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Advance Praise for Mercy Gene


Brilliant and heart-searing, Mercy Gene is about what it means to be ensnared by others’ hard definitions of who you are as you desperately try to stay inside a brain, a body, a life. With the insight and charisma of a god, Derbyshire undresses language to get to the very marrow of their experience. Their wisdom is the rare kind that comes from the dangerous and costly brink-of-sanity, brink-of-death view. As I read, I wanted to slow myself down so I could spend more time inside their perfect, sonic sentences. Derbyshire writes radiantly and hilariously from the padded rooms, the crawl spaces, the edges of the known world. Theirs is a fierce and beautiful account of what it means to be an artist, a mother, and a human when you cannot be drawn or, too often, even seen inside the lines. A supernova of a book, to read Mercy Gene is to be changed by it.

— Claudia Dey, author of Heartbreaker




The DNA of Mercy Gene is a dizzying double helix of creative gusto, funhouse humour, hard-won wisdom, and ferocious empathy. After reading Derbyshire’s sui generis autofiction, I was on bended knees — not pleading for mercy but begging for more of their trail-blazing truth-telling. Mercy Gene will set minds and hearts afire.

— Zsuzsi Gartner, author of The Beguiling




Mercy Gene is an incredible book that lifted me right up off the ground and away to other places both hard and soft. It’s essential reading for anyone wanting to know what the agony of psychic pain is really like, but it’s also very funny. Thank you, thank you to JD for this ferocious, devastating and illuminating, tender and vulnerable, mountain peak and universal embrace of a book and for being in the world. Exquisite.

— Miriam Toews, author of Fight Night




Mercy Gene is a book to carry with you forever. Like a smooth and lucky stone in your pocket, or a poem you memorized so you could always read it back to yourself. So much of this prose is pure poetry. Lists, quips, quotes, and micro stories cross-stitched into a shifty masterpiece that tells us the unadorned true story of one person’s dance with mental health, pharmaceuticals, and themself.

— Ivan Coyote, author of Care Of
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à la folie






Sorry Ma’am. I was dreaming that I was awake. That should count for something shouldn’t it?

— Peppermint Patty
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Like this

It happens like this, in fragments that come out of order, unruly, sudden, begging to be seen, like older drunk women dressed up for a night on the town. A mess of images, half-formed and slippery, sometimes shouting, “Don’t forget me,” then disappearing quickly, blurs in a downpour of black-and-white words, just like that.





Me Ma Me Ma Me Ma

Crisis is emergency in drag. For decades there was a small red light flashing in the distance from a point in time that would one day no longer be the past. I was aware of it in my peripheral vision, on and off like one of those floaters you get in your eyes as you age. One day, the flashing red light was suddenly in front of me, perched on top of an ambulance. I understood it was the ambulance that should have been called to the scene of a crime when Janice was thirteen years old. It was twenty-eight years late and I was no longer Janice, but I got in and the ambulance took me away.





Rules of engagement 1

Some people know me as Jan Derbyshire. I prefer JD. My parents are still partial to Janice. I chopped the ice off Janice in grade nine. Everyone was fine with that except my parents and the government. I would have chopped nice off the end, but that would have left me as simply Ja, yes in German. I didn’t think I could pull that off. I had a nickname as a kid on sports teams and with friends. JD. It’s what I use now. Outwardly, JD works as my initials. Inwardly, I know JD stands for my true name, Joshua Dandelion, a genderqueer, lesbian woboy who can make the sun stop in its tracks and is seen as a weed but has incredibly useful properties. JD wrote this book for Janice and Jan.





We Ma We Ma We Ma

We arrived with some passing sirens, caught a free ride on the windy wail of sound waves, screeching like off-key cats learning opera. No one knew we were there. A perfect hiding spot, an auditory camouflage keeping us secret long enough to make it to the next brain that was ours to possess.

You gotta love this man-made yet unearthly sound. Intended to attract attention — clear the way, emergency, emergency, stop everything, let us through — so commanding. All to arrive as quickly as possible at the scene of a human failing of one sort or another. This sound can never mean anything good, although we’ve learned that, for some humans, a siren, like the ringing of a bell for a good Buddhist, can bring a person back to the here and now. A siren can remind poor humans how soft they really are, and that at any given moment they could run into something hard and non-negotiable. A siren brings them back to themselves because someone else just broke. Gratitude kisses their thoughts like morning dew, refreshes everything, clears the clutter, and triggers the giving of thanks for simple things: walking down the street with all their bits in their right places, everything going tickety-boo, this body, for today, is complete, untorn, miraculous in how the bits work together. The senses sense. The nose smells the scent of a freshly sprayed dandelion patch, the mouth still tastes that last swill of coffee, swallowed in a rush, the hands brush toast crumbs off the cotton pants, the eyes track the ambulance as it passes by, the ears listen to the fading sound of an emergency moving farther and farther away from them and smack into the life of someone else.

Poor humans and their constant banging about, accidental by nature, so easily distracted, so clumsy. Thin bags of blood and bone and soft organs, like wounded gazelles watching lions get closer and closer, waiting in the shade for their inevitable demise.

Even the biggest and strongest of the human men and women — and everything in between — are flowers; delicate, crushable flowers. And here we speak only of the body. Don’t get us started on the brain, which is designed, it seems, to break. It would have been more honest to make it out of glass. Then the poor humans would have half a chance of understanding how easily it can be damaged, how unavoidable chips and cracks are, and how high the odds really are of shattering the poor little sucker to smithereens. The thing should be covered in stickers: Fragile, Fragile, Seriously, This Side Up, Really Fucking Fragile! Don’t shake, don’t stir, don’t bang about, don’t hit, don’t fill with too many abstract ideas. Poor humans, so vulnerable, so obsessed with pretending not to be. Badly designed from the beginning, whenever that was.

Oh, they have their theories, they love their theories. When you think about evolution, for example, and we don’t mean deeply, we just mean when you think about that one idea about the retaining and strengthening of traits most favourable to survival in a species, and then you look at humans, how can you not say, “What the fuck, this is what made it through?”

And then there’s our sneaking suspicion that these glass-brained bags of blood lean toward self-destruction. They’ve built a world of haves and have-nots surrounded by metal and concrete and glass and guns, fucking guns and bombs and chemicals and lest we forget, contact sports. They seem driven to make things up that hurt themselves. Including us. We are auditory hallucinations, we are not from the realm of hard realities, we are delusional. And we come from somewhere we don’t even know.

On the day we arrived, inside the passing sirens, we flew into the narrow ear canals of a thirteen-year-old girl. It was the spring of 1974, and it was you. You, Janice, dishevelled and confused behind some faded-green grain elevator in southern Alberta.

You had no idea that it wasn’t just broken beer-bottle glass at your feet. You had dropped your brain. And that’s how we got in, the voices in your head.





And the doctors said

There was a man there, running his fingers over my head. He beeped out loud. Beep Beep Beep. He said he was a psychiatrist, but I knew the truth. He was the mental detector. He was searching for buried treasures in my head. And oh, the treasures he found. Beep. Here are some of the psychiatric labels affixed to me between 2000 and 2005: Beep. Alcoholism — fair enough; Beep. Beep. Auditory hallucinations — two for two. I have heard voices since I was thirteen. Then there was Beep, beep, beep; depression, general anxiety disorder, and Complex PTSD. Then came, Beep. Gender identity disorder, you can’t get that one anymore, thank you Trans Nation. Followed by Beep, beep, beep beep beep; bipolar affective disorder 2, bipolar 1, bipolar 1 rapid cycling, ADHD, schizoaffective disorder, and, for a short and terrifying time, BEEP! Schizophrenia.

I didn’t have them all at the same time. It seems each doctor who treated me needed a diagnosis to fit my story into, so we wouldn’t have to go through my whole story every single time. Their diagnosis became my story. And in the midst of all that, I really didn’t know what my story was, so I bought their book. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, 4th Edition. Number of pages, 886. Number of diagnoses, 297. What a read. I’d never heard stories told like that, so medical, so certain. I did wonder where the parts of me that didn’t fit into the doctors’ way of telling went. Those pesky tangential thoughts, my mother’s maiden name, the half-cooked unremembered, the starts of poems, the formula for aerodynamics, the piles of untold secrets tied together like stacks of old newspapers in the attic, the run-on sentences limping badly, the words to the Big Mac jingle, the facts and fictions merging into factions, the blur of memories surfacing like milk-soaked photographs, the phone numbers for dead people. Did my brain have a Tickle Trunk somewhere, like Mr. Dressup had? Was everything the doctors didn’t have time for locked inside? Did my amygdala swallow the key? Would I be able to get to it again when I needed it? I tried not to think about it too much. The drugs helped. Antipsychotics are like that. You start thinking of the beginning of a sentence in your head and then it stops; you can’t find the end. You are a dog on a leash-free trail that doesn’t know where to run.

I came to appreciate the brevity of diagnosis, like the Coles Notes of personal tragedy, handy melt-in-your-mouth plot and theme summaries that I could offer to people who asked. I’m Bipolar or I have Complex PTSD, so many candy-covered chocolates in the pack. Not many people wanted the full story anyway, and even if they did, I wasn’t sure I could tell it. Was it a comedy or a tragedy? Aren’t most stories both? And stories are almost always told one of two ways: a guy becomes a hero or a hero becomes just a guy. Mr. Aristotle and his hero’s journey: life as is, something happens that’s going to change everything, you go through a series of increasingly difficult obstacles that seem impossible to get through, but you do, or you don’t, and then there’s one last push, a big climax. Then it’s all over, denouement. (Snore)

It’s so like sex as it is for men. I’m curious about what it would be like if Mrs. Aristotle had been in charge of outlining how we tell a good story. Perhaps she would have suggested that we tell stories like sex as it is for women. Fun fact: sex can be very different for women every time. Women can have that one big climax like men have, or a little climax, or a bunch of climaxes in various sizes and intensities. Sometimes women have surprise climaxes. Didn’t see that one coming. Sometimes the story is finished and it’s so unsatisfying that we have to make up our own ending.





Known triggers (1)


	A million shades of green

	Jelly beans in a jar

	Clichés about sewing

	The distance between x and y

	Clinging to perfection

	Blood to the mouth

	Old aging pain

	Bodies of dead sentences

	Ants that listen

	The name Janice

	Liver and onions

	Oil furnaces

	A day a lot like this one

	Waiting for the space in a conversation

	Morphine-like hormones

	Heart-shaped things







What the fuck happened?

The first time I was hospitalized and certified insane was a surprise to everyone, including me. I was sitting in my apartment on a grey couch with orange pillows. I was eating toast with honey. I was drinking tea. I thought it was just another day. True, thoughts, ideas, and feelings were flying over my corpus callosum like cows gone mad in an endlessly repeated nursery rhyme. And, for no apparent reason, “Hey diddle diddle. Hey diddle diddle,” echoed throughout my cerebellum. There was a cat playing fiddle in my right frontal lobe and a good sport of a dog laughing and pissing up and down my brain stem. For culinary reasons that were clearly outside sanity’s protocol, a dish running away with a spoon fell out of my ear and clattered to the ground. The fork and the knife remained in my brain, gleaming for the attention they felt they deserved. “Avoid sharp, pointy things,” one of the airborne bovines reminded me on her last pass over the mood. This piece of advice made the most sense to me as trillions of synapses and snippets of sayings and opinions and trivia fought to be heard in my head. It was a cerebral dog’s breakfast, brought to me by Kellogg’s: Snap, Crackle, and Pop. Logic played hide-and-seek in the lateral ventricles, rage riots broke out in the pituitary gland, and moments were stolen indiscriminately, from every lobe. Outside my window, the grass began to growl, I could hear a squirrel’s heartbeat, the leaves on the cherry trees screamed green. The emotional roller coaster kept on going. A carny, hanging out in my hypothalamus, yelled, “Do you want to go faster?” I heard myself answer, “Fuck, yesssssss!”

I flew off my amusement park moorings, overshot the sound of mind completely, and landed in the street with nothing but a pack of cigarettes and a rant. I started batting Starbucks coffee cups out of people’s hands, denouncing them all as addicts of North America’s most insidious drug, coffee. I popped up on a metal newspaper box and began to pontificate on the evils of caffeine.

Caffeine does not give you energy. It stimulates your nervous system, and that’s not energy, that’s stress. The energy you get from caffeine is on loan from your adrenals and your liver, and the interest you pay is high — anxiety, depression, hypertension, hypoglycemia, mood disorders — so give it up. Starfucks, Starfucks, Starfucks.

I knocked coffee cups out of people’s hands — in — slow — motion.



It was sort of like that, from what I can remember. I vividly recall what happened next. Some lovely boys in blue came (police?), put a lovely pair of locking bracelets on my wrists (handcuffs?). They put me gently into the back of their pumpkin (squad car?) and took me to the ball (hospital?). I was admitted against my will. (Certified?)





— sung to the tune of “The Girl from Ipanema”


	Lithium adds some Zyprexa

	Seroquel twinned with Effexor

	Risperdal, Zyban, and Prozac too.




	Wellbutrin, Xanax, and Paxil

	Tegretol and Chlorpromazine

	Olanzapine, Ativan, and Celexa.




	Oh, what a wonderful feeling.

	To hit an emotional ceiling.

	Never too high or too low.

	Numbed out with nowhere to go.



— and repeat





Land of rape and honey

Where did the idea to do what they did come from? Movies, magazines, porn, big talk from other guys? Six or seven in a pickup truck, farm boys, in grades eleven and twelve, they boasted to Janice, didn’t they? What’s that? Sixteen and seventeen, a little older for the dumb ones. Not even thick enough to throw the shadow of a man. What the fuck?

Maybe the idea came from the cropped fields blanketed up against the highway that went through town. Rapeseeds carried on the wind, floating through their open bedroom windows to nestle in their still-downy ear hairs. Lying in wait for the perfect combination of beer and darkness and a down-to-earth girl with a mound ripe for planting. Rape flowers in July, yellow for the cowards that did what they did in the spring. Bees love rape flowers, plenty of nectar to be sucked, but the honey is harsh and peppery and has to be sold as bakery grade or mixed with a milder variety to even begin to come close to sweet. Rape honey is hard to swallow. Maybe that’s why they started calling it sexual assault.





Lament: a passionate expression of grief or sorrow


As far as I could tell, stories may enable us to live, but they also trap us, bring us spectacular pain. In their scramble to make sense of nonsensical things, they distort, codify, blame, aggrandize, restrict, omit, betray, mythologize, you name it. This has always struck me as a cause for lament, not celebration.

— Maggie Nelson, The Argonauts



I’m not entirely sure it happened. Maybe I made up everything. I have no solid evidence. Maybe I’ve been doing nothing but wasting time, trying to put together one big, sad lie of a movie in the little dark room that is my head. I should be out there learning to play Frisbee golf or volunteering at the food bank, but I often get stuck on my couch for days, obsessed. I endlessly review fragmented clips, often unfocused, rarely miked properly, mostly out of sync. Sometimes a scene comes to me, complete and beautiful, but I don’t know where it belongs in the film.

Like the one shot on that lake in northern Ontario where they’d all gone to visit French-Canadian relatives. Yes, there were fiddles and clog dancing and drinking, lots of drinking, and everybody’s Export “A” packs getting mixed up. Men missing teeth but not afraid to laugh with wide-open mouths, and big women, bigger than Janice had ever seen, eating pie and double burgers and scoop after scoop of potato salads. In some cousin’s cabin, curtains of beige and brown and green, hunters with dogs, and guns aimed at the sky full of ducks flying away — this pattern repeated over the length of the curtains, on the lining of the sleeping bags, and on the homemade cushions tied to the bench seats in the aluminum boat.

A boat with a little engine that putts them out to the middle of the lake.

It turns out Janice had a knack for fishing. She easily wormed the hook, and when she dropped the line, sharp-toothed, skinny pikes came to her, one after the other, until she’d caught eight fish and the others in the boat, the boys, caught none. When they putt-putted back to shore for lunch, her father commandingly suggested that she not return to fishing in the afternoon. He sealed the deal by putting a dollar in her hand. Janice didn’t understand. Her father said she should give the boys a chance. The boys looked back at Janice and her dad. They seemed to know that she was being kicked off the boat for being good at fishing. She was not supposed to be angry, but she was. She bought ten Crispy Crunch chocolate bars with the dollar and ate them one after the other, high up in a tree, where she tried to send messages to the pike not to let the boys catch them. When they came back in, there were no fish, and Janice began to believe that she had secret powers that she would have to be careful with. Her father taught her how to clean the fish. When they slit the belly of one, eggs spilled out and her father said, “You killed a lot of fish today.” Why did he say kill? She thought they’d talked about what they did to fish as caught. She got through gutting the fish and then went and puked behind the cabin. She didn’t think it was about the blood and entrails and that tang of dead and lake. Maybe, but she blamed the Crispy Crunch bars combined with the guilt of knowing she was now a killer. Later that night, the drunk, grown-up cousins took the unlucky fisher boys down to the dock, where they shone flashlights on the water. The pike swarmed to the surface in such great numbers they scooped them out with nets. They won, but they cheated.

You learn to give up your place in the boat without a fight, you learn to follow rules even though others cheat, you learn to eat chocolate bars to stuff the anger down. Maybe that’s why all the women there were so big, Janice thought. They weren’t allowed in the boats anymore.
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