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 DEDICATION

This book is lovingly offered at the feet of my boyfriends and girlfriends, bandmates and crew members, record executives, managers, agents, friends, family, and animals who were all in the trenches with me, digging deep and fighting the good fight. You rule!





EPIGRAPH

The key to staying in the public eye, of course,

 is the ability to continually fascinate and surprise.

—Maureen Orth,

The Importance of Being Famous

I say to women: get down in the dirt, in the realm of the senses. Fight for your territory, hour by hour. Take your blows like men.

—Camille Paglia,

Vamps & Tramps

But crushing truths perish from being acknowledged.

—Albert Camus,

The Myth of Sisyphus





FOREWORD

God Save Us from Geminis by Peter Karroll

I WALKED THROUGH THE FRONT DOOR OF FIASCO BROS Recording Studios in New Westminster, British Columbia, where the walls of the reception area were covered in band posters, handbills, and musician wanted ads. The table just inside displayed a half dozen stacks of music publications, both local and national. I stopped in my tracks, picked up one of the publications, and stared at the full-page eleven-by-seventeen-inch photo on the front cover. “Bif Naked” it read in large print, with “Chrome Dog” in smaller print at the bottom. The young woman with black hair, large eyes, and tattoo work on her right arm was leaning on a table, head in hand, a glass of alcohol, an ashtray, and a café-style sugar dispenser in front of her. The oversized eyes stared out at me, and at that moment, unbeknownst to her, I became locked in the destiny of the artist professionally known as Bif Naked.

I walked into the studio and called the only person I knew in the Vancouver alternative-music scene, local soundman and road manager Mike Price.

“Mike, it’s Peter Karroll. Bif Naked—do you know her?”

“Of course I know Bif,” said Mike. “I’ve done sound for her band Chrome Dog.” 

“Good. I need a number. I want to manage the band.”

That was the beginning of my journey with “the girl most likely to fail,” the one with the most incredible story, with all odds against her. She did not ask for it, she didn’t push it, market it, or sell it. Everyone who has met her, heard her music, come to her shows, and has been lucky enough to work with her, all of them have spread the word on her behalf. As her personal manager, guardian, bodyguard, and close friend, I have been continually surprised and amazed by her creative and academic potential, multiple personalities, and unstoppable humour, which she uses as her armour and weapons of self-defence. 

Her life’s journey is etched in tattoo ink across her body, and conveyed by her ability to transform her life stories into song lyrics. She found her voice as a solo artist. When no labels wanted her, she and I partnered to create her personal record company HRM Records, and, at twenty-three years of age, she became an international recording artist on this label. Throughout a remarkable career, armed with her unique talent and instantly identifiable look, Bif captivated the imagination of audiences and media alike. She released ten albums and twenty-two videos, embarked on seemingly endless international tours, and took on several feature film and television roles, only to be knocked down with breast cancer at the age of thirty-seven. Bif would fight the battle for her life—and discover her passion for advocacy. Throughout the journey, what she cherished most of all is her own resilience, strength, and unfaltering relationships with fur children Annastasia the bichon frise, and Nick Naked, her Maltese poodle. It’s already been a long, winding road. This is Bif Naked’s story so far.





PROLOGUE

I HAVE BEEN WHAT MY FATHER REFERS TO AS A knucklehead for as long as I can remember. I was a born performer, and luckily for me, my parents recognized, encouraged, and celebrated this. I was enrolled in ballet, piano, art, and theatre lessons throughout my childhood, so perhaps it was only natural for me to find freedom from the strictness of home in music and, as it turned out, particularly in the subjective genre of punk. This, of course, was to my parents’ surprise, having raised me on hymns from both Hindu and Christian traditions. Little did they know that I was headed into a successful career spanning more than twenty-five years as a rock vocalist and would be able to thread and weave my art and passion for poetry into the cloth of this work, creating a life of intensity and joy as a female straight-edge skate punk in a world of hardcore male mentors and heroes. Dodging death by violence, misadventure, cancer, and chronic heartache, I remain committed to this life of gratitude and total optimism because of my limitless sense of humour, my yoga practice, and my complete faith in humanity, still undaunted and unchanged. I love life and I love all the shenanigans it provides.





ONE

Miss Proud Canadian 

NOTHING EVER MATCHES ONE’S PRIDE IN ONE’S heritage. I should know. I am a proud Canadian. 

I am an Indian-born, born-abroad Canadian (or like I enjoy saying, “I was born a broad”). I have been these two things for as long as my memory goes back. I learned my patriotism from my father—or at the very least, how to brag about it. He was an American who gave up his citizenship to become Canadian. My mother never did, and remained a Minnesota girl.

Shireen, my sister, was Indian, and because Heather was my parents’ “natural” child, she was American. I was the lone Canadian in the family. My parents made a point my entire life of introducing me to anyone and everyone as their “Canuck.” They identified me as this, and I have self-identified as a Canadian every single day I have been alive. I can’t imagine being anything else, no matter where I live.

Canada is my first love, or maybe my true love—or maybe Pierre Trudeau actually was. He was the prime minister when I was born and remained so until I was in my adolescence. Like many Canadian citizens, I had a crush on him. He was charismatic and good-looking, he had an unbeatable demeanour, and he had sex appeal. I wanted to be able to speak perfect French in case I ever had the chance to meet him. French was my best subject in school, second only to “boys.” Bien sûr.

Pierre Trudeau was worldly, chased women, knew artists, laureates, and writers, and was demonstrative. Trudeau gave people the finger, which was forbidden, like cussing, by my parents, and it only endeared him to me more. He was like a rebel political rock star, and I absolutely loved him. I used to daydream that I would live in Montreal like Pierre and Irving Layton did. 

Irving was another crush of mine, and as a young teenager I read his books in bed and masturbated quietly in the dark. I collected his books feverishly—finding one was like finding treasure, or a gift from a secret lover. I was such a dreamer, and was happiest fantasizing that some lovely man read Irving Layton’s poetry to me while I lounged in the bath. And this was to happen every night for the rest of my life, or at least for a week in some filthy hotel in the Pigalle district of Paris. A man who was a younger version of artist-director Julian Schnabel would be perfect. I read that Schnabel had a bathtub installed in the middle of his bedroom so he could watch his beautiful wife bathe. This idea has burned into my mind and as a result prevented any man from ever winning me over completely if his idea of romance is anything less. I was a pure romantic and remain so to this day. 

Because my father so loved Canada, he defected from America, much to the chagrin of his family. He loved Canada even more than I do. He used to joke that God talked to him through the CBC, and although I didn’t believe this as a child, I believe it now. My father loved to pontificate, debate, and bestow his expertise through his constant advice giving and preaching of grand ideologies. I get my knack for this from him. My manager, Peter Karroll, nicknamed me “Bif Clavin,” after the great know-it-all Cliff Clavin, from the TV show Cheers. I can convince anyone that I am an expert on almost any subject, no matter what. And if I make a statement with enough conviction, I often convince myself that it is true.

I am greatly influenced by my sweet, quiet mother. She is not the type of person to bring attention to herself. A saint, and a perfect example of kindness, grace, and femininity, she lives for the happiness of others. She would make a great Buddhist. She does make a great Christian, and I’m sure the Hindus and Krishnas would love to have her. Trust me, I’m Bif Clavin, I know these things.

Jeanette McCracken, my mother, was born in Hibbing, Minnesota, and had two siblings who were both ten years her senior. She went to high school with Bob Dylan but was too shy to say hello to him, and besides, in high school he wasn’t famous yet. My mother says that, as a child, she was rarely spoken to by her parents. Her father worked all day, and when he came home to their rural house retreated to his room, coming out only for meals with the family. Most of the meals were eaten in silence. I wonder a lot about my mom’s childhood in Hibbing. It must have been a lonely existence. 

My maternal grandmother, Selena, was always talkative around us grandkids, especially after my grandfather passed away. Selena had a laugh that I still sometimes hear in my sleep all these years later, shrill yet beautiful, like scream-laughing, and once you heard it, you couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity and joy of the noise. She smelled of roses, and all her bathroom soaps were roses, which I hated—they stunk. It’s funny, though, that now I wear rose-scented perfumes, embracing my childhood memories and the family love the scent holds for me.

My grandfather Oscar was a railway engineer who drove the trains in the open-pit iron-ore mines—steam engines, then diesels, he drove them all. When he was younger he was a firefighter, one of the extension-ladder guys. But then he came home one night from work and didn’t speak for several days, not a word. He finally confessed to Selena that several firefighters had been killed in a fire. He decided then and there that he needed to change jobs. My grandfather never had alcohol in the home—when Oscar was a small boy, his father had let the family down because of alcohol. I don’t think my grandfather ever laughed; he was a quiet, thoughtful, serious man. As young children, we were afraid of the strange bump on his ear; we often stared at it. It was a growth that he had had since he was little, and he told us that God put it there so he would never be lost: it was such a distinctive, identifying mark that people who saw it would know for sure he was Oscar. 

My father, Dr. Ken Torbert, loved to tell stories of his and his three brothers’ boyhood shenanigans. They were preacher’s kids getting into preacher’s kid mischief. He grew up loud, was never shy or quiet, completely the opposite of my mother. I believe that I am the perfect blend of them both, though this is entirely environmental, as I have zero genetic links to them. 

My parents were good Methodist children, both members of the Wesley Foundation University of Minnesota, and thoroughly involved in the United Methodist Church groups. They met at university. My mother was studying nursing and working as a nurse’s aide in a Masonic hospital, where she dealt exclusively with cancer patients. She loved her studies but quickly realized that she loved the work she was doing with the patients—she was in the trenches with them. She decided she did not want to become a registered nurse and leave what she was doing. It seems a bit odd to me, as her daughter, to be now living an almost parallel experience. 

My father’s first year at university was so disappointing for him that he decided to volunteer for the army. He believed that serving in the military was exactly the self-discipline he needed to get serious about his studies. He claimed he needed an attitude adjustment and so set out to give it to himself. He returned to his studies, and after taking all manner of courses, from Spanish to Russian history, finally received his degree, in zoology, and was accepted into dental college. 

Zorah Torbert, my father’s mother, was a beautiful woman with blonde curls of hair and little horn-rimmed glasses, as was the style of the day. I can still picture her vividly. We kids sometimes spied on her as she gave herself insulin injections. Every morning, she did the injections on her bed, her dress up, the needle into her blue-mottled leg hanging over the edge of the bed. Her name was Zorah, but my older cousins called her Zorro, and so I did as well. Grandmother Zorro was a lifetime member of the WCTU—the Women’s Christian Temperance Union—and was very much opposed to alcohol or any other intoxicating substance. 

My parents were both brought up in homes without alcohol, and they in turn kept it out of their home during their lives together. They were married in 1960 in a small church wedding filled with hope and their faith in God. How they came to decide to embark on a missionary trip to India I will never know for sure, but I believe they were probably just asked and thought it would be a great adventure. 

They were extremely interested in and participated in the Civil Rights Movement, and were the only two people to accompany their pastor on the legendary march on Washington, where they heard Dr. Martin Luther King speak to the crowd at the Lincoln Memorial. They sat on the edge of the nearby reflecting pool and dangled their feet into the water as they listened to his words. My dad retold the story often, always marvelling at how positive everyone’s energy was there. My parents both stood behind non-violent protest and encouraged this in others. My dad told me, “When we listened to Dr. King, it was so good. The words from his mouth were all you could hear, it was powerful and loving. I just thought, ‘Right on, man! Right on!’”

My parents could not have known then that it was such a historic moment. All they knew was that they were united with Dr. King. The Civil Rights Movement continued to inspire and draw them. The year 1965 was a time of great struggle in America, and my parents were deeply involved in the efforts of non-violent activism. There was a call to action—for religious leaders and other citizens to join in another peaceful march for freedom—by none other than Martin Luther King himself. 

Activists, including those with the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, who had been campaigning for African-American voting rights faced abuse, arrest, and much brutality. My dad and eight other men departed immediately for Selma, Alabama. My father was honoured to work with the committees, the young lieutenants, and the other young men, and marched with them from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama. He felt privileged and wanted very much to stand with his fellow human beings. He admitted to me later that he was happy to be in solidarity with the marchers but was afraid of the white troopers who called him a “white nigger” and threatened the protestors. 

My dad was afraid for his life, as he knew men had died, some actually murdered by the very law officers and sheriff’s deputies who had sworn to protect. He was trembling inside but he never flinched, and despite what the deputies might do to him, he was not leaving. He just prayed to God.

A few months after their involvement in the Civil Rights Movement, my parents prepared for their trip to India on behalf of the United Methodist Church mission, and which was to include Hindi language studies. Eventually, they embarked on a boat journey across the Atlantic. It took weeks to reach the Indian Ocean. My parents were both seasick during the trip, but it was much worse for my dad, as he also had an allergic reaction to the mangos he ate on the boat. He suffered miserably the entire journey.

Upon arriving in India, my father began teaching at Christian Medical College in Bareilly, a city with a world-renowned mental health facility. To tell someone you were from Bareilly was to be met with riotous laughter and lots of teasing. My parents lived in a house provided for them there. They had a cook, a housekeeper, two dachshunds (Dinah and Schroder), and tiger lilies all over the property. My mother’s nickname was Tiger, after the lily, a contrast with her personality, which was modest and had a quiet loveliness to it always. She primarily helped out at the local nursery and ashram.

My parents’ work in Bareilly meant they were active in their local community, which suited them well, both being idealistic young socialists. Soon, though, they would find themselves the guardians of two small children, with all that entailed. 





TWO

Baby Gilmore Out of India

CHILDREN’S BEHAVIOUR IS USUALLY MOTIVATED BY desire. Mine was no different. My constant striving for validation, affection, and love often manifested itself in provocative displays. My birth mother was a provocative child, rumored to be not only uncommonly beautiful but also overly friendly. This overt friendliness ran through my blood too.

My birth mother, Maureen, was pregnant at age fifteen and gave birth to me at age sixteen. Those green saucer eyes of hers got her into trouble, I reckon.

My soon-to-be parents lived in a compound behind a seven-foot-high brick wall; the compound consisted of a hospital, a dental school that was part of a larger dental hospital, a seminary, and their house. The dental school had the latest state-of-the-art dental equipment, so that’s where foreigners from all over India went for dental work. The mission’s dental school saw a lot of patients—Bareilly was only a five- or six-hour drive from New Delhi—many of whom were regulars. 

A nurse who worked at the local orphanage reached out to my mom, thinking she might be able to help with a baby who had been brought in. The girl had been surrendered by her family two months earlier and was now deteriorating in health, and not much more than skin and bones. When terrible sores began to threaten the infant’s life, my mother went every day to care for and hold the baby girl. Eventually, my parents took her to their home and began to care for her full time. The baby, named Shireen, recovered and began to thrive.

News of my parents’ new baby girl spread, and the mission was excited for them in their role as new parents. Before long, one of the dental patients, a nurse from Lucknow, asked my parents if they might be interested in taking another baby. She was friends with Dr. Stringham and his wife, the couple running the psych hospital in Lucknow. Their friends were diplomats from Canada whose teenaged daughter was expecting a baby in a few months. They were trying to find a suitable couple willing to adopt this Canadian child. As my dad tells it, he said, “Sure, if nobody else wants the baby, we’ll take it.” (At this point in the story, my father always laughs.) Dr. Stringham began to correspond with my parents, acting as the contact person between them and the pregnant teenager’s parents. My father and mother never had any direct contact with the Canadian family.

When the time finally came for them to go to New Delhi, my parents were ready with a letter signed by Dr. Stringham on behalf of the birth mother. They went to the Holy Family Hospital as per the arrangement, and attempted to give the letter to the hospital staff, who promptly waved it aside and handed the white baby to the white people. It was 5 a.m.—they had arrived early in an attempt to beat the heat of the day—and they had a long drive back home, so they left with me. They hadn’t signed anything or received any documentation; they just went on their way.

And this is how the adoption process started, with their applying to the Indian courts in Bareilly to legally adopt my sister and me, so that they could return to America with us. Adoption by Christians was not all that accepted in India at that time, as only 3 percent of the population identified as Christians. The courts had difficulty understanding how we came to be in our parents’ care. There was no proper paperwork for me, a Canadian baby in India, no father listed. Good luck with that. My parents should have saved themselves all the stress and just lied. But they were good people and so patiently and painstakingly went through the process. 

Shireen and I remained blissfully oblivious to the fact that we were almost seized and taken away from them. We just played under the big wooden desks as my parents pleaded with the judges, trying to explain why they had no proof that we had indeed been handed over to them, other than the agreement letters they had signed for guardianship of us. 

India had no real way of dealing with Americans adopting Canadians within its borders, and it was incredibly difficult to get the proper paperwork from the US Department of Immigration once the court finally did give its approval for my parents to bring Shireen and me to the United States based on their intention to adopt. I was finally accepted into the States just two days before we were to depart from India. Many months later, in a South Dakota courthouse, and the adoptions of one brown kid and one white kid from India were granted to the nice Methodist couple. 

We moved to Minneapolis, Minnesota, my parents still fresh from their mission work, and my mom now pregnant. Before long, Shireen, the eldest daughter, and I were adjusting to our new baby sister, Heather. 

I battled ear infections monthly, likely caused by sticking all manner of things in my ears and nose. I had an amazing talent for getting up to things, from wrestling with geese at the man-made lakes of Golden Valley, the suburb of Minneapolis where we lived, to hiding in the church closets during service.

With optimism in their hearts, my parents sought out their next mission from the Church. They were unable to renew their visas to India through the Board of Missions—likely something to do with funding—so they were asked to consider the Congo—there was a possibility of setting up for training for dental therapists in Kinshasa. Half the costs would be paid for by the United Methodist Church mission agency and half by the Congolese government, headed up by good ole Mobutu. The Congo had just produced its first five Congolese dentists. My dad asked these dentists if they might supervise the dental therapists he trained, and he even visited several towns with these brand-new dentists. Although it was becoming increasingly clear that this was no time for foreigners in the Congo to start up some new—and to many there, wacky—dental therapy program, my parents wanted to go to investigate the possibility nevertheless. It is amazing to me now to think that they were seriously considering moving all five of us to sub-Saharan Africa. What a life-changer that would have been. 

My little sister was less than a year old when my parents left for the Congo (a fact that, I suspect, causes my mother a lot of hand-wringing to this day), Shireen was three, and I had just turned two. We two older girls stayed with a family who had a daycare in their home, with as many as ten or fifteen kids there every day. We would be staying with this family for the entirety of my parents’ sojourn. Heather stayed with a lovely young couple who could devote their time to a baby.

Breakfast every morning involved all those white kids (I identified myself as an Indian kid like my sister, though the reality was that I was white as well) who attended the daycare standing around my sister and me as we ate our cereal at the kitchen table, still in our pyjamas. They didn’t speak to us. They just stared. I can’t even remember feeling anything at all in response to this early effort to alienate my sister and me (or so it seemed to us), even though we were staying there and they were there just for the day. People trying to alienate us was something we’d battle throughout our childhood years spent at public schools. It was an action built on bigotry, and not helped by the fact that we moved to a new city every couple of years, just like military brats, so that we were always outsiders.

Within months, upon their return from Congo, my parents and the Board of Missions had grown unhappy with each other and mutually agreed to part ways. With only three more weeks of pay coming to him, my father was faced with looking for a new job. So he found an opening in a program in a place a far cry from India and Africa, but exotic nonetheless. 





THREE

In the Canadian North

MY PARENTS RETURNED FROM AFRICA AND HAPPILY announced that we were moving to Canada—“North of the fifty-third parallel, where the polar bears live.” I will never forget their saying this. I was about three years old and I couldn’t wait to see the polar bears.

My father accepted a teaching position at a community college in The Pas, Manitoba. We relocated there in winter. It was so far north that it seemed like it was dark night and day. My poor mother was much less excited about the move than Shireen and I were—I don’t think the Great Northern Tundra was at all appealing to her. She was isolated indoors with three little kids—we girls couldn’t run about outdoors during the northern Canadian winter—in a very cold, very dark, and very lonely little town. We lived in a heated construction trailer, the kind with a central hallway with rooms off to the sides and a small bathroom. We lived there and we ate there and we froze there. We stayed there for several months, until a house was available. It too was really just another trailer, but more permanent. 

Our new trailer was stationed in a parking lot of the community college where my dad taught. It was cramped quarters, and I cannot imagine my mother being pleased with this existence either, but I know it was better for her psyche than living in, say, Calcutta. Or in Africa. It was the right choice with three little kids like us, especially me, the holy winking terror. I winked at all men, at every opportunity. Everyone thought my winking was cute, but my mother knew better.

My best friend at age five was Amy, who had a dog named Chico. Amy’s mother was from the Philippines, and her Canadian dad worked for the forestry company and was never home. By then, we had moved into a house my parents bought in a new development in The Pas, a growing town. My and Amy’s houses were just down the street from each other. 

The neighbourhood was beautiful and clean—and safe: back in the seventies, we kids were not often supervised while playing outside. To us, the “neighbourhood” was the last row of new houses in the subdivision, with a big greenbelt of forest at the back. Amy and I almost burned down that greenbelt in our makeshift fort behind her house. We were trying to smoke a cigarette, using some matches we stole, and in no time a fire had started at our feet. We swiftly sprang into action, Amy putting it out with a metal trash-can lid that we’d scavenged from someone’s yard.

Amy and I were always into some small mischief. We ripped off the neighbourhood kids by selling lemonade that was so watered down it was flavourless. Our customers protested, but with Amy and me frowning, arms crossed and giving the kids the stink eye, no one did anything about it. 

My parents finally gave in to my and my sisters’ constant whining for them to buy us a dog. When summer arrived, we picked up a puppy on a trip to Minnesota, where my mother took us for holidays. We bought a little cockapoo-dachshund, hiding her under blankets in the car as we crossed the border back into Canada. This “smuggling” was a thrill for me, and I felt proud that my mother could pull the wool over the border guard’s eyes. She became my hero. 

Muffin was a loving puppy and so great with us all, so sweet. She was a cocker spaniel crossed with a poodle and a dachshund—a cockapoo, a word that always made me laugh out loud. I said it often, knowing full well I couldn’t really get in trouble for doing so. This little dog loved me and my sisters, but I was the most in love with her and monopolized the poor dog’s time. She accompanied me everywhere. I loved dogs. I guess I have always been a dog person, with one exception.

The neighbours had a Great Dane that constantly knocked us girls to the ground, then proceeded to climb on top of us and hump us while we screamed and shrieked in horror, the neighbourhood boys laughing hysterically. The huge dog remained undisciplined for at least as long as we lived there, and we avoided the beast as much as possible. 

The Anderson family had all boys. Kenny, who couldn’t have been more than twelve years old, was skinny and blond, and wore dark-rimmed glasses. He was very responsible for his age, so he was often asked to babysit us. Shireen and I were terrors. Heather, the youngest, was too shy to misbehave, but Shireen and I were a constant handful, especially me.

I felt it was my duty to torture Kenny, and it was never long before I took all my clothes off and ran naked, yelling “Chase me!” and waving my arms madly. I’d laugh and squeal down the hall, then down the steps of the back porch. I’d run naked down the lane, the poor kid desperately running after me, waving my footed pyjamas and begging me to come back. This was to my utmost delight, and I repeated the pattern over and over with every single babysitter who came to the house. (I learned that Kenny later went into the priesthood. It would not be the last time I drove someone to religion.) 

Shireen and I endured the first few school years of what seemed like constant spankings from schoolteachers. One teacher pulled me right out of my chair and paddled my butt in front of the whole class. Nobody said a word about it—not the other teachers present (it was an open-space school), not my classmates, not my sister, nobody. I was too ashamed to tell my parents—doing so would only ensure that this action was repeated at home, as they would have suspected—quite accurately—that I had earned the walloping.

“The Lord’s Prayer” was broadcast over the school’s PA system every morning. Wherever you were, you had to stop and stand still while reciting along with the taped prayer. At some point, this was replaced with a sung version of the prayer, so then we had to stop and sing. I had a dance routine I performed to the song, to try to get laughs from the other kids, and it never failed. 

In The Pas, about half the students were white kids and about half were Cree. It was a wonderful introduction to public school in Canada. When I was six, my father caught a couple of boys and me in the garage, attempting to copulate. They were from the neighbouring Cree reservation, and the three of us were constant companions for getting into trouble. I wrote letters to the boys saying they were beautiful and often waved at them in class. I learned a lot from them. They taught me how to skip a rock across a pond, how to tie a perfect knot, and games that sexually curious kids sometimes play when no parents are around. One day they taught me how to steal. 

I stole a package of chewing gum from the grocery store. I was so nervous about the package fumbling around in my parka pocket. Later, my mother found it in my pants pocket while doing laundry and asked where I had got it. Consumed with guilt, I confessed, and she promptly marched me down to the grocery store to give it back and apologize to the owner. I was so mortified that I never stole anything ever again. 

My poor mother used to find the strangest things in my laundry, including blue fuzz. Without fail, I had bright blue fuzz in my underpants. She must have eventually figured out what I was up to, as she took away my Grover doll. I never asked about him, but I knew my mother knew. It just made me pray harder to God. 

Shireen and I asked my dad a lot of questions a lot of the time, about bodies and sex and things people do and, in between fits of giggles, other sex questions. My dad never flinched. Instead, he laughed his big laugh and answered our inquiries without hesitation or embarrassment. That was just how my dad rolled. We never dared ask my sweet mother, as we didn’t want to embarrass her. So all the tough questions went to my dad.

During my prepubescent years, I had no real concept of girl-love, with the exception of what I shared with my two girl buddies from my first-grade class. The three of us had spent a great deal of time in the tent pitched in my backyard all summer. My parents’ intention was to keep us out of trouble with this offering of a canvas pseudo-fort. But inside the tent, we were fooling around, exploring—a lot. Long summertime sunsets in northern Manitoba and the innocence of laissez-faire parental supervision didn’t hurt. Predictably, once back at school in the fall, without discretion or secrecy, we held court every recess, educating the other kids on how to have a special nap, just like parents did. Our classmates abandoned their recess plays, their homages to George Lucas’s new film, and sat, chin on hands, transfixed by our embellishments and theatrical descriptions. We should have charged speakers’ fees. We loved those captive audiences. 

Now, these were the seventies, and by that I mean they were “happier” and more “whimsical” times. We simply had no frame of reference for anyone or anything that might cast a judgmental, negative, or sinister shadow on our innocent play, our private games. That is, until one of the older girls got wind of our information assemblies and crashed the playground party, announcing to everyone that we were—gasp—lesbians. Hilarity commenced among our loving fans, our loyal audience, and they abandoned us, cackling. With one word, that girl pushed us off our pedestals, crushed us, knocked the wind out of us. And we didn’t even understand the meaning of the word. Yet she changed our perspective on our little sessions, and that of our young classmates.

I felt embarrassed and ashamed. I didn’t know why the girl would say that. Why did she want to make us feel so bad? I decided to muster up the guts to ask my dad, not that it was particularly frightening to ask him a question; it was the question itself that had me flustered. But I had to know what the word meant, this word with so much power, this word that silenced us all in the schoolyard. And my father would know—he knew everything. 

That morning, I insisted on having my hair done first, ahead of my sisters, so that I could seek my father’s wisdom before we left the house for school. I stared at him quietly, breathing nervously, inhaling the scent of his shaving foam. It smelled like trees and mint. It smelled like my dad smelled when he hugged me.

The water was running in the sink as he stood over it, the steam rising, fogging up the mirror. The upstairs bathroom in my parents’ home needed repair, but the hot water pipe sure worked. I was convinced it might burn my skin clean off if I got too close. So I stood in the doorway.

Dad was wearing those white underpants that all dads wore (or so I thought), kind of baggy and weird, and his church clothes were hanging on the hook on the back of the bathroom door. That silver hook, high above my eyeline, jutted out like a big knife.

“A lesbian is a woman who loves other women,” he said, rinsing his razor in the half-filled sink, then going back for more. He didn’t look at me, just answered my question. My father was absolutely neutral about the whole thing. This pragmatic approach was typical of both my parents. I said nothing, willing my six-year-old brain to memorize his words.

I said it to myself, “A woman who loves other women.” I was astounded.

“Why? Do you think you’re a lesbian?” My father stopped shaving and looked at me.

My mother’s voice carried through the house, “Beth? Beth! Are you dressed?”

Grateful for the timely interruption, I broke into a little self-conscious smile. “Thanks, Dad.” I turned on my toes and ran down the stairs two at a time, pulling on the thin iron railing, my clammy hands squeaking all the way down. Although I don’t think I ever did answer him, his honest and matter-of-fact response made it one of the most impactful and integral conversations I ever had with my father.

So impressionable was I, so prone to even the slightest indication of negativity, that when my dad imprinted this concept onto my growing mind, it was as if any shame or self-doubt I would ever have regarding whom I chose to love washed down the sink along with the scalding-hot whisker water that morning, never to threaten to burn me again.

I have loved languages my whole life, starting with the sweet sound of spoken Hindi, which I heard especially at the kitchen table. We were far from a formal family, and there was a certain casualness surrounding our mealtimes. As I’ve said, this was the seventies, with its “TV table” culture, and we often ate gathered around a small television set, grateful to not have to make conversation. And on many occasions when we did eat at the table as a family, my parents spoke in Hindi, knowing full well we girls understood little, if anything, that they said. “Ap ki marzi” often escaped from my mother’s lips. I remember this specifically, as it was an expression I knew well. It meant “Whatever you like.” There was a surrender about it—or was it just my mother’s courtesy? In later years, I regularly fell back on this same style of martyrdom in my own adult relationships. Like mother like daughter.

Also burned into my ears was the expression “chup,” meaning “quiet,” or, more likely in my sisters’ and my context, “Be quiet!” Dad was rarely home, and when he was he resumed his dictatorship, imparting totalitarian rule. Being an absentee parent must have been difficult for my father, but it was much harder on my mother. I was a nightmare, Shireen was also, and Heather barely even spoke. It’s hard to comprehend the true dynamic between my parents. I can’t say either of them would do things the same way today if put in the same situations. Like many couples of their generation, they simply stayed together—long after today’s partners would have separated. That is either a good thing or a bad thing, depending on how you look at it. What I failed to understand was that my dad was basically an absentee husband also, and that that was normal for the times. My parents were never malicious toward each other. They never spoke ill of each other or put each other down, not once, that I know of.

My dad was simply working; he was his work. My mom was often also working outside the home, as well as volunteering with many organizations, but most of her work was raising us ingrates. She was and still is endlessly forgiving, a woman with an unselfish heart. I don’t know how she did it—I think I would have blown my brains out.

Eventually, my parents did split (in 1991). My father had taken yet another teaching job, this time in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan. My mom was done: she simply didn’t want to move again. After their divorce, my mother thrived in her new job with Winnipeg’s Handi-Transit, and my father soon met Anita, who would become his second wife. 

I know that as an adult my relationships replicate that of my parents and their dynamic with each other. I’m not blaming them for anything in my life. But they did provide me with my basic model for adult romantic relationships: I become the breadwinner, the head of the family, as well as the martyr. This behaviour is exhausting and counterproductive. I think one of the worst manifestations of it is that I am too easily seduced into believing that “this one” is my “someone,” my soulmate. As a matter of fact, I’ve probably met about a hundred versions of my soulmate, each with the missing perfect facet of the last one. If only I could put them all together, like puzzle pieces. 

I am an avoider, chronically avoiding conflict—except on stage, where I blossom into a very candid individual. Suddenly I can take control, actually say no, express my disappointment, my sadness, my fears and anger. My lyrics say the things I can’t in everyday life. I can say them through my show the way that I want to because it is the well-thought-out, one-sided conversation of the lyric writer. And I could fist fight, or simply just scream. 

I built my stage show on that emotional explosion completely unintentionally. I was used to internalizing, and to its simmering anger and angst, to regrets for not speaking out. I’d put every disappointment or wish in writing, then bring the list to rehearsals in my bag filled with Hilroy scribblers, pens, bus transfers, soda pop receipts, chewing gum, smokes—and hopes, stashed there just waiting, just like I was. 





FOUR

Kentucky

MY DAD ACCEPTED A POSITION SETTING UP A DENTAL program at the University of Kentucky, and as a result our family made the move, the huge transition, from The Pas, Manitoba, to the big city of Lexington, Kentucky. I was halfway through grade two. We moved two days after Christmas 1977, on the front end of a freak ice storm, the worst Kentucky had ever seen—an appropriate greeting for the Torberts from the Canadian tundra.

My parents had decided that we needed a change as a family, a fresh scene for the sake of us kids. Shireen and I were both getting into a lot of trouble in The Pas, but particularly me. I loved moving, even though it held its challenges, but my sisters were not pleased about it.

We found that, much to our naive surprise, many people in Kentucky were racist. And my sister Shireen was brown. In the move from Manitoba, we had to change schools, we had to change churches, and we had to change cultures. The racism thing seemed weird to us, and because it was surprising for all of us kids, we became a bit aggressive and defensively shouted back or flipped off any kids who said something to us. Except for Heather. My little sister became even more introverted and isolated at first, withdrawing even further.

Apart from our new-found extracurricular-activity schoolyard fist fights, I enjoyed the change: I am quick to adapt and up for just about any adventure. I
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