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    I picture myself at 5 years old—

    In detail—

    I look at her from head to toe—

    I watch her for a while

    playing,

    animated, ludic, theatric—

    though on the beach alone.

    I call her name to get her attention—

    She takes a moment to recognize me

    and then runs to me

    with open arms.

    I hug her tight

    and swing her around,

    while she smiles her electric smile

    and giggles

    with innocent

    wonder.

    I tell her how much I love her,

    How beautiful she is,

    a wildflower,

    and that I’m here for her,

    And that

    she’s going to be okay.

    That she’s going to get through it all

    with flying colors—

    I kiss her strong on her sandy cheek—

    She smushes up her face

    and

    wriggles away from me.

    Off she runs

    in her worn-out

    apple-green

    terry cloth bikini—

    That’s trying hard to stay in the places

    it is meant to.

    She blows me kisses

    and waves—

    She hurries back to what’s important—

    Mr. and Mrs. Crab

    and

    their jellyfish children.

    The real me—

    unpolluted.

    I WAS BORN IN 1967, THE SUMMER OF LOVE. A CENTENNIAL BABY, arriving a healthy seven pounds, seven ounces, on Canada’s one hundredth birthday. A hundred years of what, exactly? A manipulated history. Vancouver Island was formed by a volcano 150 million years ago, and First Nations people lived there thousands of years before Columbus set foot on the island. You can’t “discover” a land where people already live. History is often rewritten to create heroes out of monsters. Or vice versa. The truth always comes to the surface, eventually.

    Will-o’-the-wisp . . .

    My parents were young to have me, my mother only seventeen and my dad nineteen. They met in early spring under a big blossoming cherry tree, just in front of the church my mom’s family attended most Sundays. She was sitting on the lowest branch, swinging her pretty legs in bobby socks, so the story goes, when Dad and his friend walked by. Dad zeroed in on her and gave his best buddy a quarter to get lost. Hey, angel, he said, leaning his arm against the trunk, slicked-back hair and ocean eyes. She was smitten. They immediately fell madly in love. A lightning bolt. Coup de foudre.

    Their romance was like a 1950s movie. Think American Graffiti. Drive-ins, hot rods, burgers split at the local Wings Café. Dad wrote poetry to her on long scrolls of paper lifted from the smelly Crofton paper mill, where he’d worked for a time. He’d write my mom every day, and she’d run to the mailbox after school to get his letters. Even though they lived only a few miles away from each other, it was too far and too long to be apart.

    Ladysmith is an old coal-mining town, a place of abandoned sawmills. A fishing village proud with beaches, parks, and First Nations reserves. Not much to do but gossip. Or be gossiped about. My parents were hot trouble, the local Bonnie and Clyde. They were both ridiculously jealous and seemed to enjoy fighting as much as making up. My dad would sneak my underage mom into the local bar—and when the cops came, off they went running, my mom hiding in the bathroom, her bright yellow jumper giving her away. A stern “go home” is all they would get, sometimes a $5 fine.

    Dad liked street racing and ended up crashing a few of his cars, most famously a convertible Austin-Healey, which went careening off a small bridge into the sticky spit at Saltair. His reputation is a local mythology, and to this day, everyone has a memory to share: at the grocery store, the liquor store, any store. Oh, your dad . . . I could tell you stories . . . I have to stop them and say, I’ve heard enough, trust me, but thank you. They walk away after that with an “oh boy” look, shaking heads. Then a naughty smile, flashing back to the good ol’ days, a sudden spring in their step—like they’re going to go home to make love to their wives after a long while.

    Once, when Dad was trying to outrun the police, he totaled his green Ford Fairlane. Mom was in the passenger seat begging for him to slow down. Her pretty head went through the windshield, the soft cream interior soaked in blood. She was pregnant with me at the time, and we’ve joked that “that might explain things” (about me, not my mom). She still covers with her hair a long, deep diagonal scar that runs across her forehead from her hairline into her eyebrow.

    Their shotgun wedding was modest. I was born a handful of months later, in the local Ladysmith hospital. My dad was out playing cards with the guys, having a few drinks, and missed the birth. Six months later, a photo ran on the front page of the Ladysmith Chronicle, my dad holding the “Centennial Baby” medallion, and me on my mother’s lap. Kumari-esque.

    Our little family lived at Arcady Auto Court, my grandparents’ property of nine tiny cabins, nestled in the forest right on the beach. Cabin 6 was ours, set on a grassy knoll, with an ocean view peeking through the ancient arbutus. Though most people around were rough-mouthed and ready, my grandmother had such grace—tall, with perfectly coiffed dark hair and pale skin. She wore chic one-color outfits, lime-green pants and tops cut at the shoulder, and pretty ballet flats. Red nails and lips. A glass of sherry was her breakfast, poured at the Frank Sinatra–style bar full of crystal bottles atop the old cherry Weber piano. Later Grandma rented out the cabins to bikers, mostly. She seemed to like and trust the Hells Angels, too. After Grandpa passed away, I think it made her feel safer to have strong men around who adored her, appreciated her generosity, and would do anything for her. “Acid Eddy’s” cabin still stands, and legend has it that there’s gold buried somewhere, and possibly a few bodies. I can still remember the sound of bikes intermingling with little birds’ chirping, owls’ hooting . . . the screeches of eagles.

    Wildness

    amongst wilderness.

    The Auto Court’s small store carried the necessities, the staples. Its pink and black lacquered shelves were lined with cigarettes, candy, and newspapers. The fridge was filled with pop, the freezer full of freezies. I would open the lid and lean in headfirst, almost falling in, feet ferociously bicycling, while reaching down into the icy cold to grab my favorite Popsicle. It had to be orange, it was my go-to. You could tell by my swollen, orange-stained lips—the lips I eventually grew into but was teased about as a kid. Grandma would see me and give me that look of “What have you been into?,” knowing quite well the answer. I’d look down sheepishly, then smile, orange from nose to chin, and ask her to put my bounty on our “tab,” not knowing what that was or that my dad had to pay it off monthly. She’d grab my arm and pull me to the sink, taking a worn-down bar of soap and washing my little hands between hers under the warm sudsy water. Then she’d use an old wrinkly dishcloth, smelling of something strangely antiseptic, to wipe my mouth and send me on my way.

    My brother, Gerry, came four years after me, a towhead full of blond curls and with blue eyes, like my mom. A cherub. The opposite of me in every way. I thought Gerry was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. He was born July 31, a special local holiday. Another newspaper mention. Another medal.

    When my mom was very pregnant with Gerry, we moved down the beach to a three-room cabin on Woodley Road. The shingled roof matched the faded cedar siding and was a driftwood gray from the sea’s endless battering and the wet weather. In the winter, icicles hung so low they touched the ground, like a frozen waterfall. The outdoor front porch was part of our living space, with our washing machine and freezer on it, and cases of empty beer bottles, ready to be taken to the bottle depot on the weekends.

    The cabin was steps to the sand. I was good at running across barnacles barefoot, sprinting over them like they were hot coals. I’m not sure my feet even touched the jagged shells. The pebbly sand, rocks, crabs, tide pools, starfish: a wonderland of rich and healthy sea life on our doorstep. My playground.

    My world was the ocean.

    And I always had a toe in it.

    Our home was small. There wasn’t much room for all of us at once, so Gerry and I played outside mostly, even in the rain. I always felt safer outdoors than in. I loved climbing the three-tiered rock garden behind the house, full of wild poppies, peonies, and blackberry bushes . . . We slid around in puddles, picking wildflowers and berries, and occasionally stole a few precious “don’t touch my” daffodils from Mom’s garden. My favorite spaces were surrounded by fragrant purple lilacs, sour grapes in vines strangling the trunks of tart green apple trees. Gerry and I would make mud pies, and I’d set a “table” with sticks and leaves in the dirt, placing our stolen flowers in the middle. Then we’d eat the pies—a little bit of dirt never hurt anyone.

    My mom gave us

    everything

    and my dad’s love was

    different—

    clever, genius,

    always slightly angry,

    but mostly frustrated with himself

    I think.

    Love is what saved him.

    They were the missing pieces of each other—

    My shining example—

    What I’ve aspired to

    my whole human life

    Unfortunately

    and fortunately—

    My model of love

    is slightly screwed

    not only

    skewed—

    And,

    hard to live up to—

    My mother was everything to me, so funny and beautiful, the bright center of our lives. We were all so in love with her, me, Gerry, my dad. She was petite, a bouncy, giggly blonde. Not near stupid, but naïve. I can see her clearly, waving her white silk scarf, playing surrender, acting helpless to the camera, batting the biggest blue eyes you’ve ever seen. Just a knockout. Two dresses hung on the line among our grubby underwear and socks—one with buttery yellow flowers to match her hair, the other bright turquoise blue to match her eyes. She wore her hair in a cute blond bouffant, tinted a pinky or lilac pastel, and would tell stories of how, when she was younger, she would use soup cans to roll up her hair. She and her girlfriends would share the soup, then rinse out the cans for their collection. They couldn’t always afford to eat well, but they could always afford to be beautiful. There’s no excuse not to look good, she would say. Her hair never suffered, even if she had to.

    My dad also had great style, an undeniable swagger. He’d wear white T-shirts with a pack of menthol Camel cigarettes tucked in the sleeve. Always a watch on his left wrist, the face on the inside. He wore his dark hair slicked back in a ducktail just like Elvis, though he was maybe better-looking. Ever the notorious “bad boy.” Both my parents carried a natural glamour despite their rough wildness, though they were too young to carry it off entirely.

    My dad was a reader, a thinker, a dreamer. Still a troublemaker. Always questioning. In school, he was a straight-A student. The lawyer among friends, he would argue anything. He studied Latin; he read the Bible ten times. He’d question teachers to the point of distraction and was sent home for voicing his beliefs, always challenging the status quo, playfully demanding that if it was anyone, it was Eric the Red who “discovered” America.

    I was taught to question authority—

    and so I question everything.

    My grandpa Herman was an original thinker, too. A rogue scholar. He was a romantic, an anonymous poet for the Ladysmith Chronicle, a spiritual docent. Grandpa had been a logger his entire life, the wild one who danced on hundred-foot treetops. I picture him leaning back in his green leather La-Z-Boy, book in hand, while my grandmother sat nearby listening closely to her police scanner, always keeping up on the local gossip. Grandpa would read to me from Bulfinch’s Mythology, in a voice deeper than Barry White’s. He also taught me how to speak Finnish. I carried a little Finnish dictionary with me everywhere, learning new words and sentences to try to impress him. We liked that we could speak in front of others and they wouldn’t understand.

    When I asked Grandpa what religion I was, he told me I was agnostic. I thought he meant “antagonistic” and would tell people that—to quizzical looks—for a long while. After some age and research, I realized that he meant nothing with God could be known or not known, neither faith nor disbelief. My spirituality was up to me. Nobody told me what to believe—I would find God in my own way. Or not. I was raised in a way where nobody was telling me what to do or how to be, or how to think, or what to believe, and I’m eternally grateful for that. It’s the ultimate gift. Grandpa’s strong connection to and deep respect for nature was a profound legacy. He was the one who convinced me that elves and fairies exist, that the trees can talk to us and to each other. That if you place little mirrors in the garden, you can catch a fairy’s reflection. And don’t doubt me, I have seen them with my own eyes.

    We didn’t have much growing up, but Mom was a magical mood setter. She’d leave trails of flower petals and notes around the house, and homemade surprises for Christmas, Easter, Valentine’s Day . . . She never missed a holiday, with little gifts for us or my dad, whatever she could afford. She worked a few jobs—waitressing, picking strawberries, digging clams, selling vacuum cleaners—while my dad was mostly a chimney sweep who set his own hours. Every night, she had dinner on the table at five P.M. It was something we depended on, and I realize now how important that was to Gerry and me, that routine and consistency, even if they were TV dinners. My favorite was macaroni with a can of stewed tomatoes, and I still crave Mom’s pierogies—minus the bacon—and canned beets.

    If Mom was exhausted, she didn’t show it. I always wanted to make her laugh, realized from a young age that I loved to see her smile. I’d come sliding out of my room in my mom’s Velcro rollers, acting out the Enjoli perfume commercial—I can bring home the bacon, fry it up in a pan . . . never let you forget you’re a man—’cause I’m a woman—and then run back. We had no door to our room, so I’d stop quickly and cozy up to the doorframe and listen intently for my parents’ laughter, proud of myself, quietly giggling. Then I’d plan my next performance.

    My mom also did silly things that cracked her up and made us laugh, too. Goofy calisthenics and stretching, jumping jacks, and my favorite—the “bum walk” across the yard, a little maneuver where you sit on the ground, legs in front of you, and scoot forward on your bum. Mom would do this “workout” with a few friends—all glam ladies in cute cardigans who had the same beehive hairstyle, but in different colors—laughing the whole way. Mom was funny, Lucille Ball funny.

    My mom always said there is no such thing as natural beauty—it takes at least an hour in front of a mirror—and you are more powerful if you are pretty. As a complete contrast to my mom’s effortful beauty—hair perfectly set, in a crisp T-shirt and jeans rolled up, cute gardening gloves—I was a tomboy. I would play with anything that creeped or crawled: a slow daddy longlegs picking its way across the ground, safe because they can’t bite you with those long legs; a slithery garter snake I could carry around; even bees, which fascinated me—so much so, I was once stung over and over inspecting a nest. Another time, I grabbed a big beach rat by its tail, and the rat ran off while I still had the tail in my hand. I pulled it right out of its bum somehow. I felt terrible but was amazed and showed it off. It was easy to make my mom and her friends scream.

    I had a ton of energy spilling out of me all the time and not a lot of places to use it. We didn’t have the money for after-school stuff, but I always found a way. Figure skating was expensive. I rented skates and got myself into the local Ice Capades. I was one of the dalmatians in 101 Dalmatians (minus ninety-five, so six of us in dalmatian costumes). My mom used shoe polish to blacken one of my eyes, but it stung and smeared into black tears. We went onto the ice, pumping along, holding on to each other’s waists, but I couldn’t see and tripped, taking the whole line of dogs down with me.

    There was a free community acrobatics class, where they called me “rubber band,” because I could do the splits all three ways and could do twenty back walkovers in one spot and not move. Since I was so small, I’d be the one they tossed from pyramid to pyramid. I loved the way it felt when I was in the air—like I was weightless, like anything could happen. I was tempting death and knew at a very young age that I had unwavering courage.

    The piano lessons I took were through a family friend. The Suzuki method involves learning by ear—my teacher would play, then I would mimic her. I was good at it. Music was always in our house. My parents played a lot of country music, and I’d sing along to George Strait and Elvis (So dreamy, my mom would say), or to Tammy Wynette’s “I Don’t Wanna Play House” with my mom while it played on the record player. She’d be swinging her hips, washing the dishes, while I’d be dancing around her, singing, I don’t wanna play house; it makes my mommy cry.

    Mom would take me to the drive-in with her friends. Everyone smoked—I hated how it burned my eyes, while they gossiped and puffed on one cigarette after the other. You’re not going to tell your father any of this, you hear me? she’d say, sprinkling me with a handful of popcorn. I wasn’t sure what the big secret was—the fact that we were spending money on junk food, or the Elvis movie they were swooning over—but I agreed while choking on smoke, rubbing my eyes, just trying to survive in the back seat.

    When Mom was at work, that’s when the real fun began. My dad would take us along when he went to play poker with his friends. We’d go off-roading through the woods, bouncing around in the back of his clay-green Land Rover. Falling all over, without seat belts, laughing and bumping our heads, hysterical as we drove over logs and through ditches. Up steep hills, screaming, scared we were going to tip over backward. Don’t tell your mom. We would drive to Regan’s Pool—an abandoned and empty pool covered in graffiti in the middle of the forest—where he and his friends played cards and drank. Dad’s close friends liked for us to call them “uncle.” There was Uncle Grift (self-explanatory). Uncle Leo, my dad’s best friend, who helped him trim the trees by shooting the “widow-maker” branches off with their trusty shotguns. And then there was Uncle Lem, a feisty, loudmouthed logger who had a mail-order bride. And when she learned English, she left him and stole the toaster. He owed my dad $500 and was on the run until he died. Dad’s still mad he never got it back. They’d bring coolers full of beer, and it was the kids’ job to make sure they never ran out. We’d run back and forth from the cooler, high-speed waiters. I had the coveted job of holding the opener. They had to come to me first to open the bottles—I was powerful. I would be covered in beer suds that I licked off my arms. It was a messy job.

    
    DAD PLAYED PIANO AND PARTIED A LITTLE LIKE JERRY LEE LEWIS. He would take out the accordion and the spoons as the violet sun started setting. “Green Door” was a favorite. What’s that secret you’re keeping . . . Once the beer came out, with oysters shucked and swallowed straight off the beach, Mom would dance, twisting away to a melody I think only she could hear.

    I remember seminude clambakes, a black cast-iron pot fitted in the sand on top of a fire, clams popping, steamed in beer and butter. Skinny-dipping late nights in an ocean full of jellyfish, splashing gently, laughing, the phosphorescence in the cold black water, bonfires blazing on the beach. Pretty girls squealing in nothing but brassieres and high-waisted shorts, taunting the boys from the water’s edge. Lanky men in soggy, stretched-out underpants howling at the moon. Along with our dog, Lobo, who was part wolf.

    The next morning, Gerry and I would set up chairs over the men who were still passed out on the deck and flick rocks at their heads. We turned it into a game, and got chased and cursed at for it, but could always outrun the hangovers.

    It still makes me uncomfortable to see

    a grown man stumble,

    And I’ve seen a few . . .

    Dad’s younger sister, Auntie Sherry, drove a blue Stingray Corvette and had the most beautiful handwriting on earth, a bubbly script. I wanted to emulate her in every way. His older sister was my auntie Marlene. She was deaf and called me “Bappely.” She read lips, just maybe not that well. At that time, there were few resources for deaf people, so she kept her own ways of listening and communicating. When I visited her, we would have tea. When she’d look away, I’d cheekily move the teapot slightly to see if she’d notice. She’d move it back. Then I’d nudge the sugar ever so slightly. She’d move it back, placing it exactly as she’d had it, with a sigh.

    Auntie Marlene took care of all the feral cats near her house. I could tell she had a special language with animals. They followed her like she was a pied piper. I studied Auntie Marlene with curiosity, wanting to learn her secrets. I too had an affinity with animals and had learned to trust them more than people. I collected misfits—like an orange tabby cat that walked sideways and an abandoned baby bobcat. I was the one you brought the birds with the broken wings to. The ones nobody else wanted or had the patience for.

    Dad liked to go hunting with his friends. I remember dead animals tied to the hoods of trucks and guns hanging on the wall. There was a story of how one time a deer they’d shot got up and ran away, right when the guys posed for photos next to their kill, all their rifles placed in the dead deer’s antlers. They laughed maniacally about it. Dad would fill the crusty yellow freezer on our porch with venison and moose meat wrapped in brown, bloodstained paper. I’d call it “funny meat,” because it tasted strange, a gamey wildness to it. It just felt wrong to eat it.

    Dad told me never to go inside the pump house, so, of course, it was all I wanted to do. I’d stare out at it in our backyard and imagine all sorts of things happening inside . . . but I never could’ve dreamed up what was actually in there. Finally, one day I mustered the courage, and when no one was looking, I sneakily broke through the fence and opened the creaky door to see a headless deer hanging upside down. A large muscular body, dripping blood into a bucket. I stood frozen, admiring and screaming at the same time. My eyes fell on the severed head sitting next to the body on a bloody stump. I took in the big, dead eyes, dark and deep, rimmed by thick lashes. They seemed to stare back at me and pierce my soul in its profoundest fluttering vulnerability. That was meat? I’d never forgive my parents.

    That turned me off eating animals and turned me into an activist. I was around six or seven years old, and I thought: It’s not fair, animals have no gun, no voice. Maybe I could be their voice. I convinced Dad to never hunt again by inflicting as much emotional trauma on him as I could. I made him sorry till my pigtails stood on end, fountaining tears, begging him. He promised me he’d never hunt again, and he didn’t. I recognized what little power I had. It was a start.

    Like all children

    I had a naïve understanding—

    that what was said was true—

    what I read was true—

    what was told to me was true—

    Lying

    was not something

    I understood—

    yet.

    
    AT A YOUNG AGE, I LEARNED THAT PEOPLE ARE MOSTLY AWFUL. Babysitters even worse.

    That’s what happens when you are inappropriately messed with as a child. In my case, it was a young female babysitter who sexualized me very early, forcing me to play weird games on her body, like “car.” She’d bring me used toys—like a life-size Barbie head where I could style the hair and put makeup on the face. My parents thought she was generous and kind, when really, it was just a way to get them off the scent. At the time, I couldn’t understand any of it. She threatened me and told me not to tell anyone. Or else.

    Why were people so awful, and what was I going to do about it? My parents were honest with me—honest to a fault—but when
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    Let’s just say this journey has been . . . therapeutic?

    Digging my heels in, demanding I write this book myself.

    No ghostwriters

    no collaborators

    or book doctors.

    It was like I was screaming inside (and outside)

    to just allow me to tell my story

    My way—

    please—

    It really was life or death for me.

    I must write my own book,

    or I’ll die.

    The drama . . .
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    In poetry, there is a lot left to the imagination, but also a raw honesty. Poetry touches the vulnerable spots but doesn’t call anyone out. It’s poignant but also a shield. I’ve always written to understand how I feel. I realized I needed to do this. I may have turned into the girl in The Exorcist a few times—my head spinning, pea soup. I didn’t realize how much anger I was holding in Pandora’s box. Writing this book was an agonizing task, so much harder than I thought it would be—and, Kate, you managed those times with grace and care. Thank you for your dedication, patience, and pure will to get this done.

    Now enter the wonderful Andra Miller. We also had a rough start, but we fought through to the good stuff. Andra, you had the tough job of helping me shape my thoughts in a different way. Your background of editing fiction was crucial, and the admired perspective I needed. I was a mess . . . I broke down many times while you sat there patiently helping to guide me through all the feelings and rabbit holes we went down together. I know I’m stubborn, but it’s a survival skill. I’m pleasantly proud in the end—and I wouldn’t want this book to be anything other than what it is. A true labor of love. Thank you for all.

    I’d also like to thank my writing agents, David Kuhn and Nate Muscato at Aevitas, who had to step in a few times to encourage me; my agent, Chis Smith at APA; my lawyer, Don Steele (our family business’s rock); my PR agent and friend, Matt Berritt; and my assistant, Jonathan Zeiler, the glue that holds me together.

    My mom and dad deserve my deepest thanks and respect. They have been supportive of me through and through, without hesitation, and taught me everything I know about love.

    I am grateful for my brother, Gerry, who has turned over his own new leaf in getting sober and starting fresh. I’m proud of you, G. You are a selfless, committed man, and your wife and children are lucky to have you. Thank you for being my partner in crime from our earliest days together. I am grateful that we reconnected in a healthy way, as we share a lot of the same story.

    A special thank-you to my beautiful children, Brandon and Dylan Lee. This was your idea. And I’m truly honored, sweethearts. I was hesitant, but you knew I needed to take back my life story, our story. I can breathe better and move forward now with grace. A new beginning . . .

    Brandon, you work so hard. You are a fierce and natural agent, a role you took on with surprise—spontaneously, without fear. And you always make me laugh. Mom, please write something that people can understand. I read your emails, and you sound crazy. Nobody knows what you’re talking about! I’m known to ramble, go off on philosophical tangents. I write like I think—but I hope this book makes sense. I think we got the job done.

    Dylan, you are the Buddha of the family. Your calmness and musicality are inspiring. The calm in the storm. But I also know you carry a heavy burden—you’re an artist, and you feel things deeply. I hope now that this story is out in the world—the truth—you will at least be able to understand a little better why people do what they do. And when we know how people are formed, we can let go of judgment. A chain reaction. We can also celebrate the hard times, as the good times ring even sweeter because of them.

    It’s no secret. Both of you boys are born from a rare kind of romantic love. Which leads me to Tommy. Thank you for just being you, and for being the catalyst of everything good in my life.

    There is no woe-is-me in this book. It is a celebration, a scrapbook of imperfect people living imperfect lives and finding the joy in that. Forgiveness is our salvation. There is redemption in the wisdom that we should never be dependent on others for our own happiness. We cannot save another, we can only love them.

    We are the heroes of our own story. It’s primitive. We are all monkeys.

    Warrior cry. Memento mori (remember that you [have to] die).
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