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Section 1

�e Excavation Begins
(Stories)



W

Chapter 1

A Foundation of Fear

“When we tell stories about the family without judgment and without
instant analysis, the literal persons turn into characters in a drama
and isolated episodes reveal themselves as themes in a great saga.
Family history is transformed into myth.”

-Thomas Moore, Care of the Soul

hen my dad died, my sister, Larissa, and I declared we would be the
ones to give the eulogy. Although there were many other people who

knew him better and had spent more time with him—especially in recent
years—we both agreed that if we left the eulogy to his friends or
colleagues, we would most likely end up hearing about his list of
accomplishments. We’d end up hearing more about the jobs he’d had and
the work he’d done over his decades-long career as a world-travelling
management consultant—something more akin to a résumé or CV rather
than who he was as a man. The thing was, though, both of us had had
tenuous relationships with him our entire lives, and when it came down to
what I was going to say, I grappled with how to talk about him honestly
while still honouring the pain, confusion, and anger I was feeling. Even
though I was in my late forties when he died, I could still hear my dad’s
voice in my head:

• “You’re not good enough.”

• “You’re not smart enough.”

• “You don’t have what it takes.”



I was also very aware that my ten-year-old daughter and my slightly older
niece and nephew would be present. Even though I didn’t plan on making
my dad out to be a saint, I also didn’t want them, or anyone else present, to
hear how hard, painful, and confusing it had been to grow up with him as
my dad.

I was also very aware that my mom would be there. She’d been my dad’s
first wife, and he, the love of her life. Although they had divorced after
fifteen years of marriage, and she had been the one to leave, I knew my dad
still held a very special place in her heart.

After days of wondering what I was going to say, I furiously scribbled and
crossed out thoughts, notes, and anecdotes in the car on the way to the
funeral. Trying to ignore a lifetime’s sting of those three phrases that
seemed so firmly etched in my brain and on my soul, I finally decided I
would just let it go, suck it up, and trust that once I got up to the podium,
whatever wanted to be said would end up being shared with as much
diplomacy and grace as was mine to muster.

As my sister and I walked up to the podium together, with me still
wondering what would come out of my mouth, I stepped up, took a deep
breath, and said:

“Growing up my father’s daughter was not easy…”

* * *

My parents both grew up in Edmonton after their families emigrated from
Ukraine. My mom, an only child, came over with her mom just after the
Second World War. Shortly after they arrived in Canada, my grandmother
met and married my grandfather. He adopted my mom, and she grew up in
a loving home, surrounded by family, where both parents, extended family,
and the community were devoted to her.

My dad came over with his parents just before the end of the war. Ten years
later, his younger sister was born. The home they grew up in was very
different.



My parents’ first date was more the result of a negotiation between my
grandparents than it was two teenagers going out for a much-anticipated
date. My dad had already asked another girl to a dance. He was told by his
dad, however, that if he wanted to borrow the car that night, he’d have to
take my mom. My mom, who was two years younger and found my dad
handsome but arrogant, didn’t really want to go. But go she did because her
father had told her to. According to my mom, the mediocre evening ended
when my dad tried to get fresh, at which point she demanded he take her
home.

Two years later, however, they reconnected, sparks flew, and they fell head
over heels in love. They married young, with my mom already three months
pregnant with me.

After fifteen years, two kids, three cats, and a lifetime of volatility, they got
divorced.

Although life was less than perfect within our family, and my memories of
growing up are fragmented, I do remember seeing my parents happy. I
remember them laughing, singing, celebrating, and dancing together. When
they danced, even friends and members of the community would comment
on how perfectly matched they were, right down to their height. So when
my mom announced she was leaving my dad, my sister and I, our family,
and the community were shocked.

* * *

When I was little, I thought my dad was the smartest, most handsome and
most charming man alive. He was funny, a great storyteller, an excellent
conversationalist, and a gourmet cook. He had a rich bass voice and sang
beautifully. He was a great dancer and could be the life of the party. When I
was little, I wanted to be just like him.

For most of my life I was told I looked, sounded, and acted just like my
dad. I was smart, talented, and charismatic, just like he was. I also happened
to laugh like him, speak with the same cadence, and he and I shared a lot of
the same mannerisms. When I was younger, it felt amazing to be told I was
so much like the person I idolized.



As I grew older, however, it also began to feel like a burden, even a curse.
Because along with the smarts, talent, and charisma, there was confusion,
judgement, anger, and fear—lots and lots of anger and an ever-evolving
amount of fear.

Along with his charm, my dad had a volatile temper. He could also be
physically, emotionally, and psychologically abusive. By my teens, I wasn’t
sure my dad loved or even liked me. By the time I was a young adult, I
wasn’t sure I liked or loved him.

One of my earliest memories is of my mom holding me as we both listened
to my younger sister screaming and crying while our dad beat her with a
belt. I don’t remember what she’d done to make him so angry. What I do
remember—because this punishment was par for the course—was feeling
terrifed because I knew I was next. I sat quietly in my mom’s arms (what
she was feeling at the time, I can only imagine), waiting for my turn to
come. I was around three and my sister, one.

I don’t remember how many times this happened. Because toddlers
generally didn’t hang around talking about how their parents disciplined
them, to me, this was normal.

Another memory from around the same time is of me standing in front of
the tall, narrow glass window in our entranceway. As the sun poured
through the rippled pane, I became fascinated by the long, winding S-like
crack in the glass. I remember taking my tiny index finger, and with pure,
childlike curiosity, slowly tracing the S as I ran my finger along the curve of
the crack with the sunlight glimmering and shimmering through the glass.

Suddenly, my dad was beside me, screaming at me, asking me how I could
be so stupid and careless. He wrenched my tiny hand away from the glass,
still yelling, as I realized I’d cut my tiny finger and was bleeding—
something I hadn’t even noticed because I’d been so entranced by the S in
the window and the sunlight dancing through the glass. Although likely
meant as a protective reflex, my dad’s anger turned childlike innocence,
curiosity, and wonder into fear and shame in a split second. There was no in
between.



As I grew up, what triggered my dad’s anger could also range from
something of great significance (say, crashing the car) to something
seemingly less so (like not finishing a piece of blood sausage on my dinner
plate). It felt like there was no way to know when he might erupt or how
intense the explosion might be. It was almost impossible to know what his
priorities were—like the time I was eight or nine and a rock the size of my
fist flew out from under the lawn mower as I was cutting the grass. It hit me
in the shin, causing my leg to bruise, welt, and bleed immediately. When I
went inside, crying and asking for help, my dad insisted I finish mowing the
lawn first, thinking that would somehow teach me a lesson to be more
careful next time.

As my sister and I got older, the physical beatings dissipated, but the
explosive anger, unattainable expectations, and shaming that occurred when
those expectations weren’t met grew in intensity. I can still remember one
physical altercation in my teens after my mom and dad had separated and
we were spending the weekend with my dad.

While my dad I were screaming at each other with my sister in her room, I
accidentally knocked off my dad’s glasses. Fuelled by his rage, he lunged at
me, threw me onto the ground, and started choking me. I remember
thinking if it hadn’t been for my younger sister intervening, I felt sure he
was going to kill me.

Again, I don’t remember what I’d done that had made him so angry. As the
altercation escalated, however, there was a point where I remember
thinking, I’ve just knocked off Tato’s (dad in Ukrainian) glasses, something
mama told me never to do. It means he can’t see, which means he has no
control. Having no control is making him angrier. He’s already screaming
and yelling at me. I’m trapped and don’t know what to do. Now he’s lunging
at me. He’s so strong, I can’t fight him off. Oh, my God, I’m on the ground
and he’s choking me. I think he’s going to kill me!

It all happened in a split second, as if time had slowed down and expanded
exponentially. It was as if a blind rage had taken control of him, and if not
for my sister jumping on his back and screaming for him to stop, he may
not have realized what he was doing until it was too late.



What I also remember is that immediately afterward, my dad drove my
sister and a close friend to an overnight scouting camp. I was no longer
allowed to go because of whatever I’d done, and he let me know in no
uncertain terms that he’d deal with me when he got back. The feeling of
dread and terror was enough to drive me to start packing, thinking the only
thing I could do was run away.

As I threw things into my bag, it slowly started to sink in that I had no
money. I had nowhere to go and no one I could talk to about this—not even
my mom. She’d recently left my dad and I was still so angry with her for
breaking up our family. No one would believe me, except for my sister,
because she was the only one who’d been there and had seen what had
happened. As I began to unpack and put my things away, I also prepared
myself for the worst.

Then the unexpected happened. My dad got back and told me to get in the
car. For sixty minutes, in complete, stone-cold silence, we drove to the
overnight camp. When we arrived, he told me to get the hell out of the car.
As I stepped out of the car, I was greeted by the camp counsellor and my
cheerful, enthusiastic friends, wondering why I was so late. As I closed the
car door, my dad left without saying a word.

I ended up lying to my friends, making up a story about my dad finding
cocaine in one of my stereo speakers and completely flipping out because
of that. Whatever the real reason had been, it had felt so tame in comparison
to my made-up cover story. I honestly thought there was no way my friends
would believe that my dad had gotten as angry and violent as he had
because of whatever actually happened. Being on the receiving end of that
kind of explosive anger repeatedly over the course of years and decades—
anger that was often paired with inconsistent behaviour—can and did take a
very profound toll.

As a result, for most of my life, I lived in fear, and not just of my dad. I was
constantly afraid of accidentally or inadvertently saying or doing something
that would give my dad or anyone—especially any authority figure—reason
to get angry. So for most of my childhood, I tried so hard to please the
adults in my life—my parents, my teachers; especially my dad—by being
as close to perfect as possible.



I excelled in school, music, dance, Ukrainian scouting, and Ukrainian
school. I brought home A’s and A-plusses, came in first place, and won gold
medals. I also tried to be on my best behaviour in social situations that
involved my dad, trying to avoid anything that might embarrass him in any
way.

Perfection meant accolades. Perfection meant smiles, hugs, and kudos from
my dad. Perfection meant safety and peace. Perfection was my protection.

For most of my childhood and early teens, on the outside, I was a rock star!
On the inside, though—especially into my teenage years—I felt more and
more like a taped and patched-up Humpty Dumpty who’d fallen off the wall
too many times to tell. Being perfect all the time was hard work. It felt like
I was constantly holding my breath while teetering on the brink of “the
wall,” wondering whether my grades and my behaviour or I were good
enough to keep my dad’s anger at bay. I wondered whether any of it was
enough to keep me from falling and shattering into a million pieces below
for good.

* * *

I was fifteen when my parents split up. I remember being surprised,
wondering why and whether they would end up getting back together
(something that would come up again and again for me, even into
adulthood). What I remember more prominently was being given the choice
as to which parent my sister and I wanted to live with.

A judge had deemed my sister and me old enough to make that decision for
ourselves, so we did. Even though I still felt terrified of my dad, he was the
one staying in our family home, with the car and my piano. Staying with
him would mean some semblance of normalcy, or at least the familiar.
Going with my mom would mean starting something new. I was also
vehemently angry with my mom because it had been her decision to leave.

By that point, my dad was also travelling for work regularly and was only
home a few days a month—a teenager’s dream! So how awful could it be? I
also knew my sister would go with our mom. So even though there was a
certain amount of trepidation in staying with our dad, and I had considered



going with our mom, I decided to stay. After all, there would also be the
perks of being alone, with a car, in an empty house, and with a credit card to
“shop for groceries.”

It would be about twenty years later, during a heated argument the day after
my dad’s second wedding that my sister and I would discover why we had
each chosen the parent we’d chosen, even though we had both considered
going with the other. Neither of us wanted to leave either parent alone.

Knowing how sad, confused, and angry we each felt as our family home
was breaking up, we both felt obligated to somehow take care of our
parents. So, my sister went to live with our mom, and I ended up staying
with our dad.

* * *

After my parents separated, my life started to visibly fall apart. I couldn’t
understand what was happening. I felt like a complete failure and like
things were only getting worse. It was getting harder and harder to get
through each day without falling apart. It was getting harder and harder to
keep it together.

After a string of failures—school grades plummeting, being forced by my
parents to give up ballet, loss of interest in music, becoming disillusioned
with Ukrainian scouts, and not caring anymore about Ukrainian school—I
decided perhaps it’d be better to not be around at all. If I weren’t around at
all, I wouldn’t have to deal with all the pain, anger, and fear that had been
my foundation for living for so long. If I weren’t around at all, I wouldn’t
cause my dad to be so angry. I decided it’d be better to just die. So I
attempted suicide.

What ended up being a carefully planned event, with my dad out of town,
and no reason for my mom or anyone else to stop by that evening, turned
into a night in the emergency room. I vaguely remember muttering
something to my mom (who’d stopped by unannounced) about the flavours
of maxi pads while high as a kite on pills and booze. And after having my
stomach pumped—so I could feel better, not because my life was in any
great danger (the cocktail of pills and booze I’d consumed wouldn’t have



been strong enough to kill me)—I ended up in hospital under observation
for a few days.

When my friends came to visit me in the hospital, I remember feeling so
embarrassed and ashamed. I couldn’t even succeed at suicide. This was just
another failure to add to the already growing list of disappointments.

It, however, was one of the few times I’d felt seen by my dad. He came
home from a business trip early to see me. Then he stayed home for a while,
cancelling some of his business trips to make sure I went back to school and
so he could keep in touch with the teachers to see how things were going.
It’s one of the rare times during my youth where I remember thinking my
dad actually cared about me, like a normal dad would—like a dad was
supposed to. He hadn’t come back because of my grades or some award I
might’ve won (which I wasn’t winning anymore anyway). He came back
for me, for his daughter.

That entire suicide debacle prompted my parents to send me to a child
psychologist. After only a few visits, I told the therapist what he wanted to
hear. I assured him that I hadn’t really wanted to die, that I was only trying
to get attention, and that I would never try anything like that again. I guess I
was convincing enough because he then assured my parents that I was no
longer a threat to myself and could be trusted again to be left alone.

So my dad went back to his business trips. And I continued along my path
of self-destruction under the guise of “being cool” and aloof, with just
enough presence and participation in life so that my mom and the school
wouldn’t be concerned and call him. At least that’s what it seemed like at
the time.

I barely graduated high school and dropped out of university after only
three months. By this time, I had my own apartment, a job, a radio show at
the campus university station, and some friends I’d made through the radio
station (at the university I’d dropped out of). I was slowly beginning to feel
like I was finding my way.

As I settled into this new phase, life turned into one party after another as I
bounced from one party to the next, one live music gig to the next. Drugs,



alcohol, and blackouts became part and parcel of the new, independent, fun
life I was living. In between the parties, the gigs, the drugs, and booze,
though—in the light of day—I would feel confused, like I didn’t quite fit in,
like I was an imposter. No matter how much I partied or drank, it was never
enough to feel good about myself for long. Feeling like a fraud never
completely went away.

* * *

Just after I turned eighteen, my dad told me he was selling our family home
and asked if I wanted to move to Toronto with him. I jumped at the chance.
Just like switching high schools a year earlier, moving to another city meant
leaving behind all the pain, drama, fear, and disappointment. It was the
beginning of something new and exciting, something different. And even
though I was still afraid of him, now that I was a young adult, my dad and I
found common ground in drinking, music, and gourmet food. Essentially, as
long as I “partied” with him, things were okay. If it went any deeper than
that, though, the pain that came with the anger and fear from long before
would once again rear its ugly head.

We lived together for a year. My dad was out of town for work most of the
time. When he was home, we didn’t spend much time together. But we did
spend time with my aunt Vera—my dad’s younger, much cooler, and
extraordinarily compassionate sister—who’d become like a second mom to
me after we moved to Toronto.

There were ten years between my dad and my aunt. My dad had left their
family home at eighteen when she was only eight. As such, they hadn’t
grown up together. Now, as adults, it was like they knew of each other, but
didn’t really know one another.

My aunt adored her older brother, but she also had her challenges with him.
A gifted, accomplished, and well-respected doctor, she was also a super
smart, beautiful, charismatic woman with an amazing community of friends
and loved ones. Yet, my dad would still often treat her as that bratty little
sister he’d left behind at eighteen, coming across as the know-it-all older
brother.



I remember one Ukrainian Christmas Eve when the three of us cooked our
traditional twelve-course meal.

Imagine bright fuchsia borscht, heady with the aroma of beet kvas, garlic,
and wild mushrooms simmering on the stove. The scent of freshly chopped
dill on the cutting board for sprinkling over the borscht and gefilte fish
wafting through the kitchen. Wild Atlantic salmon prepped with lemon and
salt, lying in wait, ready to be baked. Big pots of water boiling furiously,
awaiting the ushka (tiny “pig’s ears” dumplings stuffed with wild
mushrooms and garlic—a favourite dish served only at Christmastime) and
a variety of varennyky (aka perogies). There were the savoury potato and
onion, sauerkraut, the more indulgent prune and cinnamon, and poppyseed.

Then there were the ingredients for the kutia—the most traditional and
symbolic dish of the meal—waiting to be mixed with the greatest of care.
Boiled wheat, poppyseeds, and honey—another favourite, served only at
Christmastime. The wheat symbolizes the work and blessings of the land
and the eternal cycle of life. The poppyseeds symbolize wealth, riches, and
fertility. The honey represents good health and the sweetness of life that
brings everything together. It is the dish that begins the sacred meal, with
each person present receiving a blessing along with a spoonful of this
reverential dish. Traditionally, after the initial blessing, the head of the
household takes a spoonful of kutia and tosses it to the ceiling. Depending
on how and what sticks, one can foretell what the coming year will be like.

At one point during this particular Christmas Eve, Vera and my dad argued,
and my aunt left the kitchen in tears. “Les, I think I made your aunt cry,”
my dad said, a slight smirk on his face. Even though I don’t think he meant
it maliciously, he didn’t realize the sting of his words, tone, and actions
(which were akin to bullying) on his sister mere moments before.

The following year, after returning from a summer job in Edmonton, I
moved out of my dad’s place and into a shared house with three roommates.
I continued drinking to excess, using recreational drugs, ventured into
promiscuity, struggled with trying to fit in, and ultimately spiralled into
another depression. I lied, cheated, stole, and came up with a zillion excuses
to remain firmly grounded in seething anger. Even though I wasn’t fully



aware of why I felt so angry, this anger continued to fuel my self-
destructive behaviour.

I had friends. I worked. I appeared fully functional. I could even be the life
of the party. But as much as I tried to fit in and please everyone around me,
I felt less and less comfortable in my own skin. I knew I was smart and
capable, but I was also afraid and felt small. Life just felt so hard so much
of the time. And even though I’d just entered my twenties, I felt so
incredibly exhausted.

One day, a couple of years later, I woke up, seriously contemplating suicide
again. I spent a few days cleaning up and giving away my things at the
office and began to formulate a plan. Bizarrely enough, as I went around the
office, giving away trinkets I’d amassed over the years I’d worked there,
my friend Glenn—who years later would become my husband—actually
asked me, “You’re not planning on topping yourself, are you?”

A few days later, I stood at the top of the Don Valley Bridge for a long time
—my James Stewart from It’s a Wonderful Life moment—wondering
whether anyone would miss me if I jumped and ended it all. Instead of
jumping, though, something inside me pulled me away from the edge and
directed me toward the subway station nearby.

I soon found myself en route to Mississauga (a neighbouring city I barely
knew how to navigate) via subway, then bus, to seek out my aunt. I
eventually arrived at her clinic, only to find that she was home sick with a
debilitating migraine that day. The receptionist offered to call her at home,
but I thanked her and said no, thinking, I’ve made it this far, I might as well
keep going, eventually making my way over to her place via local transit.

I’m pretty sure she was just as surprised to see me as I was to be standing at
her door. I don’t remember what happened next, but I do know we spent the
day together and clearly, I didn’t jump off any bridge. A few days, weeks,
or maybe months later, I eventually called her and told her I couldn’t live
like this anymore. I couldn’t understand what was happening to me and that
I needed help.



Over the next several years, with the support of my aunt, I met and worked
with a handful of psychologists and therapists to address my depression and
addiction to alcohol. It hadn’t even occurred to me that I might have a
problem with alcohol or drugs until the first psychiatrist I met with said he
wouldn’t agree to treat me until I dealt with my alcoholism. I didn’t like
him anyway and had no intention of working with him, so it was no big
deal. It also felt more than a bit insulting to be told I abused alcohol and that
until I stopped drinking, there was no way he could work with me.

I was so angry. What could he possibly know about me and how could he
possibly call me an alcoholic?!

However, the concept of feeling utterly broken became more and more
apparent as I found myself spiralling downward into a pit of despair.

It felt as though that wrongness or brokenness could rub off on and infect
someone I’d come to like or even love. So, I’d withdraw from life time and
time again in an effort to “save” those around me from the anguish I was
experiencing. This ominous feeling could last for days, even weeks—a
massive mental and emotional block that kept me from moving forward in
life in any kind of healthy, proactive, or life-affirming way. It’s what would
keep me from having any kind of truly intimate or trusting relationship with
anyone for decades, even though deep down inside, that’s not only what I
craved, but what I needed.

Thankfully, with my aunt’s help, I eventually found a therapist I liked and
felt safe enough to work with on and off throughout my adult life until she
retired and I “graduated.” I know it was largely due to the compassion,
attentiveness, and support I experienced during my sessions with her that I
was able to rediscover the power, confidence, and resilience that had been
buried and hidden under so much pain, anger, and fear for so long.

When it came to the alcohol, it took a while, but eventually, begrudgingly, I
quit drinking. Once I quit drinking, I stopped using drugs. As I let go of the
booze and drugs, the booze and drugs left my system. However, all the pain,
anger, and fear—the trauma of my younger days—came alive in new, more
vivid ways. Pain, anger, and fear wove their way into every relationship,
every decision, every job, every part of my life. These feelings shaped how I



showed up as a spouse, friend, parent, employer, daughter, sister—even as I
dove into my spiritual/consciousness studies a few decades later.

The traumatic residue, the very foundation and underpinning of my life,
would continue to be the lens through which I viewed the world and myself
for years to come. I’d constantly doubt and second-guess my decisions. I
was convinced I wouldn’t amount to anything of significance because I
wasn’t smart, educated, or talented enough to do anything of any substance.

I saw friends move forward in their education, into higher paying jobs,
building careers, having relationships, buying houses and condos and cars,
and going on vacations, while I continued to barely make ends meet. For so
many years, I felt left behind. Even though there were things about life I
could appreciate and even enjoy, it felt like there was this underlying,
nagging disappointment that I hadn’t “made it” in life yet. I should’ve been
making more money. I should’ve had a house already. I should’ve been in a
committed relationship. I should be more of a grown-up, living a grown-up
life by now. Yet all I continued to feel was, I have no idea who I am or what
I want to do with my life.

* * *

On the day of the traditional gift opening the day after my sister’s first
wedding (which also happened to be my birthday), something within me
shifted. To celebrate my birthday and as a thank you for being her maid of
honour, my sister and her new husband gave me a Braun stand-up mixer.
When I initially saw the box, I thought to myself, There’s no way that’s
what’s really in there. They must’ve just used the box for something else.

However, when I saw the brand-spankin’-new mixer inside—just like the
one our baba (grandmother) had used—I felt an immediate rush of
inspiration. I realized that perhaps this was what I was meant to do in life. I
had already received a beautiful book on bread making from a friend, along
with another food-themed gift from another friend. I had always loved
cooking and baking and marvelled at how talented my baba, my great aunt
(my baba’s sister), and several of my mom’s cousins were.



I remember thinking, Everyone’s gotta eat. Not only that, but food could
also make people feel so happy. Thanks to the amazing cooks and bakers in
my family, I also knew there was so much creativity to be expressed
through food, whether it be savoury or sweet. And because there was no
end to creativity with food, there would always be something new to learn.

For my entire life, my love of cooking and baking had been something I’d
taken for granted. It had never occurred to me that it could be something I’d
want to do as a career. Now, thanks to these three marvelous gifts, for the
first time in my adult life, I felt like I actually knew what I wanted to do.
And it felt amazing!

The three gifts I received for my birthday inspired me to take a vegetarian-
cooking course. This course led me to a job at one of Toronto’s most
prominent bakeries and gourmet food stores. During my time at this bakery,
I discovered my love of working with chocolate, which led me to take some
courses in chocolate making and cake decorating, which in turn led me to a
couple of incredible jobs as a restaurant pastry chef. Eventually, I started
my own business, which led to the founding of Toronto’s first organic,
sustainably minded pastry and chocolate shop—LPK’s Culinary Groove.

I had also met and fallen in love with Glenn, who’d not only captured but
cracked open my heart and soul in ways I didn’t even know were possible. I
had friends, a community, a life partner, and a new career/business I was
building. In the midst of all of this growth, Glenn and I got married and
bought a house. My life was starting to feel good, and I was actually
beginning to feel good about myself.

By this time, my dad had moved overseas, and I had very little contact with
him. He’d married and divorced a second time and eventually moved to and
settled in Ukraine, where he ultimately met and married his third wife.

Over the next decade or so, as I continued to build my life in Toronto, my
dad rooted himself in his homeland. I’d hear about his endeavours from my
aunt, my sister, even my mom, but I didn’t go to any great lengths to keep
in contact with him. He would send me the funniest anecdotes and stories
by email (some of which I shared in his eulogy), but other than that, “out of
sight, out of mind” worked well, and for the time being, it felt fine.



Even with all of that goodness, though, even as I got my own life together, I
still had my own challenges with anger. Over time, I realized how much
like my dad I’d become. When things didn’t go my way, I would erupt. I
would throw things, slam phones against the wall, I would scream at
people, I would lash out at the drop of a hat.

Sometimes I’d even let people know I wasn’t yelling at them as much as I
was letting off steam about what they’d done or something that had
happened. I’d rationalize it all because I wasn’t physically hurting anyone. I
was just expressing my anger in what I considered to be relatively normal,
healthy ways. After all, I’d heard time and time again, if you don’t express
your anger, it’ll continue to fester, and will eventually explode no matter
what.

So now, not only did I look and talk like my dad, but I also erupted and
exploded with anger—just like my dad. The intensity of that anger could
sometimes feel so all-consuming, I would scare even myself. Afterward, I
would feel such profound shame at having treated my husband, employees,
family, or friends so horribly. It felt awful—beyond embarrassing, beyond
mortifying. I’d feel less than small, less than insignificant. I wanted to just
run away and hide.

There were many, many times over my adult life when severe or
disproportionate anger would suddenly rear its insidious head. However,
nowhere was it more prevalent than during the course of opening, running,
and eventually closing my “dream-cometrue-turned-nightmare” organic,
sustainably minded bakery, LPK’s Culinary Groove. More on that later.

* * *

One day, after not hearing from my dad for some time, I got word from my
aunt that my dad was sick. He’d been diagnosed with Stage 4 colorectal
cancer. There was no Stage 5. My aunt insisted he leave Ukraine and come
back to Canada—Toronto specifically—for treatment. And just like that,
after over a decade, my dad was back in my life again.

By then, I’d been on my healing journey for a bit and was more curious
about what my dad was going through and how others were behaving,



rather than feeling anything specific about his having been diagnosed with
cancer. I was also incredibly busy with work and felt my business and my
family were what required my utmost attention.

What I was very aware of, however, was that my dad had never met my
daughter, who was already seven. I suspected Mylana could probably have
a totally different relationship with him than I’d had and didn’t want to
stand in the way of whatever that relationship could be. My dad was back in
my life again, and it looked like my daughter would finally have her
grandfather in hers.

Watching Mylana and my dad develop a beautiful, loving, fun relationship
—where he came in with some trepidation, and she with none—was
amazing. They would play and joke around together. He delighted in
bringing her beautiful children’s books from Ukraine. They would also just
sit and talk. Eventually, she even went over for a couple of sleepovers.

I still recall—a couple of days before their first sleepover—my dad calling
to tell me he’d gone out and bought organic, vegetarian, gluten-free food so
Mylana would have plenty to eat when she stayed over. I was grateful, but
also dumbfounded and confused.

The man Mylana was getting to know was not the man I grew up with, and
I had a hard time reconciling that. Over the years, my dad had softened.
He’d relaxed. He smiled more. He was still just as opinionated, but he was
different. I realized that I wasn’t seeing my dad as much as I was seeing
Mylana’s grandfather. As I watched this relationship blossom, I could see
and feel how much they both loved and delighted in each other and what a
gift they were to each other.

For me, though, as his daughter, as much as I loved that Mylana now had
her grandfather in her life, I also found myself feeling heartbroken and sad.
I’d missed out on having the loving, caring dad who was now showing up
as a loving, attentive grandfather.

One day, my aunt came to me and said, “I know there’s stuff between you
and your dad. I know there’s a painful legacy there. But he’s going to die,



and you have to step up. Please spend some time with him. He loves you
and he needs you even though he won’t tell you.”

At the time, and throughout his treatment, I remember thinking, How can
you know he’s going to die? How can you possibly know anything, just
because you’re a doctor? Maybe he will, maybe he won’t. Just because the
statistics aren’t in favour of him living more than two and a half years after
his diagnosis, why is it a done deal for you?

Not only was there confusion about who this man was now vs. the man I
grew up with, but I was also angry at my aunt and others who’d already
decided he had one foot in the grave. I felt even angrier because I was being
asked to spend time with him when I had so many other things in my life I
wanted to focus on. The exhaustion I’d been feeling for decades was now
beginning to feel suffocating.

The next eighteen months were hard—not just challenging—hard. Every
Sunday, after I’d worked back-to-back farmers’ markets on Saturday and
Sunday, with a night of prep in between (which meant little or no sleep),
we’d have family dinner at my house. My aunt would bring my dad and a
couple of hours later, they’d head home. It felt nearly impossible to work
through my exhaustion and sleep deprivation, and I was so grateful for
Glenn and his ability to entertain my dad as I made dinner. I was also super
thankful that my aunt and Mylana were there because it meant I could just
focus on dinner and not really have to participate.

I was also grateful that my sister, Larissa, flew in from Victoria a few times
to visit. When she did, she stayed with our dad. As a nurse, she was used to
attending to people who required care. It was also amazing because not only
did she and my dad get along much better than he and I did, but it also
meant I could pull away and still not have to actively participate in
cultivating any kind of relationship with him.

Then one day, when he and my sister arrived for dinner, I saw him slowly
hobble up the stairs to our living room, enduring the immense pain of not
having any padding left on the bottoms of his feet (a side effect of chemo).
As I watched him put on a brave face, I knew that would be the last time
he’d ever set foot in our home. In that moment, I could feel my dad was



going to die soon and such profound sadness and grief overcame my entire
being.

* * *

I felt I’d wasted time. I felt I’d been selfish. I didn’t know my dad any
better than I did before he’d returned to Toronto, and now, he was literally
breaking down and wasting away in front of my eyes.

My aunt and I, a few close friends of his, and eventually some home care
nurses, ended up taking turns being with him until his wife arrived from
Ukraine. The last pleasant memory I have of my dad is how he thoroughly
enjoyed and polished off a simple, nourishing meal of salmon and sautéed
vegetables—the last meal I prepared for him. He ate it with such gusto,
picking at everything slowly and deliberately with a toothpick because he’d
become too weak to manoeuvre a fork. I don’t remember what we talked
about or if we talked much at all, just that he really enjoyed that meal and
that I’d made it for him. He was happy. I was happy. For a brief time that
evening, we were actually happy together.

A couple of weeks later, with my dad’s health deteriorating, his wife arrived
from Ukraine with her immigration papers in hand. She was shocked when
she saw him, as she hadn’t spoken to him in several weeks and when she
had, she’d only seen him from the neck up. Regardless, her attitude was
inspirational to me because even though she really wanted him to live, she
said it wasn’t about what she wanted, but how she could help him be
comfortable—how she could be of service.

That’s when I realized that’s what I needed to do, too. No matter what had
happened in the past, no matter how I felt about my dad, this was where we
were now. I could choose to see him through the eyes of love—no matter
how foreign it felt—or I could choose to focus on the pain, anger, and fear
of the past. I decided it was time to let go of the past and see my dad for
who he truly was, rather than who I remembered him to be.

During those last few weeks is when he kept repeating the phrase “God is
Love.” Even though I didn’t understand or appreciate their meaning at the
time, I repeated those words back to him.



A few weeks after his wife arrived from Ukraine, my dad died in his sleep.

I remember my dad telling me that when my grandfather died, it took my
dad five years to get over his father’s death. At the time, I thought it strange
because I remembered they’d had a very strained relationship. There was
much about his dad he admired, but there was also a lot of pain, anger, and
fear at the root of their relationship. I found it kind of bizarre it could take
someone so long to get over a parent’s death when they hadn’t really gotten
along in the first place.

Now, here I was, navigating the aftermath of my dad’s death. The days,
weeks, and months following my dad’s death were some of the most
challenging times for me. I had trouble understanding why I felt so sad—
why I’d be feeling fine one moment, only to completely break down the
next. I also felt increasingly bewildered as I met my dad’s friends from the
Ukrainian community or the church choir he sang with. They would all
comment on how much I looked and sounded like him. They would talk
about what an amazing, generous, kind, and compassionate man he was—a
prince among men. They would tell me how lucky I was to have had a
father like him.

It was like living in a parallel universe. I could see their mouths moving,
even hear what they were saying, but I had such trouble understanding how
they could possibly be talking about the man I’d known as my dad. It
wasn’t until a few years later, as I became more immersed in my
spiritual/consciousness studies that I would discover and really begin to
understand what an integral part of my beingness my dad had been and
continues to be. How curious it would be to discover that it would take me
about five years to get over my dad’s death, too.

Today, seven years after my dad’s death, much of the anger has dissipated,
but the grief for a father-daughter relationship I desired but never
experienced can still take me by surprise—including while writing this
book. With that grief can also come the doubts, the second-guessing, and
the fear. And today, even though I now consciously choose to focus my
attention on the Infinite Creativity, Resilience, and Love I know myself and
my dad to be, there are still those occasions when that fear (which can still



sound like my dad’s voice, but is really my own) resurfaces, trying to
convince me:

• “You’re not good enough.”

• “You’re not smart enough.”

• “You don’t have what it takes.”

Today, when those words come up, I know they are just that—words. I also
know that even though they may have originally come from my dad, those
words are not his. I know I’m not the only one to have experienced the
trauma of a lifetime of pain, anger, and fear. I’m not the only one to have
heard those or similar words repeatedly, feeling their residual sting in every
fibre of my being for years. I know these words are not who I am. I also
know they are not my dad.

I have come to understand they are words of generations passed—family,
community, culture, and the global collective—forever floating in the
infinite sea of memory, history, and possibility. I also now understand that I
am always choosing what I identify with by where I put my attention and
energy. I get to decide—do I want to continually retell and relive the pain,
anger, and fear of the past or do I want to focus on the Infinite Creativity,
Resilience, and Love that I know myself—and my dad—to be? I get to
choose, and I choose Love.

Growing up my father’s daughter was not easy. However, I am so grateful
to have had the dad I had. I am so eternally grateful for our volatile
relationship—for the decades of pain, anger, and fear. I am so grateful he
parented in the best way he knew how, no matter how hard it was for me or
how challenging it may have been for him. I’m also so, so, so very grateful
to have been present during those last few weeks of his life as he comforted
himself by repeating, “God is Love.”

When I think back to the phrase “God is Love,” I think of my dad coming
to terms with his own mortality, of wrestling with the life he’d lived vs. the
life he’d perhaps desired and was capable of living. I think of him
ultimately acquiescing—even though there was a part of him that really
wanted to live—to whatever experience was his to have after his physical



body was done. I also think of him realizing that no matter what pain, anger,
and fear he may have lived through, when all is said and done, all is God,
God is Love, and Love is all there is.
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