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CHAPTER ONE

Origins
One of these things is not like the other.
You know the saying, ‘Life’s a journey, not a destination?’ Well, for the girl
called Yaya, life started out as a series of journeys, which began, as all
journeys do, with the source of her life: her parents.
Before they became her parents, in their own corners of Canada, Tom, who
was from Ontario, and Leila, who was from Calgary, were raised in families
that were not so ideal for them as children. Tom’s mother (Yaya’s
grandmother) and Leila’s mother (who Yaya would come to know as
“Mormor”) were both fastidious women who were spiritual in their own
specific ways. One was devoted to religion, and the other was deep into the
mystical, owing to her gypsy roots.
Both mothers believed in the virtue of tough love, which suited their
mercurial tempers. These mood swings would bring on both verbal and
physical lashings for the young Tom and Leila in their separate corners of
Canada.
They wouldn’t meet until much later at a party, when they had both moved
away from their childhood homes, and they each had sensible, reliable jobs
that they made sure had as little to do with anything religious or mystical.
When both decided that they were compatible enough, they did the other
sensible thing: get married.
As planned, Tom’s career as a geologist took off, which gave him and Leila
opportunities to travel and live comfortably in other countries. The next
logical step for them was to have children of their own.

They conceived Yaya in the heat of Cameroon and carried on with their
vacation plans, with Yaya in Utero, spending a few months in the sacred
mountains of Peru.
Her parents made it just in time to the certainty of a securely sterile Calgary
hospital, with the doctor and nurses dancing in and out like Mariachis with
forceps to pull Yaya out into the world.
Tom and Leila must have suspected that Yaya would be different, as she
seemed to be made from all the things they were running away from, even
then.
Resistance would be a recurring theme throughout Yaya’s life. Even as a
kid, she was strong-willed with a stubborn streak, and didn’t always find it
easy to embrace change.
This quality became especially obvious as her father’s work took the family
to the UK, and her parents often took the whole family to explore and travel
Europe. There were so many landlocked countries close enough for them to
reach through driving or riding the train.
By the time Yaya was three years old, her passport had logged 30 countries,
making travel a comfort zone for her. She had started her childhood in
London with regular trips to various cities in Scotland, Italy, or France. She
was so used to motion that sometimes her Mom would drive her around the
block in her car seat just to lull her to sleep.
The family always seemed to be moving from one place to another. The
more she got used to the coming-and-going of life in transit, the more she
longed for constant presence and stillness, which, in her adult years, she
would equate to being loved.
Yaya was walking confidently in the street, bangs blowing against her
forehead as her parents walked just a few steps faster than her on the gray
sidewalks. She looked up at her Mom and Dad and thought, maybe I can
push the stroller today? She took the pacifier out of her mouth and brushed
it against her itchy wool tights and asked, “May I please push my sister
today?” They were on a side street near Hyde Park, where the London
traffic was subdued yet steady and geese flew overhead. “Sure,” her Mom
replied, and let Yaya take the reins of the stroller’s handlebars.

Yaya quickly pointed up at the winged creatures overhead and called out to
her parents, “Pigeons!” pointing and exclaiming, meanwhile, wanting to rid
her life of her pesky new attention-seeking younger sister, she pushes the
stroller horizontally off the sidewalk and into the middle of the road. She
keeps walking, now with a bit more of a pep in her step. “That’s not where
we put your little sister,” Mom snipped sternly and loudly with pursed lips.
Yaya was going through her own cycle of jealousy and didn’t live in a
household where she could verbalize this. There was a shared belief in their
family, that there was a lack of love in the world.
Yaya loved going to preschool at the nearby Jewish synagogue on their
street. She was a non-Jewish shiksa, who loved singing the songs and
playing the jingling instruments and clanging tambourines in a circle with
the other little kids.
But her Mom wasn’t always so enthusiastic about life in London. It was an
unfamiliar city that she was trying to navigate with her two very young
children, all without a strong support network.
One day, whilst out shopping with her Mom at Marks & Spencer’s, Yaya
saw some challah bread, usually saved for Shabbat, grabbed it and started
munching on it. What followed would be one of Yaya’s lasting childhood
memories of her Mom: the quick scolding, the pointed reminder that it was
her fault, and that she, a small child, was ‘ruining it.’ From then on, Yaya
learned to be afraid of disapproval as she thought this would mean having
love withheld from her.
She saw how different things were for the other kids at her preschool. When
she went to a schoolmate’s fourth birthday party, she was blown away that
his home had a butler, and that they had a game room, a big bouncy house,
and their very own movie room.
This was one of the few times Yaya would tell her Dad, “When I grow up, I
want to be Jewish.”
When Yaya’s parents announced they would be moving from London to
California, Yaya, as expected, gave a hard “no” to this concept. Hands on
her five-year-old hips, she proclaimed that she was not going to go.

But after her parents explained that California was “like Italy,” with lots of
sunshine and gelato, she eased up. Although she didn’t want to miss her
friends and leave the life she knew, she became more and more excited
about the promise of this life across the pond.
In the Spring of 1989, they arrived in the Bay Area in California. Yaya was
plopped into the last few months of the school year in kindergarten at Green
Valley Elementary School. Yaya was a trained observer, she would watch
her family, her classmates and soak in the climate of behaviors before
reacting. She suddenly had new words to learn. “Mum” was “Mom,” and
“rubbish” was “trash,” and there was pressure to conform and speak like a
Valley Girl.
On her first day of show-and-tell she knew she had one chance to make a
good first impression and hopefully be liked by her peers. She had debated
bringing dolls or cool toys, and decided that yummy food to share with the
class would be the best way to be remembered fondly. So she brought in her
last prized box of her favorite cereal, which to her surprise they couldn’t
buy in the USA: Shreddies, the sweetened shredded breakfast cereal which
tasted good with or without milk. She suspected the other kids may be sugar
addicts like herself, and want some of this tasty goodness. Yaya’s Mom was
on a permanent health kick and this was the most outrageous form of junk
food they could have.
At their temporary transition apartment in San Ramon, Yaya makes friends
with a tall neighbor girl a few years her senior. She’s into New Kids on the
Block and other really cool American things. Yaya is impressed by her and
wants to hangout. When her new friend suggests rollerblading, Yaya is a
“hell, yes!” She excitedly goes to ask her Mom, who says, “No.”
Well, that wasn’t the vibe she was going for, so Yaya straps on the skates
and goes out anyway. After a few laps around the apartment complex, she
falls into some gravel and scrapes up her knee pretty badly. Afraid to seek
help from her Mom, in fear of punishment for disobeying, she sneaks into
the bathroom, climbs on the toilet seat to reach up to the cabinet to get some
large Band-Aids and sits back on the tile floor, to fix up the wound herself.
She pulls her spandex shorts down to her shin to hide the area. The wound

is now covered, uncleaned and full of pebble rocks, which heals leaving a
bump and a permanent lifelong scar.
It’s now first grade and Yaya is eager to impress her new teacher and her
fellow classmates with her brilliance. Mrs. Pearl asks the class to define the
word: knickers. Yes, Yaya thinks, it’s my time to shine. She shoots her
fingertips into the air and reaches her arm up with enthusiasm, hoping to be
called on first by the teacher.
“Yes, go ahead,” Mrs. Pearl says.
Yaya excitedly reports, “Knickers are underwear.”
According to her British upbringing, this is a very matter of fact, truthful
statement. Of course, because she said, “underwear,” the young kids are
now snickering and laughing and the teacher tells her that she is wrong.
WHAT? She shuts down from the embarrassment.
At recess break she goes to her dingy cubby and rearranges her stuff,
feeling gloomy about the prospect of playing with other kids after her major
unjustified defeat today.
Why was the world so unfair? she thought. When would she catch her
break?
Well, soon after thinking this, her Mom found out that they were reciting
the Pledge of Allegiance every morning at school and quickly put a stop to
that. She writes Mrs. Pearl a note declaring that her Canadian daughter
would not be participating in this ridiculous American ritual each day. One
more ding for Yaya’s goal to be a chameleon and fit-in like the other 1st
graders.
Yaya befriended Mei, a calm well-behaved Chinese girl, their parents
wanted them to be friends. On Chinese New Year, Mei taught the class how
to use chopsticks. She offered a show-and-tell where each child got a set of
chopsticks and got to practice holding them and using them. This skill
would stay with Yaya through her life, an asset, a little cooler than being
able to tie your shoes.

Yaya fiercely lacked community and despised spending too much time at
home alone with her family. She quickly found out from a few sparse Easter
and Christmas visits, that church was a place of fun! There was singing,
other kids, nice adults, clean bathrooms, and most importantly, there was
cake with frosting.
She started asking to go to church every Sunday. Deciding this was a
wholesome and respectable activity, her Mom obliged, taking the girls to
church on the weekends. Yaya loved belting out loudly in worship and
enjoyed the community vibe, happily saying hello and smiling to greet their
neighbors.
These moments from her childhood prompted her Mom to call her,
“Moana.” Like the Disney character, young Yaya’s headstrong and journeyloving nature was bursting out of her. Unlike her parents, Yaya always had
strong opinions, taking pride in herself. To her parents’ dismay, Yaya was
very much her grandmas’ granddaughter: an intercessor and a heretic by
nature.
Even in childhood games, Yaya did things differently. While the other girls
were playing with dolls, or playing regular tag, she would run and jump
over the drawbridge, playing Kissy Monsters, a kind of tag game that Yaya
would play with the boys, except instead of a touch, she ‘tagged’ the boys
she caught with a kiss.
The fight on what to wear to school was a daily conundrum. Yaya’s Mom
had her brunette hair in a bowl cut and insisted she wear muted colors like
yellow and beige and green. She was seven years old and stymied from
self-expression in all areas of her life, especially visually. Yaya was a child
of the 80s and dreamed of wearing the hot pink spandex she sometimes saw
on the music videos on MTV or Vh1.
There was one light yellow dress with many ruffles and very faint bumble
bees on it that they would often agree to compromise on for Yaya to wear to
class. Yaya’s Mom wanted her to look proper, with frilly socks and Mary
Jane shoes, and often a Laura Ashley floral dress to match with either her or
her sister. Yaya wanted to break free into her own style and experiment with
bold color and texture.

One afternoon, Yaya’s sister Andrea and her friend Ashley got into the toys.
They took every vestibule of toys, dumped them clearly on the floor, and
mixed up all the games, Lego, dolls, puzzles and books. We are talking
about every single craft bin in the closet and toy boxes and books under the
bunk beds.
Yaya always thought that Ashley was trouble, but nobody really listened to
her. She often felt invisible. The naughty duo were laughing and having a
child’s party in a sea of toys in Andrea’s room. Yaya definitely felt the need
to tell on these mischievous scoundrels as she was a truth teller.
To Yaya’s surprise the naughty girls barely got in any trouble. What was
going on? She was thoroughly confused. If one thing was out of place in
her room she would be punished, but when her sister made a mess to the
extreme, it was like nothing happened? She was pissed off.
She took her frustration and channeled it into a project, convincing her Dad
to hang a hammock with her in the yard, creating a place of respite to go
when she was feeling upset. She was her Daddy’s brown-eyed girl and
usually could coral him into doing projects, especially if they were
construction oriented. Clearly, Andrea was the Golden Child and Yaya was
just going to have to get used to it. The hammock installation cooled her
down from the confirmation in her mind that there was clearly a double
standard in the parenting around there.
Another project that Yaya and her Dad completed was a life-size, two-story
playhouse in the backyard, complete with a toy stove, kitchen, and a sturdy
ladder to the roof. The roof was tarped with bright blue that the
homeowner’s association didn’t like, as you could see a small part of it in
the front yard and on the main street. They asked Yaya’s family to take it
down, but her Dad refused. Yaya admired him for it.
***
It’s the wee hours of Christmas morning, still dark out. Yaya tiptoes to the
living room and switches out a gift from Santa for her sister, for a lump of
coal, which she has been saving up from the barbecue. She had learned in
class that bad kids get coal and good kids get toys. Since Andrea had been

naughty and not been punished, now was her chance to make things just in
the world.
She wrote on the stuffed piggy that Santa had left, “from Yaya.” Yaya was
in a dark place. She was not aware of the consequences of her actions. She
had recently gotten angry at school and used her child’s play scissors to cut
off another girl’s braid. After that, she knew for sure she didn’t like being in
trouble, and learned to be stealthier in her mischief.
Andrea woke up excited to have a new piggy to snuggle with. She was an
easy kid and was going through an ‘I love pigs’ phase. She collected beanie
baby pigs and piggy banks and wore pig themed sweatshirts. She was also
going through a migraine phase, eventually deciphered as a cheese allergy,
Yaya would later learn to diagnose it as a result of being under the pressure
of their family dynamic.
***
“We came all the way here to see this?” Yaya exclaims as they peek over
the Grand Canyon’s red rocks right at sunset. The parents were all clicking
away with their Nikons, while Yaya’s Dad was taking a camcorder video of
the scenery, describing the geography and geological details, and
specifically avoiding the kid’s pleas to be included in the shot.
They had belayed down some sand canyons earlier that day and Yaya was
physically tired. She chose to ride in the RV with the country music with
one of the other families. There were four families traveling together, and
she would mix and match who she rode with to get a break from her own
family, which she thought was boring. The radio station they were blasting
that day mentioned that Easter was coming, and alluded to the fact that the
Easter Bunny wasn’t real.
Impressionable Yaya heard this, scrunched up her face and at the next rest
stop, billowed out of the sliding door of the RV and demanded, hand on
hips, that her parents tell her the truth about the Easter Bunny, Santa and the
Tooth Fairy, right here, right now. This was their chance to redeem
themselves of these lies they had told.
The other kids were all younger and within earshot and her parents didn’t
want to disclose the whole truth to her in her moment of anguish. She knew

she was being lied to and she didn’t like it one bit.
In her disappointment and frustration, the idea that parents were not to be
trusted stayed with her. She started to feel the ‘us vs. them’ mentality when
it came to the adults, and sided with ‘team kids.’
Back in Danville, Yaya got to have her first all-American girl sleepover,
even though she was technically still a green card holder. They built a fort
downstairs with soft blue woven blankets and light cotton sheets. After a
broccoli and pork dinner with chopsticks with Mei’s family and baby sister,
they got ready for bed.
They turned down the lights and put their heads on the pillows and Yaya
heard “Tick Tock.” The clock was ticking. After what felt like hours of
agony, and from thrusting around the various pillow options on top of her
head, she decided to scavenge around the downstairs very quietly on tiptoe
to find the culprit. She found not one, but many clocks.
Wall clocks, alarm clocks, watches. She tried covering them in items. She
quietly snuck back into the covers on their children’s made sleeping area in
the corner by the sofas. The tick-tocking was now less vibrant, but still
audible. The next morning after a not-so-restful sleep, they enjoyed a fresh
croissant and orange juice before Yaya was picked up to go back home.
It was the 90s, and Yaya’s Dad got the Humphrey family a desktop
computer, complete with dial-up internet. Yaya got two computer games to
play: Lemmings and Oregon Trail. Following the leader off the side of the
cliff in the Lemmings game was an early lesson for Yaya about following
her own path and a reminder to not blindly follow. She would press the
arrow buttons to make the Lemmings avoid upcoming disasters. Later she
would play Oregon Trail, saving families from scurvy and plagues and
weather - all with small clicks and quick choices.
Later on, she would use this to chat on AOL with friends and random pen
pals, create a Myspace and be an early adopter to online dating with
Match.com. The one phone line had to serve the four of their competing
interests, for talking on the phone, and for the computer’s dial-up modem
for the internet. Yaya would often pick up the phone and kick her Dad off of

his precious Wi-fi and his anger would flare up into an explosion of word
hatred.
Amid all of this happening as she was growing up, Yaya started to have one
nightmare that would play nightly on repeat. She would be in a barn that
was her house, which caught on fire, and she would climb up the ladder and
reach a place where she became stranded and she would scream (and wake
herself up from the dream) but in the dream, no noise would come.
Anxiety can cause bad dreams.
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