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			Introduction

			For years, I contemplated the idea of writing a book before finally embarking on this journey. At fifty, the missing pieces of my past finally surfaced, revealing a truth more shattering than I ever expected. The forgotten years of my youth, blurred by drugs I didn’t know I’d been given, held a story of betrayal, manipulation, and survival. My mother had me institutionalized twice, claiming she feared me instead of fearing for me. Uncovering these truths became the moment my entire world cracked open, forcing me to face the past I never knew I had.

			Abuse wore many faces, and the truth was buried beneath years of silence. Beginning to uncover the hidden layers of my life was incredibly daunting. It felt as though each step revealed something even more troubling than the last. This book tells a story of resilience, of triumphing over years of mental manipulation and abuse, and ultimately discovering hope.

			This book is a tribute to all survivors of childhood abuse and to those who suffered at the hands of their abusers. Though your stories may remain untold, know that you are seen, remembered and valued.

			I want to share my journey with the hope of inspiring at least one person to find hope or the bravery to discover their own truth. Remember, you are more resilient than you realize. If I can achieve peace, I truly believe you can as well.
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			Growing Up

			My parents were married in England in June 1969. They emigrated to Canada in 1970, had my brother in September 1972 and me in October 1974. Both sets of my grandparents emigrated to Canada shortly after this to be closer to us.
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			I was born in Northern BC. My mother separated from my dad and moved to the Lower Mainland in 1976, approximately 900 km away, with her boyfriend at the time. While I have no recollection of that period as I was quite young, I’ve come across photos of my younger self with my dad and brother, and I can see the joy on my face. In those times, I truly felt happy. I remember camping with my dad, fishing, pretending to shave with him, and the smell of the Coleman stove. It was returning home to my mother after spending time with my dad that was the toughest part. Even though I was so little, I knew that something at home wasn’t right. I always felt such intense sadness and anxiety when my dad brought us back home after summer camping, winter break, or his weekend visits. I didn’t know how to articulate what I was feeling, and I struggled to express my emotions at such a young age, but I just knew that I hated it when my dad brought me back home. This is the first recollection I have of the abuse.

			Naturally, at such a young age, I didn’t see it as abuse, and it took me over two decades to realize it. My dad would drop me off at my mother’s house before returning north, and even though I knew I’d see him again in a few weeks, to a three- or four-year-old without a grasp of time, it seemed like an eternity. I would cry when he left because I loved him so much and didn’t want him to leave. After my dad left, my mother would be so unkind to me, often ignoring me for days. I do not remember a single word being spoken to me. I recognize she must have said somethings to me; however, I remember the silence more than anything—the absence of good nights, hugs, or any trace of warmth. It continued until I finally begged her to say something, anything. Eventually, once she got what she wanted, she’d pretend nothing had happened, slipping back into normalcy as if the hurt had never occurred. And so, the cycle kept repeating, driven by the fear that my mother’s anger would never end. As I grew older, I dedicated myself to making her happy, even when she chose to ignore me. I vividly recall how often I told her that I loved her, always trailing behind her, yearning for her attention and the validation of being a “good girl.” I quickly learned to hold back my tears when my dad would leave, at least in front of my mother. It appeared to bring her joy to believe I was unaffected by my father leaving.

			At that moment, I didn’t realize this marked the beginning of her emotional manipulation and abuse. Throughout my childhood, I longed for my mother’s affection, yearning to hear her express her love for me. I often felt like I could never do anything right, except when we were in public, where I was the ideal child, and we were a picture-perfect family. In private, however, it felt like I was constantly disappointing her or provoking her to anger, leaving me with a persistent sense of guilt.

			My mother married my stepfather on August 11, 1979, when I was four years old. My stepfather was gentle and kind, and for a period when I was quite young, he was my safe place. He worked out of town a lot when I was little, so I don’t remember him being around a lot, but when he was there, he always made time for me. He would let me “help” him when he was working on his cars. I would bring little cups of water using my tea set to him for the radiator.

			I recall experiencing headaches during my childhood; I vividly remember the intense pain and how my mother would place me in a dark room for hours until the discomfort subsided. This memory stretches back to when I was just four or five years old, lasting until I was about nine or ten.

			I have discovered that multiple factors can cause migraines in children, including stress, lack of sleep, dehydration, certain foods, and bright lights. Emotional abuse has a stronger association with migraines compared to physical or sexual abuse. The link between childhood trauma and migraines is complex and may involve stress responses, neurological changes, and the development of conditions like depression and anxiety. Studies have shown that individuals who experienced emotional abuse in childhood have a higher risk of developing migraines, including chronic and transformed migraines. Emotional abuse was associated with a younger median age of headache onset.

			“Emotional abuse during childhood contributed more than physical or sexual abuse to the development of migraine. There is a dose-response relationship with increasing number of abuse types associated with rising odds of migraine. In addition, the relationship between the frequency of emotional abuse and the odds of migraine follows a U-shape pattern.”—National Library of Medicine—National Center for Biotechnology Information.

			“Childhood maltreatment can have long - lasting effects like associated medical and psychological conditions including migraines into adulthood.” “When managing patients with migraine, neurologists should take childhood maltreatment into consideration.”—American Academy of Neurology.

			At the age of six or seven, my mother insisted that I refer to my stepfather as “Dad.” She had also changed our last name at school to match his, and as I grew older, she forced me to call my dad by his first name whenever I was talking about him.

			At the age of three, my mother enrolled me in ballet classes. As I matured, the expectations grew, and from the age of eleven to about fourteen, I danced nearly five days a week. I participated in numerous competitions and even spent two summers at a local college to further my training in ballet and dance.
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			Growing up, I felt an immense pressure to succeed because my mother claimed she was once the prima ballerina of the Royal Ballet in England. It wasn’t until years later that I discovered this was untrue. For thirteen years, I dedicated myself to living up to her expectations, striving to match her supposed talent. I even took the bold step of auditioning for the National Ballet of Canada, hoping to prove myself. The reality is that I never truly had a passion for it.

			As I got older, ballet felt more like a burden; I was trying to achieve something my mother had never accomplished, and it drained me. When I was sixteen, I had an accident at work that injured my knee, which ultimately ended my dance journey. Surprisingly, I felt an overwhelming sense of relief. I was finally free from dancing, and instead of being upset with me, my mother directed her anger towards my workplace.

			My mother encouraged me to participate in activities that showcased her in a positive light, such as ballet and figure skating, as well as being a Brownie. To the outside world, she appeared to be the ideal mother.

			When I was about eight years old, I participated in Brownies. My mother took on the role of the Brown Owl, the leader of my Brownie unit. I have a faint memory of a particular time we drove another Brownie back home after a meeting; I can still picture myself in the backseat of my parent’s station wagon, chatting and laughing with my friend during the ride. At some point on that drive home, I told an inappropriate joke to my friend, though I have no recollection of this. When we got home, my mother was furious with me for telling such an inappropriate joke. I vividly remember being in my room when she stormed in, shouting and berating me at the top of her lungs. In a fit of anger, she struck me hard on the side of my head, leaving me unable to hear from my left ear. I remember screaming, “I’m deaf; I’m deaf” and her saying to me, “Oh shut up and go to bed; just get out of my sight.” As I grew older, my brother and I would laugh about this, with him saying, “I’m deaf” as if it was some kind of joke. I suppose that was our way of handling the traumatic experiences we faced.
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			I remember a time when my brother and I were supposed to be going out somewhere, but we were dragging our feet in getting ready. My mother warned us that if we didn’t hurry and put on our shoes, she would leave without us, and that’s precisely what she did. She got in the car and drove off. My brother tried to reassure me that she would return, but I was in a state of panic. After what felt like an eternity, although it was likely just a few minutes, she drove around the block and came back home. When she returned, she explained that her intention was to teach us a lesson: when she says it’s time to get ready, we need to “bloody well” be ready.

			After school one day, I headed over to a friend’s place while my brother made his way home by himself. My mother, who was aware of my plans, deliberately neglected to inform my brother. When she arrived home, she found him waiting on the front step. She got out of the car, and she asked him where I was. He told her that I had gone to my friend’s house. In response, she erupted into anger, screaming at him that I wasn’t there, and that I was missing and probably raped or murdered, and he was to blame for it. She then left the house momentarily to pick me up from my friend’s house, telling me to remain in the car. Upon her re-entering the house, my brother, curious if I was back, came down the stairs, only to be met with a brutal kick that sent him tumbling down the stairs, followed by a fierce beating. Huddled in the fetal position by the washing machine, he endured her relentless kicks to his body as she shouted, “This is all your fault! Your sister might be dead because of you!” Her words echoed in his ears with each blow. When he finally made his way upstairs, he found me sitting at the kitchen table, and she said to him, “Oh, hi lovey. Would you like some tea?” like nothing had happened.

			I remember my mother being quite cruel and manipulative. One of the most painful memories I have is when she took my favourite toy, a little puppy on a leash with batteries that barked and sat when you pressed a button. I loved that puppy so much. One day, after my mother had told me several times that she was tired of asking me to stop leaving my toys in the mudroom, she placed my favourite puppy on the ground, stomped on it with her foot, and smashed it to pieces. She inflicted the same fear in my brother, wrecking three of his favourite Star Wars toys. Her unpredictable bursts of anger were terrifying; we never knew what kind of mother we would encounter from one day to the next. I can still picture my stepfather sitting on the floor next to my bed until I fell asleep, likely because I was so afraid of my mother, and he wanted to comfort me. I just wish he had been there for me during the times I really needed support.

			One year for Christmas, my brother and I received play phones and the long cord allowed us to connect a phone to each of our bedrooms; these phones were a lifesaver for us. At night, we would sneak calls to each other while we were meant to be asleep. The only downside was the loud buzzing noise that they made, which made us cautious not to disturb our mother.
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			It was during this time that she insisted I refer to my father by his first name. Whenever I slipped up and called him “Dad,” her anger would erupt, calling me ungrateful and forcing me to write an apology letter pleading for her forgiveness. For years, I complied with her demand, far longer than I should have, both while I was under her roof and after I had moved out. My mother was obsessed with maintaining the facade of a perfect family. To her, appearances mattered most, and this way, she could avoid any awkward conversations about her ex-husband.

			As is the case for many children raised in abusive households, my memories are not entirely negative. I fondly recall the ice cream man on his classic bicycle, with a freezer mounted at the front, riding down our street. I would eagerly choose the superstar or any treat that came with gumballs. I fondly recall the days of my childhood when my brother and I would put on shows for our mother and stepfather. I would fashion a microphone from an empty toilet paper roll and some crumpled tin foil, while my brother would grab random items to use as a guitar. We would sing and dance, entertaining them with our performances.

			I also have vivid memories of playing hide and seek, often hiding in our mother’s wicker laundry hamper, which was our favourite spot. The closet at the end of the hallway was always packed with board games, providing endless fun. One memorable year, my stepfather built us an enormous playhouse that was so elevated we needed a ladder to climb inside. I remember one summer when my brother and his friends dared to spend the night in it, but I never had the courage to join them. I have such fond memories of Halloween when my brother and I would dress up as KISS. He would always take on the role of Gene Simmons, while I loved being Paul Stanley; I loved the star image on his face and the bold red lipstick.
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			Whenever we attended public gatherings or school functions, my mother transformed into the most charming individual you could imagine. She would whip up delicious cakes and cookies, and on nights when my stepfather was home, we would have chocolate fondue for dessert with fruit. She believed that her British heritage made her superior, more cultured, and more experienced than those around her. As a child, I always found it puzzling that it felt like we were living with two completely different versions of our mother.

			I recall a summer getaway to Penticton with my mother, where we stayed at a hotel with a pool and returned home with countless boxes of fruit. We also spent a lot of time at the local beach, lounging on the sand while enjoying fish and chips wrapped in newspaper. I remember searching for baby crabs hiding beneath the rocks and gathering sand dollars. The following year, when my brother went off to university, my mother and I took a trip to the island to visit him. I had her massive ghetto-blaster on my lap, and we played mixtapes throughout the journey. This was just before my first experience in the psych ward, and I am now wondering how I failed to see her manipulation and control for what it was.
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			Christmas was a significant celebration in our household, thanks to my mother and stepfather. I received dolls, Barbies, and the large yellow Barbie camper, making me feel quite pampered during the holiday season. However, what stands out most in my memories of Christmas with my mother is the time spent with my grandparents and family. My brother and I would eagerly circle the items we desired in the Sears Christmas catalogue while at my grandparents’ house; it felt truly enchanting. We would gather with all my aunts, uncles, and cousins, either at our home or my grandparents’ place.

			My grandfather used to create intricate scale models of various objects, which we affectionately referred to as the “thingy.” Over the years, he crafted a ferry boat, a Science World, a massive Christmas cracker, and many other incredible creations. Each model was filled with gifts, ranging from wonderful surprises to silly gag gifts. I vividly recall one year when I snatched a present from someone, thinking it contained one of those miniature bottles of alcohol (not that I would have been allowed to drink it), only to discover it was a tiny potato. What a letdown!

			The Christmases I spent with my dad, and later with my stepmom, were truly the best times of my life. I vividly recall one Christmas from my childhood when I discovered fifty dollars tucked inside an old camera film case from the ’70s. I was overjoyed! With that money, I bought some fake nails, the plastic ones that slipped right over my fingertips, a baby doll, and my dad took my brother and me for a motorcycle ride to the candy store, where I got the largest jawbreaker I had ever seen. I also remember receiving a whole case of Bubble Yum Rockin’ Raspberry gum, I can still remember the taste like it was yesterday.

			Most of my cherished childhood memories revolve around my dad and, later, my stepmom. During winter, we would stroll through the snow, often walking from our home through the woods lined with snow-laden pine trees to the grocery store. I adored those trees with their white bark and the scent of burning fireplaces wafting through the air. On our way back, we would slide down a massive hill with our groceries, which was an absolute blast. We would take our sleds out, and after my parents brought home our Alaskan Malamute puppy, Chelsea, we would take her out to frolic in the snow. We visited friends, went snowmobiling, and spent countless hours playing outside. When we came back inside to warm up, we would enjoy homemade chai while leaning against the warm brick wall heated by the fire.

			One memorable year, my dad decided to roast chestnuts in the fireplace. He prepared everything and placed them on the fire, but when he checked on them, they exploded in his face, and we all burst into laughter (except for my dad, of course). All my brother and I could remember was a cloud of smoke and some colourful language. We played board games like Clue and Mousetrap, and I can still see us gathered around our blue kitchen table, my dad in his white long johns, making silly faces to make us laugh. It was always a festive time of year, and to this day, it remains my favourite holiday. I even have my left arm fully tattooed of Christmas. I cherish creating new traditions and memories.
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			Reflecting on my childhood, I find that I don’t have many joyful memories of my mother. Most of what I remember involves her being upset. It was actually my stepfather who would take me to ballet classes on Saturdays. Afterward, he would
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