandpa retired from teaching early because of Bad Nerves so her grandparents moved to their summer home on Arbutus Island where they owned twenty acres of waterfront property. This island is where her grandparents met in 1920 when Grandpa came to teach at the one-room schoolhouse. Most of the students were from one family: the Hanes, who had homesteaded on the island after emigrating from England in 1917. Her Grandma was the eldest girl of nine children.

			Although the same strict meal and bedtimes were observed, they had a lot of freedom to explore this island paradise. Sheila and Sharon helped their grandmother with chores, which included weeding in the huge vegetable garden. It was within this fenced garden that Sheila discovered Brussels sprouts grew on stalks, so she weeded the sprouts, too. The rest of the time they spent in or near the water, building rafts out of scrap wood from Grandpa’s workshop, creating pots from the blue clay found on the sides of the stream, laying on the sun-torched flat rocks to stop their bodies from shivering after staying too long in the salt chuck.

			When they weren’t in the garden or in the water, they often roamed the pink granite bluffs where the sunburned and peeling arbutus trees clung crazily to the rocks. Here they flopped down on the crusty moss-covered rocks and listened to the high-pitched chirping of the grasshoppers. The only flaw in this paradise were the snakes, which slithered out onto their path as she and Sharon flitted about in the garden. They ran to the house screaming in terror.

			I slowly walk towards the garden on Arbutus Island. As I get closer, I see a deep moat filled with snakes around the garden. I hesitate at a bridge spanning the moat as my extended family in the garden beckons to me. I know they want me to join them, but I can’t. I wake up suddenly.

			On rainy days Sheila curled up in one of the overstuffed chairs to draw in a sketchbook or read one of the books Grandpa had written. One time she created a whole village out of shoeboxes arranged in sawdust with detailed paper furniture. Proud of her budding artistic skills, her grandfather sometimes asked Sheila to draw portraits of their guests. Other days were spent rummaging around in the trunks in the attic where the sisters slept in a springy double bed. With old crinolines they transformed themselves into ballerinas one day and with the addition of cardboard wings, fairies the next.

			On Wednesdays, her Grandma baked fluffy white bread and Sheila’s favourite treat: cinnamon buns with a crust of brown sugar and walnuts. Her Grandma was almost deaf, so they had to touch her to get her attention and speak very loudly to her. One of their chores was to walk over to Great Grandpa and Grandma’s place to deliver the fresh bread. They walked through the woods on corduroy log roads and through the meadows on dirt roads with a grassy spine up the middle. This was a scary trip, but she doesn’t remember why.

			Sheila remembers sitting with Sharon at the kitchen table topped with a red-and-white checkered oilskin tablecloth, both in their flannel nighties, watching Grandpa prepare breakfast. Before the water in the saucepan sitting on the black wood stove began to bubble, he handed the girls a white egg each. Sheila picked up the pencil and carefully drew a face on the head of the egg. First, she drew two big round O’s for the eyes, followed with a big U for the smile, and then two small round o’s for the nostrils. If Grandpa didn’t ask for the eggs back right away, there was time to draw more o’s on top of the forehead for hair and larger c’s on the sides for ears. Grandpa took the eggs and pricked a hole in the top of the head with one of Grandma’s darning needles. He said this was to let the air escape, so the eggs didn’t break. Then he lowered the eggs into the bubbles and set the egg timer; precisely three minutes later he lifted the eggs out of the water and plunked them into the egg cups. Sheila took her knife and tapped around the egg to crack the shell as Grandpa had shown her. Then she inserted her knife through the skull and lifted the top off the head of the egg, exposing the sunny brain. Next, she cut the toasted white bread into five fingers so she could dip one finger at a time into the runny yolk, then into the pile of salt next to the eggcup, and finally into her mouth.

			“They cut off fingers! They cut off toes! They cut off ears! They cut out eyes! They cut off pee-pees! They cut out insides! They put them in jars.”

			During the winter months in the Village, a large gang of children from four families—the Greens, the Smiths, the Gunns and the Zanders—used to gather on Saturday mornings. Sheila was the eldest of the Green family, and her best friend Tamara (Tammy for short) was the eldest of the Smith family. Since Sheila was a year older than Tammy, she was the eldest of the eighteen children. They were all dressed in similar uniforms: earth-coloured Indian sweaters that their mothers knitted for them (sometimes with matching toques) and corduroy pants tucked into red-soled black gumboots. When the sweaters got wet, they smelled like sheep, and her mother would accuse them of playing with dogs.

			I am down at the little beach. It is dark, and I start to scream, “I don’t want to see! I don’t want to hear!” I wake up screaming.

			She and Tammy led the group through the mist-shrouded forest with evergreen trees dripping with moss until they were at the beach. Then they walked single file along the logs on the beach, testing the logs first to make sure they weren’t going to roll over onto the younger children. Their goal was to climb to the edge of the ragged black rocks, where they perched like seagulls, watching the gigantic waves crash over the rocks below. The waves seemed to cast a spell on her as they surged in and out of the gullies, drawing her ever closer to the water. Sheila hung onto the rocks tightly to resist their call. Every once in a while, a much larger wave loomed up and crashed so close to the children that they screeched in terror and excitement. Dripping wet, they wound their way back to the beach and camped on the edge of the emerald forest to eat their lunches. If they were really cold, they lit a small fire to huddle around, listening to the mournful sound of the foghorn.

			I am down at the beach at night. A car has driven off the edge of the cliff. There are old men and women in black hooded robes picking up the bloody body parts and putting them in woven baskets they carried over their arms. It looks like a scene from a Fellini movie. I wake up and can’t go back to sleep.

			Most of the time, when the children weren’t roaming the beaches, they were sent to play outside in the yard. Sheila was expected to look after her siblings, the youngest in a harness so Sheila could hold onto the rope like they were a pet dog. Rarely were the children permitted to have friends play in the house except on special occasions, like birthday parties, because her mother was obsessed with keeping the house clean. Her mother was obsessed with keeping them clean as well and often yelled at them if they got wet or dirty. Her mother became especially annoyed when Sharon or David woke up with pee-soaked pyjamas and sheets. She would tell them they were “Dirty, Dirty, Dirty.” Her mother put bleach in the dishwater as well as their bathwater when the children took their weekly bath together. Maybe bleach would make them Good and Clean.

			“Daddy brought me back. The dress was all dirty, and she got mad. I didn’t do it!”

			Sheila tried hard to be a Good Girl. She helped her mother clean the house, even though her mother didn’t thank her. Although she daydreamed and doodled at school, she managed to bring home A’s and B’s on her report card, which earned praise from her father. After supper she helped her brothers with their homework because they didn’t do very well at school, even though Sheila had taught them all how to read letters and numbers before grade one. Sheila had a little blackboard that she propped up in front of her siblings when she played school with them. When she wasn’t helping her mother or her siblings, Sheila liked to curl up on her bed to read or draw.

			“I was sitting by the water’s edge at Granville Island the other day, watching a young girl feeding the seagulls with her mother, when suddenly the child ran to the edge of the dock. The mother ran after her, grabbed her, and instead of slapping her, like I was expecting, hugged her. Tears flowed down my face so profusely that I had to put on my sunglasses,” Sheila says.

			“Why do you think you were crying?” asks her psychiatrist.

			“Because I didn’t have a mother like that,” she replies, crying anew.

			Sheila found another best friend when she started school because Tammy and her family had moved to Victoria and only returned to the Village for the summer holidays, when her father was fishing. Diana Miner had brown eyes and fat yellow braids, and she lived down the road from the Greens. Although Diana’s father was a fisherman, their parents never socialized together. She and Diana remained friends throughout their entire school life, even though her own parents at times forbade her to play with Diana. They told her she should be making other friends, but Sheila was so shy she didn’t know how. Besides, Diana’s mother seemed to like her and included her in their family events. They even picked her up on Sunday mornings to take her to the Anglican church so she and Diana could attend Sunday school together because her own family didn’t attend church.

			After school Sheila often walked home with Diana if she didn’t have to babysit. They were greeted with the smell of lemon loaf, and Mrs. Miner preparing tea for them in pretty China cups. Sheila was amazed these delicate cups came all of the way from China. Mrs. Miner seemed genuinely interested in what happened at school that day. After they finished sipping their tea (she practiced crooking her little finger just like Mrs. Miner), they turned their cups upside down, twisted them, up-righted them, so Mrs. Miner could read their tea leaves: Packages were going to arrive in the mail. Trips were going to be taken. Good things were going to happen. Good things did happen at the Miners. Bad things happened at home. Mrs. Miner seemed to know something was wrong even though Sheila never spoke about the Bad things to anyone. Once she heard Mrs. Miner say to Diana, “Sheila shouldn’t have to do all of that babysitting.”

			When Sheila was ten, her father signed she and her sister up for swimming lessons, which were held in the icy Pacific Ocean. They didn’t get to practice very much because their redheaded mother didn’t like the sun, so she wouldn’t take them to the lake. Even though her sister was the Athletic One, Sheila was the better swimmer. Sharon seemed to be afraid of the water. At the end of that summer, Sheila remembers lying in bed with her sister the night before their swimming test in deep water at the lake.

			“What if I sink?” Sharon said.

			“I’ll save you,” Sheila replied.

			“How?”

			“I’ll take off my bathing cap and pass it to you to hold onto and then tow you to shore.” (They had been taught never to touch a drowning person in case they drowned, too.) The next day when Sheila was almost to the other side of the log pool at the lake, she heard the instructor shout, “Help her!”

			Sheila turned around when she heard someone yell and saw her sister’s head bobbing up and down. She swam over to her and treading water, tore her bathing cap off her head and shoved it into her sister’s hand, but Sharon continued to sink. Sheila reached down and lifted her sister to the surface as Sharon pushed her under the water. She could see her sister’s mottled body break the surface of the water as Sheila was forced further down. Fingers dug into her arm, and she was pulled to the surface. Gulping air, she could see the swimming instructor cradling her sister’s head in his arm.

			“Can you swim back by yourself?” he asked.

			She nodded, and he turned and swum on his side to the shore, trailing Sharon beside him. She had saved her sister.

			“The baby didn’t know how to swim. The baby sank, and I tried to grab the baby, but they grabbed me and held me so I couldn’t get the baby.”

			When Sheila was eleven and Sharon was nine, their mother purchased fashionable frontless bathing suits for them on sale. Hers had a black bottom and a fishnet top. Her sister’s had black shorts with two straps that were supposed to cover the nipples. Their mother told her and Sharon to model them for their father, which they did with arms crossed over their chests. They were shocked their prudish mother had bought them something so blatantly revealing when all of the other girls were wearing modest two-piece bathing suits. They never wore them again.

			By the time Sheila was twelve, her parents started going to a lot of parties. She wasn’t sure what they were celebrating, but the parties went on for days. The party might start at the Greens and then move onto the Gunns before ending at the Zanders. She remembers not being able to sleep because the music from the record player was so loud. She remembers seeing her young brothers stagger around in their bedroom because someone had given them beer, which made the adults laugh. She remembers the stomach-turning smell of stale smoke and beer in the morning. At one of these parties her father offered some chocolate-covered bees to a male guest, and then later told him what he had eaten. The guest ran outside, vomiting noisily into the planter, while the other guests laughed hysterically.

			“They made me eat it. It wasn’t cooked. Ick.”

			Her father seemed to be drinking all of the time now, although that didn’t seem to soothe his rage. If anything, his teasing and bullying escalated. He twisted her brother’s arm behind his back, and if he cried, her father called him a sissy. He pinned them down on the floor, tickled them, and then got angry if they screamed in pain. He teased Sheila about being flat-chested in front of male guests. Her mother seemed powerless to stop these onslaughts. Occasionally her mother sighed and said, “Oh, Gordon.”

			“When I was older, I asked my mother why she didn’t do anything to stop him,” says Sheila.

			“What did she say?” asks Dr. Morris.

			“She said, ‘Oh, I thought he was doing it to annoy me, so I tried to ignore him.’”

			One day, her father, who was standing in the kitchen, fell straight back like a tree that had just been felled. Her mother phoned the doctor who told her to bring him to the hospital, which was located in a neighbouring village. The doctor suspected her father had been mentally ill for some time, so he gave him a choice: either he could go to a mental institution, or he could go see a psychiatrist. Her father chose the latter; after all, what would the neighbours think if her father ended up in the looney bin? Every other weekend her parents drove to Naniamo so her father could see the psychiatrist, leaving Sheila to look after her siblings for the following year.

			“You never really had a childhood,” observes Dr. Morris.

			Sheila is seeing images from her childhood more clearly now as the fog of her depression starts to dissipate, and the feelings—long frozen inside—begin to thaw.
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			CHAPTER 2

			Escaping

			Her father had been seeing the psychiatrist for a few months when her brother David was taken on one of the weekend trips to Nanaimo because he appeared to be deaf. When her father yelled at him, David continued playing, oblivious to her father. The psychiatrist suggested giving David more freedom, so he was sent to live with her father’s sister (Aunt Jane and her family) for six months.

			After David came back home, he was virtually ignored. Over the next few years Sheila pleaded with her parents to pay more attention to David. Her father’s response was: “It’s your mother’s fault. She spoiled David when he was a baby.” Her mother’s response was: “It’s your father’s fault. He never played with you kids when you were young.”

			I wake up at 2 a.m. from a dream. In the dream I have gone to an apartment to visit my brother David. He looks like a survivor of a concentration camp. I wrap my arms around his bony body and scream.

			I go back to sleep and wake up again at 4 a.m. I desperately try to contact a friend whose husband is a doctor. Maybe he can help my brother. They live in the same apartment building, but they aren’t home.

			At 6 a.m. I wake up crying because I can’t find help for my dying brother.

			Within a year of her father’s nervous breakdown, the Gunn and the Zander families moved to Victoria where the Smiths lived. For the next few years, her father was heavily drugged and frequently drunk. Michael was ten years old when he was conscripted as the deckhand on the fishing boat, during his summer vacation. When her father wasn’t out fishing, he sat for hours in his favourite armchair staring out the window with a jug of red wine on the floor next to him.

			Sheila remembers standing in the living room when her mother told her they were divorcing, watching her father and her sister walk up the driveway, her father holding their stiff cat, Minnie, who had gone missing a few days earlier. She ran into her bedroom crying, not sure which loss she was grieving.

			Her parent’s separation changed the family dynamics. Her father lost control over the family and now slept on the boat and came up to the house for meals. He began to pay more attention to Sheila; he asked her to sit on his lap. Holding her close, he confided in her and asked for her advice; he told her dirty jokes. Sometimes he invited her out dancing at the Legion; she became his new partner. Sheila, in turn, fell in love with her New father. Her father told her he loved her (up until then she thought love was a dirty word because she had not heard it before). He also needed her. When his nerves were bad, Sheila cradled her father’s shaking body in the back seat of the car while her mother chauffeured him to the hospital.

			However, her father wouldn’t allow her to wear makeup or nylons to school because Mr. Gunn had told him that Sheila looked like a tramp when she wore lipstick. Her parents said it was very important she did not ruin her reputation, so she left the house with garters dangling against her bare thighs, nylons and lipstick stuffed in her purse and finished her dressing in the bushes on the way to school. Sheila desperately wanted to look like all of the other “tramps” in grade eight.

			Now that she had her father on her side, Sheila felt brave enough to confront her mother, who was determined to control her after her father abdicated. Sheila got into a tug of war with her mother, but her mother had some lethal weapons. Sheila had already determined that her eighteen-year-old mother had been pregnant with her when she had married her twenty-three-year-old father, because Sheila had weighed over seven pounds at birth, seven months after the wedding. When their arguments escalated, her mother shot:

			“It was because of you I got married in the first place,” or “I could have had an abortion, you know.”

			Sheila realized that behind her mother’s nice, passive demeanour lay fury. Once Sheila realized she wasn’t going to win the war with her mother, she started sneaking around. When she was finally permitted to date the gangly teenaged boys, she had to cancel a Saturday night date when she was offered a babysitting job, because of another Rule: Work before play. She invited the boy over to help her babysit. When Sheila wasn’t babysitting for neighbours, she was babysitting at home because her mother now spent much of her time over at Grandma’s place helping her run the motel business left behind when Grandpa died. Sheila took over running the household, getting the other children up for school, returning home at lunchtime to heat up the canned soup her mother left out for them, doing the dishes with her sister, and helping her brothers with their homework in the evenings.

			Sheila was surprised teenaged boys seemed to think she was attractive. Her best friend, Diana, was cute; with her small, upturned nose, rosy cheeks, full lips, and fashionably straight blond hair, she looked like the models on the cover of Seventeen magazine. Sheila had a prominent nose, a sharp chin, pale, sunken cheeks, thin lips, and unfashionable wavy brown hair. Her father told anyone who complimented him on his daughter’s looks, that he didn’t think Sheila was very good looking.

			“Why would he say such a mean thing?” Sheila says, tears forming in her eyes.

			“Don’t you realize what he was doing?” asks Dr. Morris.

			“No,” she said, reaching for the tissue box perched on the edge of the desk.

			“He was trying to deny his attraction to you.”

			“Well, now I know I am good-looking, and I know I am smart, but I feel ugly and stupid. Why is there such a gap between the knowing and the feeling?”

			There is no reply.

			The mirror became her best friend, a critical and fickle but necessary friend. After many hours of peering in the mirror, Sheila finally saw her large, deep green eyes, high cheekbones, and the red highlights in her shiny, thick hair. As long as she wore makeup the mirror told her she was attractive. More importantly, the mirror told her she existed. Sheila felt herself disappear around dominating people or in a group; she shrivelled up inside and then was gone. She doesn’t know where she went, but she was a long ways away. The mirror told her the body was still present. Sometimes she wasn’t even sure which gender she was. As a child she would sometimes feel like a boy so she would run to the mirror to check to make sure she was still a girl.

			“I don’t wanna be a boy! I’m a girl! They bad, bad men!”

			Sheila tested her attractiveness with the boys by competing with other girls. Diana started going steady with Brent at the age of fourteen, so she didn’t have to compete with her best friend. For several years, Sheila had a new boyfriend every month. After a few dates the boys expected her to make out with them in the front or back seat of their car, but she wasn’t going to reveal to them she was flat-chested because her father had humiliated her in front of his friends by referred to her “fried eggs.” She was too skinny to grow real breasts, so she wore foam “falsies” which sometimes caved in if a boy was brazen enough to grab them. Even her father groped her. Sometimes when Sheila was taking a bath her father rapped on the door, and in a high, sing-song voice, asked to be let in. Humiliated, she stood wrapped in a towel while he peed. As he was leaving, he teasingly tried to peel the towel off her body.

			The steady stream of boyfriends was reinforced by her mother, who started wringing her hands every time Sheila had a boyfriend for more than a month. Her mother was afraid Sheila was going to get pregnant, especially since her mother had never discussed sex with her. Sheila had no intention of getting pregnant. She knew the Rule: Good Girls just “petted;” Bad Girls went “all the way” and sometimes got caught. Pregnancy and social shunning or a “shotgun” marriage was their punishment. Sheila knew she had to get away from this claustrophobic village.

			In the dream, I have returned to the Village after a long absence. Wearing a red dress, I start at the entrance of the Village and walk until I arrive at the trailer court on the far side of town. I have come to visit my brother, David, whose girlfriend is dying of stomach cancer. She can only stay alive by drinking the liquid distilled from her own vomit.

			Occasionally Sheila’s New father reverted to the Old father. When Sheila was sixteen she was late for a babysitting job because she had been driving around with some friends and had lost track of the time, so her sister had to take the job instead. She was reading in her bedroom when she overheard her mother tell her father about her transgression. Her father tore into her bedroom and shaking with rage ordered her to take down her pants. Indignant, she refused, but he grabbed her and strapped her anyhow. She didn’t cry. Instead, she sat on her bed and glared at her mother when she opened the door.

			That same year Sheila fell in love with Tony, who was Japanese, and whose parents were also divorced. Her mother forbade her to go steady with him because she was concerned about what their children would look like. Sheila met Tony at school and community dances and after school at the local hangout. She invited him over when she babysat Saturday night. Every once in a while, one of the Village spies informed her mother that Sheila was still seeing Tony, so her mother drove her over to Grandma’s place for a lecture on the evils of disobeying her mother. After a year and half, her mother gave up. Shortly afterwards, Sheila broke up with Tony because he was pressuring her to go “all the way,” and she was scared. He became more and more aggressive when they petted, and she became more and more determined not to give in. When she was getting ready for bed after a date, Sheila noticed fingerprint bruises on the inside of her thighs, and a substance like dried egg white on her slip or panties. After Tony slapped her across the face, Sheila ended the relationship and focused on her schoolwork instead.

			After Sheila discovered boys, her schoolwork had suffered. She always daydreamed a lot in school but brought home respectable report cards because she was the Good Student in the family. She went from straight A’s in grade eight to straight C’s in grade nine. By then, she had learned the Rules: Never sit at the front of the class, never put up your hand if you knew the answer, never study too hard. Even her mother knew the Rules. She used to advise Sheila not to use big words because boys didn’t like girls who were smarter than they were. By the end of grade ten her report card stated, “Sheila should consider switching to the commercial program.” She thought this comment was ironic given she had failed typing in grade nine, but she managed to maintain a B+ average in grades eleven and twelve, was the president of the student council, won the best all-around-student award, and was chosen as the valedictorian for her graduating class. She also won a small scholarship that, combined with her babysitting and waitressing money, was enough to finance a year at university—her only hope of escaping.

			When Sheila had announced her intention to attend university, her father said her decision was fine by him as long as she realized he wasn’t going help her financially. She said she didn’t expect any help; after all, she had been buying her own clothes since she was thirteen. Her mother sighed and told her it was a waste of time for a girl to go to university. Why didn’t she plan on becoming a hairdresser, since she was so good with her hands?

			Just prior to graduation, she started going out with a new boy, Mark, whose family had moved to town that year. Mark was also planning to go to university in the fall. They spent a lot of time together that summer. Each date culminated by parking at one of the beaches to make out. Before leaving the Village to enroll at the University of British Columbia, Sheila was the maid of honour at her best friend’s hastily arranged wedding to Brent. Diana was pregnant and would never get out of this small, isolated community.

			Early in September, Sheila and Mark moved to Vancouver. They rented furnished rooms in old clapboard houses not far from each other. Her two-room suite, consisting of a small kitchen and a bed-sitting room (the bathroom and separate water closet down the hall were shared by two other students) was on the second floor above the elderly owners. Mark rented a bedroom from a family, so they spent most of their time together at her place. They signed up for the same classes, and most days after class they would eat together, study together, and then make out in the bedroom. Just after her eighteenth birthday in October, she decided it was time to give up her virginity. Mark was probably giving up his too, but he didn’t say. They undressed and got into the bouncy spring bed. She was worried about getting pregnant but didn’t know how to ask him about contraceptives. Wasn’t the boy supposed to buy something from the drugstore? Mark must have been feeling uneasy as well because a few weeks later he announced that maybe they shouldn’t spend so much time together. Maybe the intimacy was scary for both of them. After a few days apart they reunited and then parted after a pregnancy scare.

			A few weeks later, her father came to visit her for the weekend. After dinner he asked her if she had lost her virginity yet. Later, when she was trying to go to sleep on the couch, her father asked her to join him in her bed. When she refused, he ordered her into bed with him. Sheila crawled into bed beside him, and when he leaned over to kiss her on the mouth, her rigid body started shivering as if she was freezing. He sent her back to the couch. Later that night she had a dream:

			I am in a large room where a line of men are standing with their erect penises sticking out from under dark robes. I have to walk down the line touching their penises.

			Sheila woke up from this dream feeling guilty, as if she had done something wrong. When she returned to the Village at Christmas break her father apologized, something he had never done before. She felt herself expand; she could say “no” to her father.

			“Don’t you think my father was a little sick expecting me to sleep with him?” Sheila asks the psychiatrist, still feeling the shame.

			“No, it’s really quite common. That’s why young adults have to leave home,” he replies dismissively.

			“Do you mean it’s normal?”

			There is no reply.

			After exams were over at the end of April, Sheila moved back to her mother’s home in the Village and got a job waitressing for the morning shift at a local Chinese restaurant. Sheila flaunted her newfound freedom, staying out late and smoking cigarettes in the house. Her father couldn’t say anything because he was a heavy smoker, and her mother wisely said nothing. Evenings were spent with her new boyfriend, Greg, a local boy who hadn’t wanted to leave the Village. Sometimes they double dated with her sister and her steady boyfriend, Bob. Sheila slipped right back to strict Village morals, making out incrementally on each date.

			One evening, her father took Sheila aside and told her he was planning to ask for custody of the children, and she had to decide which parent she wanted to live with. Her father had always said he wanted lots of children, unlike her mother, who hadn’t wanted any. She didn’t know if this meant he would be moving to Vancouver to live with her, but Sheila told him she would choose him. Later, when she was in bed, she asked her sister which parent she would choose to live with, anticipating she would say their mother because they seemed to be closer. Much to her surprise Sharon replied bitterly, “I don’t want to live with either of them.”

			A few days later Sharon arrived home from a date with Bob while Sheila was getting ready for bed. “Bob was driving his car really fast tonight. He was going over 120 miles per hour,” said Sharon.

			“Well, don’t let him do that! If anything happens to you, I’ll kill him,” Sheila replied.

			I have a dream shortly after that incident. In the dream, my sister and I are rowing in a boat when we see a man in a long brown overcoat fall off a cliff onto the beach below. We row over to the beach, but I don’t want to go see the man. Sharon went to him, rolled him over and discovered he was dead.

			On a sunny Sunday morning at the end of June, Sheila and her sister decided to spend the day at the lake, because Sharon had just obtained her driver’s license. They picked up Sharon’s two best friends and then drove out of town to the lake where, along the way, they passed the local cemetery.

			“Well, they’ve certainly cleaned up the old graveyard,” Sheila said.

			“Yes, I wouldn’t mind being buried there some day,” replied Sharon.

			“They dug him up. He all dirty. He all white. He stinks”

			Late in the afternoon as Sheila lay nestled in the sand, one of Sharon’s friends came to tell her that her sister was leaving. Sheila arrived at the parking lot a few minutes later as Sharon was getting on the back of Greg’s motorcycle.

			“I’m just going for a short ride. You can go next. Right, Greg?” said Sharon.

			Sheila said nothing because she was angry at Greg for not calling her for a week.

			She watched her sister fasten the helmet onto her head and then ride away, Sharon’s long, dark-blond hair swirling below the helmet. She waited a long time. Then a car full of friends, who had recently left the parking lot, arrived. The driver said, “There’s been an accident. We’ll drive you to the hospital.”

			When Sheila got into the front seat her body started shaking so violently somebody put a jacket over her shoulders. Down the road, at a ninety-degree corner, they passed a car in the ditch and then the mangled motorcycle on the side of the road. Sheila could barely breathe during the long ride to the hospital. She waited at the entrance for the doctor, watching the window reflection of herself clinging to a metal column. Finally the doctor came out and said,” Greg is unconscious. We’re flying him to the hospital in Victoria.”

			“Sharon?” she whispered.

			“Sharon’s dead.”

			Sheila felt herself being propelled backwards in slow motion, crying over and over again, “My baby, my baby, my baby, my baby.” She was trying to say, “My baby sister,” but “sister” got stuck in her throat. She felt herself sink to the ground, and then a nurse grabbed her and pulled her into the hospital; she heard the screech of tires as her friend’s car sped away. She saw the long, dark-blond hair hanging beneath a white sheet in the hallway. She saw the nurse hand her a pill, which she refused to take.

			A few minutes later, her grandmother’s car arrived in the parking lot. Sheila walked outside, saw her mother in the backseat, and climbed in beside her. After she told her Sharon was dead, Sheila put her arm around her sobbing mother and held her as they drove away. When her father came in from fishing, she comforted him, lying in his arms on the couch until her Aunt Jane unwrapped her and led her to her bedroom. For the next few days, her mother took to her grandmother’s bed, her father took to the bottle, and Sheila arranged the funeral. Since her parents weren’t speaking to each other—each blaming the other for their daughter’s death—Sheila also negotiated the details of the funeral with them. She phoned the pallbearers and chose the clothes for her sister’s body. She selected the blood-red velvet dress with the white lace collar her sister had recently bought.

			Sheila went with her father to the church to see her sister one last time in the casket. She wanted to rub off the blue eye shadow that her sister never wore. The eye shadow matched the small round bruises: one on either side of her jaw and one on each of her wrists. Did the helmet strap yank her head? Did she use her hands to break her fall after catapulting through the air? She wanted to remove the cotton batting stuffed up her sister’s nostrils. Did blood run out of her nose after her skull was fractured? She wanted to arrange her hair in front of her shoulders where it had always hung, but her hands hovered above the body: Sheila couldn’t bring herself to touch it. Instead, she inserted a posy of miniature daisies in the tightly clasped hands before she said goodbye to her sister’s body.

			The days after the funeral were unbearable. If she caught a glimpse of her sister’s friends, her stomach sank, and tears emerged. The nights were torture. Sheila placed a pillow next to her in the bed she had shared with her sister, trying to pretend it was Sharon’s body, but still she couldn’t sleep. She relived the scenes leading up to her death, over and over again. If only she had said something to her sister when Sharon was getting on the motorcycle, then it would have added a few seconds to the sequence of events, and maybe they wouldn’t have hit the car. Maybe Sheila could have saved her.

			A few weeks after Sharon’s death, her mother reprimanded her for not packing up her sister’s belongings, telling her, “Sharon was never as selfish as you are.” A few days later her mother said accusingly, “I told you girls never to ride on motorcycles.”

			Sheila thought her mother was blaming her for Sharon’s death. Her mother confirmed what she knew already: it was Sheila’s fault her sister was dead. It was Sheila’s boyfriend who had been driving the motorcycle which had veered into the oncoming car; therefore, Sheila was responsible for her death. She had never felt more alone and made plans for her suicide.

			“What was the suicide note going to say?” asks Dr. Morris.

			“Words to make my mother feel guilty, as guilty as she made me feel,” Sheila replies bitterly.

			“I see. How were you going to kill yourself?”

			“I was going to go down to the little beach in the middle of the night and walk into the water until it was over my head.”

			“They hold me under the water. I can’t breathe.”

			Knowing she would be leaving the Village at the end of the summer kept Sheila alive. She didn’t want to see Greg, who was conscious but still in the hospital. She heard he had no memory of the accident. She wished she didn’t. By the end of this never-ending summer, Sheila concluded there was no God. The fog rolled back into her psyche.
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			CHAPTER 3

			Unraveling

			At the end of that horrible summer, Sheila decided never to go back to live in the Village again. She was relieved to be back in the anonymous city, but she didn’t want to live alone because she felt too fragile. She moved into a communal house near campus so she would have company if she needed it. What she didn’t count on was having company all of the time. She was rarely ever alone in the house. She wanted to live in an orderly household, but this house—officially holding two males and four females, including herself—was far from orderly.

			After sniffing her out, both male roommates tried, on separate occasions, to crawl into her bed. The fact that she walked around the house wearing the translucent nylon nightgowns her mother sent her, with no robe, must have appeared seductive, although she was only imitating the dress code of her original household. Sheila decided if she was going to have a lover, she would choose the one who appealed to her the least. She didn’t want to love again. Grant, an architecture student, was intensely intellectual and not terribly attractive, so she was not likely to fall in love with him.

			When Sheila came home after class, she never knew who was going to be there for the evening or for the night. More often than not, there was a circle of people sitting on the living room floor passing a marijuana joint
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