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Prologue: The Storm
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Everything I ever ran from found a way to keep up. Every version of myself I stitched together ripped apart sooner or later.

For years, I blamed the world.

The cities.

The men I loved.

The jobs I took.

The mountains I climbed.

The ones I couldn’t.

I thought if I ran fast enough, far enough, high enough, I’d land somewhere quiet—somewhere I could hear myself think without the alarms in my body going off.

But the truth was never out there.

It was in me.

I was the common denominator.

I was the fucking storm.

From the outside, things looked enviable. But on the inside, I was a vibrating mess of fear and abandonment, a kid who learned early that love could vanish between one breath and the next. A kid who grew into a woman who kept her boots by the door, just in case she needed to leave before anyone else did.

This story isn’t about blame or villains or neat redemption arcs.

It’s about the mess.

The real, human mess of trying to build a life when the wiring in your head sparks and shorts out at the worst possible times.

It’s about the people I loved, the people I lost, the ones I ran from, and the ones I hurt. It’s about mountains—literal and not—that nearly killed me. It’s about the darkness that swallowed me, and the safety line someone finally threw down.

It’s about learning—slowly, clumsily—that Everything Is Not Fucked.

I just had a talent for making it that way.

We’re going back to the beginning, to the places where I broke, where I healed, and where I’m still learning to stand.

From the outside, my life looked solid: a good career, a loving partner, friends, a home that didn’t smell like emotional arson. But inside, I was a raccoon digging through psychological garbage at three in the morning.

Self-sabotage is my specialty: quiet, creative, perfectly timed to ruin anything good.

The problem lived somewhere between my brain and whatever damaged alarm system kept insisting love was temporary, disaster inevitable, and peace suspicious at best.

So I decided to start at the beginning. To dig through the shit I’d been running from my whole life. I didn’t know what I’d find or what it would unearth, or whether it would break me open or put me back together. So here we go.

Hang on—it’s a long fall before the climb.
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Chapter 1: Nice to Meet You, Mom and Dad
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I was adopted by two young people trying their best.

My mom grew up in Edmonton, the middle child, with an older sister and a younger brother. Dad grew up on a farm near Sylvan Lake, the baby of six children.

My mother was sixteen when she got married. My father was twenty. He was old enough to vote, old enough to sign contracts, old enough to disappear into adulthood without asking permission—while she was still a girl learning who she was. It was never framed as unusual in my family. But looking back, it was the beginning of a life built on decisions made far too early. Something passed down to me that would shape my own relationships.

They were so young yet so desperate to grow up and have a family. They spent years trying to conceive and, when that didn’t work, they applied to adopt.

One day the call came.

They drove from Edmonton to Calgary to pick me up from a foster home—two kids collecting a kid.

***
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My name at birth was Brenda Lee Hansen. A name. The only thing my mother gave me, and it was taken away, just like that.

I was given up for adoption after she realized that she couldn’t care for me and still live in the small town where I was conceived. In a letter she wrote to the social worker, she stated that I looked too much like my father, and her reputation would be ruined. So after trying to be my mom for a while, she eventually handed me over to social services and I was placed into foster care. I learned to fear abandonment before I could walk.

The following year, I was adopted and given a new name.

My adoptive mother told me that when they first got me and she would put me down for naps, she had to leave her purse beside me. If she walked out of the room with it, I’d scream. She figured I believed she might forget me somewhere but would never forget her purse.

One afternoon when I was three, my mother left me in the car with Dad while she ran into the bank. I remember nothing except the cold dread that flooded my body the moment the car door closed. I screamed until I threw up on the seat. Dad tried to calm me, but the fear had already taken root. It became the filter I used for everything that followed.

No one had prepared my mom for a child who begged for comfort and then recoiled from it. I’d scream for her, she’d hold me, and I’d fight her. Eventually, the pushing turned to clinging—skinny redheaded girl with giant blue eyes, terrified of everything and desperate for reassurance.

“Are you mad at me, Mommy?”

“Do you still love me, Mommy?”

Those questions became a mantra. I absorbed every mood my mom had, every disappointment she felt—burdens she never asked me to hold but ones I picked up anyway, convinced it was my job to keep everyone okay.

I wonder if my new parents felt like they’d been duped. Perhaps another child would come in less damaged packaging.

A few years later they adopted another baby, Crystal—ten days old and perfect. A brand-new baby couldn’t come with the same anxieties as a toddler from foster care ... right?

With two young, adopted children before my parents were barely adults themselves, it’s no wonder it didn’t take long for the household storms to roll in. Dad drank—a constant hum, like a faulty appliance rattling in the walls. I started to notice it when I was in grade school, but I didn’t see it as a problem. After all, every kid in my neighbourhood had dads who drank, and some even beat their kids and wives. My dad didn’t beat us, but there were spankings, the occasional cuff upside the head, and the constant unpredictability that came with alcohol.

But he also showed us love in his own way. Mom’s late evening ice cream cravings meant Dad would go to Dairy Queen and get us sundaes and banana splits. And later in life, he’d drive to the ends of the earth to pick us up from wherever we were and bring us home, or take us where we needed to go, without question or judgement.

***
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Mom had her own storms. I remember her getting so overwhelmed and mad at us that sometimes she’d cry and tell us she was moving to Grandma’s house. First, she’d rage into my room and empty all my dresser drawers onto the floor, yelling about how the clothes weren’t folded properly and that we never picked up after ourselves. She was always mad about something we’d done (or not done), and then she’d end up crying in her room, emptying her own drawers into a suitcase. I don’t know how many times she threatened to leave us, but she never did leave. The fear was planted, though. That sick certainty that people eventually go grew roots.

Deep ones.

It has been growing there ever since.
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Chapter 2: Teenagers: A Complete Disaster
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As I got older and started school, people who knew I was adopted always told me how special I was. Parents of friends felt like they needed to say something about it after they’d make a stupid comment like “You look so much like your mom!” I’d tell them how funny that was, because I was adopted, and they’d say, “Oh, how lucky you are!”

And I was.

My parents loved me fiercely, in their way.

They tried to give me stability, safety, opportunities I wouldn’t have had otherwise.

But adoption is a strange thing.

Two opposite truths can exist at the same time.

I was chosen.

And I was left.

It took me decades to understand that both things could be true without cancelling each other out.

***
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I was good in elementary school, particularly art, poetry, and reading—anything that let me escape into other worlds. Teachers loved me. Probably because they could smell the insecurity on me like gasoline.

Then Grade 9 arrived and detonated everything.

Suddenly, school became a battlefield. The subjects that once came easily now felt like trying to breathe underwater. In elementary school, I didn’t have to study or try hard, so I never learned how to focus, study, or practise self discipline. Now math and science were complicated and frustrating, and when I couldn’t keep up, I stopped trying altogether.

My emotional thermostat was already broken. I didn’t have the words back then for emotional dysregulation or the catastrophic fear of abandonment, so I translated that internal panic into shoplifting and skipping school.

Boys were more interesting. We smoked cigarettes together in the alley. I’d toke up with the skateboarders and headbangers behind the school. I developed a quick wit, a thick shell, and a rebellious streak that made me “cool” to a certain kind of kid.

Instead of going to class, we went on shoplifting sprees, stole booze from parents’ liquor cabinets, got into fights, and wandered West Edmonton Mall until security booted us out at closing.

Initially, it was fun. I liked the adrenaline rush of stealing and the attention I got from the boys. But it didn’t take long before I lost control and was getting into trouble more often. The lies I told were piling up like heaps of trash, and I was always drunk, high, or hungover. The self-loathing was setting in, and I felt like I was the heap of trash.

One night after I got caught skipping school for the third time, I sat on the edge of the bathtub and stared at the bottle of my mother’s sleeping pills. I didn’t take them. I just counted them, lined them up, then put them back. I wanted to feel better, and if I couldn’t feel better, then I wanted to feel nothing. But I was too afraid to swallow them.

That same week I stole a pack of cigarettes from the corner store and smoked them all behind the school. I didn’t even like the taste. I just wanted the sick feeling in my stomach to replace the one already sitting there.

Eventually, I was arrested for shoplifting. The mall cops caught me stealing a cassette tape at a record store. My friend’s mom had to pick me up from detainment because my mom was out of town and Dad was too drunk to come get me. I was convicted under the Young Offenders Act (which no longer exists) and had to do a bunch of community hours to fulfill my debt to society. The only consequence I faced from my parents was being banned from the mall for six months. Mom and Dad didn’t even seem that mad.

Maybe they were tired. Maybe scared. Maybe just clueless. There weren’t consequences—not real ones.

Shame became my morning mirror.

Every day, I’d look at myself and think*, You’re the ugliest person alive—inside and out.*

My parents did start to worry as things became more serious. My sister thought I was a loser. Teachers gave up on me. I was on the edge of expulsion. I thought about suicide constantly—not because I wanted to die, but because I wished I’d never existed. Pot and mushrooms didn’t make the feelings disappear. Neither did cocaine, though for a few loud, reckless hours it convinced me otherwise.

Then came acid.

Acid was different. Acid cracked open a higher emotional frequency. It made me feel creative, intelligent, and connected—like I could finally articulate the chaos in my head. And then it would wear off, and I’d fall back into myself: heavy, grey, lost.

The gang I hung out with were fun but dangerous. Mostly guys. Rarely girls. Evan and Connor were brothers, a year older than me but they’d dropped out of school. I met them at a party, and they became my world.

We partied, gambled, and rode in limos, using drug money to pay for everything. They knew every bouncer in Edmonton, so underage drinking was easy. They protected me—or at least that’s what I told myself. Bought me drinks. Kept creepy guys away. I mistook that for safety.

Then the brothers introduced me to Chris.
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Chapter 3: Spider-Man and Betty Crocker

[image: ]


Chris.

Cute, sensitive, damaged. An eighteen-year-old bad-boy with a mop of curly hair and a smile that could almost convince me that everything was alright with the world. His mother had just died after a long bout with cancer, and his father had abandoned him early on. We were drawn to each other the moment we met. He told me his secrets; I told him mine. We clung to each other like two drowning kids hanging on to the same piece of driftwood.

By then I’d nearly dropped out of school. I worked part-time at Thrifty’s in Westmount Mall, and every night I disappeared into the world of Chris and the brothers.

Most nights were parties and bars, but at times Chris and I would go off on our own, just to walk and talk. We’d hold hands and lay on the grass in parks, looking up at the stars. He’d talk about his mom and how he missed her. This made me sad.

Chris never tried to improve me.

He never suggested I should go back to school.

He never asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up.

He just liked me exactly as I was, and I liked him just the way he was.

At sixteen, that felt a lot like love. I hadn’t had any real experience with boyfriends or what it meant to love another person. But the attention he gave me felt like enough.

Looking back, I
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