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The turn of a millennium rarely happens in a lifetime.


This is a story about the decade that defined me and my generation, 1991–2001.


I would never wish for another time to come into my womanhood.
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INTRODUCTION


Through the Looking Glass


READING, UK
AUGUST 1994


“WHERE’S MY SPRAY PAINT?!”


The flimsy door to main-stage dressing room 5 flung open as Courtney roared her demand out into the massive festival grounds. The sound of sixty-five thousand fans and distant drums floated into the mobile trailer for a moment before she slammed the door behind her. Then the inaudible vocals and muﬄed bass lines boomed through the thin walls again.


Inside, our band’s backstage trailer was total chaos. Silk slips, fishnet stockings, satin high-heeled shoes, and brightly colored plastic baby-girl hair barrettes exploded out of open suitcases. The catering table was covered with crisps, veggie sticks, candy, and cold cuts stabbed with cigarette butts and littered with dozens of Courtney’s makeup bottles and cases. A Marshall guitar amplifier lay on its back in the center of the room. It looked like it had passed out and was waiting to be revived.


Courtney Love—fearless front woman of the band Hole and my new “boss”—paced around the amp, eyeing it like prey. She was wearing only a white lace bra and black fishnet stockings with no underwear. A big messy heart had been drawn on her abdomen with a black Sharpie. She was waiting for the tool she needed to arrive so she could leave her next mark.


It was late afternoon on Friday, August 26, 1994, the first day of the Reading Festival, the United Kingdom’s largest and the world’s oldest existing popular-music festival. The rural takeover that is Reading is testament to the United Kingdom’s leadership in summer music festivals. Multiple stages and dozens of tents and vendor villages covered the 190 acres. The warm summer air created an idyllic rural field environment for alternative-rock fans to roam freely and explore themselves and the sounds of the day. The traveling circus made up of alternative musicians was hosted in the backstage area, which looked like trailer-park chic on steroids. Over three days, two hundred bands needed to eat, drink, change outfits, shower, get drunk, do drugs, discuss their set lists, and find places to pee.


Our band, Hole, was scheduled to play midway into the lineup that day, a few slots after the Flaming Lips and the Verve and immediately before Pavement. Pavement was rising up the ranks of ’90s alternative stature with their new album, Crooked Rain, Crooked Rain, the epitome of our scene’s “fuck fame, fuck rock-star” ethos. Prior to this, Hole had been playing clubs, so the high-ranking position on the main stage of the biggest music festival in the world was about to have a major impact on the professional advancement of the band.


“Sorry, they sent a runner into town for it; just got it!”


Joe Mama-Nitzberg, Courtney’s oldest friend from her teen goth years in San Francisco, burst into the trailer holding up a can of spray paint like a trophy. He was wearing a little kid’s black cowboy hat, red-and-black plaid shirt, and vintage Levi jeans, ironic “I am an American” style. Joe was a quick humored, adorable, flamboyant man who beamed with love. He was here on this trip across the Atlantic to metaphorically hold Courtney’s hand for her first public performance since her husband, Nirvana front man Kurt Cobain, died by suicide four months earlier at their Seattle home.


Live Through This, Hole’s first album on major label Geffen Records, had been released on April 12, 1994, only a week after Kurt’s suicide. The date had been scheduled months prior, but the entanglement of the album and Courtney’s new status as “Kurt’s widow” was so messy and the connections so blurry. Courtney’s famous husband’s suicide wholly overshadowed her album’s release. As tragic as his death was, that obnoxious symbol of male dominance was not lost on me, even then.


Courtney put on a tattered white slip, shook the can, and knelt in front of the amp with a lit cigarette firmly locked in her mouth. Smoke was ever present around her, making her look like a smoking dragon. Joe carefully held back her messy bleached blonde hair from behind, like a dear friend would when you’re vomiting into a toilet, to keep it from catching on fire.


Joe took his caretaking of Courtney in a tongue-in-cheek but serious way. He was clearly tapped into her wildness, and their bond was beautiful. Being around the two of them gave me my first glimpse into Courtney’s softer, more personable, and sensitive side—one that keeps friends for life.


The spray-paint fumes filled the trailer as a giant, childlike pink heart took shape on the amp. Then Courtney sprayed a huge, dramatic X on top of it.


Patty Schemel, Hole’s drummer, took a break from her warmups to film the scene with the new-dad, tourist-worthy Handycam she’d invested in to capture this trip overseas. She was wearing a dark-blue T-shirt with a five-point white star positioned directly over each nipple. Patty’s quick humor and warm presence grounded the space. I’d already come to rely on this, just one week into this adventure with the band.


Eric Erlandson, Hole’s cofounder and guitar player and the only male in the band, was nowhere to be seen. He’d likely found a quiet place either to make out with his new love, Hollywood starlet Drew Barrymore, or to meditate before the show.


“Fifteen minutes to showtime!” Craig Montgomery, our tour manager, popped his peppy blond-bob head into the trailer. His eyes locked on the newly improved amplifier.


“We gotta get this amp back onstage!”


With a grunt Courtney pulled herself off the amp and then off the floor with the help of Joe. She snarled and seemed pleased with her pink intervention on the classic rock-and-roll appliance.


I turned to the small mirror in the room. My familiar makeup-free, laissez-faire, freckled face was framed by frizzy, curly red hair. I didn’t feel the need to adjust anything, only to apply some browny mauve matte MAC lipstick to my lips. This was my only special touch to prepare myself to play a concert in front of sixty-five thousand people. The cultural mood of the moment was a cult of not trying, of effortless happening, even when something major like this was happening. My outfit said it all. I was wearing my staple of any other day back home at university in Montreal—a navel-revealing 1970s vintage polyester children’s T-shirt featuring an ironic cartoon of two wholesome little wide-eyed girls holding hands in the snow, a brown-suede miniskirt, and scuffed-up combat boots.


I know now how much was riding on this day, but at the time my twentytwo-year-old mind was barely contemplating the enormity of it all. This was only the seventh live rock concert that I’d ever performed in my life, and the first outside of Montreal clubs. I had joined the band only two weeks earlier and learned the set list over the course of a week’s rehearsal in Seattle.


I felt like an absurd grunge Cinderella, who’d found herself with VIP access to the ball. To some back home, my joining Hole was the epitome of a dream. To others, it was the biggest sellout of our scene. I had been trained to not hunt for this, to not give a fuck about success. I was lockstep in line with the indie ethos of the early ’90s to not sell out. Success was weighted with guilt and shame. It felt like our self-worth was always at stake. Very confusing times for an aspiring and struggling artist.


The tension and inner conflict were real, but at the same time my eyes had been wide open. I’d been paying attention to the signs that led me here. I didn’t choose to join Hole; it chose me.


As I stood in front of the mirror, I felt calm, resting in a sense of destiny and duty. I was replacing Kristen Pfaff, the previous bass player, who’d died of a heroin overdose just ten weeks prior. There were so many layers of tragic romance, addiction, visceral creativity, success, and aspirations swarming around this clan. Kurt’s and Kristen’s deaths were global news. The omnipresent sense of a rock-and-roll saga of mythological proportions unfolding in real time—starring the most significant voices of my generation—was very heavy and present. Fans around the world were moved and enthralled by it all. But while I was applying my lipstick in the eye of the actual storm, the radical emotional landscape of my new band members overshadowed the major rock-history-in-the-making aspect of what I’d just stepped into. Joining a band that had just suffered two major deaths created an intensity that made me feel I had to honor both the living and the dead and push my own feelings and experiences to the background. All I was tuned in to was my band members’ complex feelings of loss and pain and the chords and arrangements of the songs I had memorized.


I had yet to experience a significant death in my life, but I’ve come to understand that like all who live in the wake of death, my new band members were in shock. And that this shock and the ripple effects of the enormous double loss were in direct conflict with making and releasing an amazing, already critically acclaimed album. It would be nearly impossible for even the most well-adjusted stable adult to integrate the two, let alone a band of, for the most part, parentless drug addicts living out their tragedies in public.


A decade later, Jenessa Williams in the Guardian would describe Hole’s performance at the Reading Festival as the beginning of a world tour of chaos and drugs. It was beyond true, the level of dysfunction and destruction that followed. Courtney was not okay. She was grieving, she had a young daughter to raise alone, and she was on drugs. On top of that, she was the most famous widow of the most famous dead rock star in the world. She was a raging, rolling tornado. But wow—did she put on an enthralling show. No one could scream like her, throw herself into the crowd like that, or look the audience directly in the eye so fearlessly. The performances were her catharsis, and we were all her witnesses.


A local stagehand stepped into the trailer with Craig to move the amp. His gaze landed on the blonde surrounded by a halo of smoke. His starstruck shock was palpable.


This kind of gawking in our band’s presence would become the norm for years to come. No matter what room, airplane, or street she occupied, Courtney rarely went unnoticed. People became transfixed. I would soon learn to cancel out their voyeuristic gazes and pretend they weren’t there. I’d discovered how to do this as a child growing up in the shadow of a larger-than-life father, a prominent broadcaster, journalist, and local politician who ran his life out of downtown Montreal bars. Outside gazes followed him everywhere he went, and because I was his daughter, his often public sidekick, and a frequent topic of his newspaper columns, that meant they’d followed me, too.


The love he showed me in public collapsed our private and public lives into one. From a very early age, I became accustomed to the public gaze, and I’m comfortable with that kind of love. Maybe that’s how I can be getting ready to step on a stage in front of thousands and not feel even a blip of nervousness. It’s unusual, I know.


As a teenager, I’d worked as a ticket girl in a punk-rock club in Montreal and as a cassette deejay in a dive bar. These places, as well as my father’s scene in the bars of my youth, all had a similar energy to rock shows and festivals. Despite the rowdy voices, loud music, and celebratory atmosphere, I grew accustomed to the underlying sadness and loneliness in the people who gathered there. They seemed to flock to each other and when they came together seemed both lost and found at the same time.


I think that all of this gave me the ability to step into the fame game and not be fucked. It was the same equation, just on a larger scale. Those formative years gave me a lot of practice fitting into chaotic scenes.


My innate shyness, I know, may have come off as aloof. I was more comfortable on the sidelines as an observer, next to the heart of the action. The periphery was my happy place to be. When things got weird or chaotic in these environments, I could feel myself transported like in a psychedelic trip, having a sort of out-of-body experience as if I were floating above the chaos. I could watch it, hold it, even admire it, while keeping a distance and letting it wash over me. This is what helped me stay calm in the eye of the storm.


The drama and chaos of Courtney Love and Hole are infamous, but to me it all felt familiar. I found comfort in the chaos. My upbringing was the perfect training ground to be in a rock band and immersed in the world of Courtney. Despite how new I was to the band, I fit right in.


[image: illustration]


On this day in Reading, I was still too new to have developed a preshow ritual. Instead, I instinctively and discreetly started snapping photos with the palm-size Nikon point-and-shoot camera that always dangled from a string around my wrist. As with most show days ahead, I shot a whole roll of film, with ironic action shots of a girl doing mundane things on the road with a rock band. I documented myself at lunch in the catering tent, mouth wide open with food going into my mouth. Drew Barrymore and I hit it off quickly, both being Pisces with easy-to-spot hippie vibes, so we took cute photos of each other taking photos of each other outside in the sun.


My passion for photography had grown in tandem with my obsession with music. In high school, I had my own darkroom. The camera lens always felt like a portal of sorts to me, like “the eye of god” or a gateway to the future. Safely stored back home in my Montreal apartment were a significant number of black-and-white negatives from my last seven years of shooting and processing film. The themes and subjects were predominantly my very intimate world. Nude self-portraits, an unmade bed, dust bunnies in the corner of my bedroom, and occasionally things in the outer world that I felt the most kinship with: local rock bands and dirty Montreal alleyways.


The Nikon on my wrist was smaller than the smallest iPhone today and allowed me to document all things ’90s on tour with Hole for the next five years. Between my discreet presence and my little camera, I became a fly on the wall, taking everything in.


This day in Reading would change my life forever. Despite this, I still felt like an outsider looking in from behind a wide-angle lens, like a visitor dropped into a dream.


“Everyone needs to be on the side stage in ten minutes. Preshow pee NOW!” the production manager barked.


I still wasn’t feeling nervous, but I certainly didn’t want to burden our big coming-out performance with me needing to pee. So I stepped outside and followed the bathroom signs along the soft grass pathways between the lined-up trailers.


I found a relatively quiet, clean bathroom stall and sat on the toilet for a moment of quiet, alone, before the gates to the unknown opened and tossed me out onto a global stage and into the public eye.


I’d always felt in close and good company with myself in intimate spaces like bathrooms and bedrooms. In high school I had spent a lot of time in my bedroom and in bathroom stalls listening to my music and Walkman to comfort myself. Being alone was a safe place for me.


Now I turned to my long-running inner dialogue.


This was meant to be.


They found me for a destined reason.


Through the David Lynch looking glass I go.


I am ready.


I am here with you.


I raised my trusted camera above my head for a bird’s-eye view of me on the toilet. No turning back, I looked up into the lens.


I SEE YOU, I thought to myself.


Click.


I stepped out of the stall and took another self-portrait in the bathroom mirror.


The casualness and calm I see in these photos are mysterious to me today. So open and sweet I looked, in the bathroom alone, a young woman on the precipice of such a radical new chapter. Was I more innocent than I remember being? I do know that with these photographs, I was acknowledging the threshold I was crossing, like the ritual of bowing upon entering a Buddhist temple or communing with holy water in the entrance of a church. Except my sacred moment was with myself, in a bathroom stall with a camera looking in on me, like the holy eye of the future as my witness.


Did I really have any sense of what my future was going to look like, or did I simply hold faith in it?


I walked into that bathroom in one state of being, and when I walked out, I crossed over into another. Behind me was an individual who’d been living freely and independently in a nurturing but challenging bohemian landscape in a romantic, classic 1900s French Canadian city. Ahead of me was a bizarre global stage where I’d been officially invited to join a larger-than-life enterprise as a culture shifter. Which is not a small, intimate thing to do in the world.


I took this task very seriously because it was not about me. I had agreed to join this band as a commitment to myself, to put women on a male-dominated landscape. I was also well aware of being part of a collective unconscious effort that was trying to wake up and break a spell. Almost halfway through the last decade of the twentieth century, it felt like an ominous future lay ahead. Beyond the giant millennial number change about to occur, there was a feeling of massive momentum that had begun in our parents’ radical ’60s revolution and was now colliding hard with the ’80s yuppie corporate hell of predatory capitalism.


My peers and I knew that trouble was around the bend. We were deeply anxious about “selling out,” a.k.a. “selling our souls to the devil,” yet, sadly, many were being consumed by what they feared: corporate greed, drug addiction, death, and the dark side of fame. Our voices were warning and mourning simultaneously. We were preparing to leave the naïveté and arrogance of the past century behind and waking up to the sober reality of what experiments in industrialization and capitalism would mean for humans and for our planet.


Humanity was going to pay a high price for the decadent illusion of endless progress and possibility—all while making the most of our time together through noise, emotions, and a concerted push against the bounds of expression. An innocent nihilism was flowing through us. The scarier our future felt, the hungrier and more passionate we became about staying true to the original dream and to each other. The people who rode that wave at the prime of their creative coming of age mirrored that radical transition.


Back at the trailer, the rest of the band was leaving for the stage, surrounded by a flock of various crew and helpers. I joined them and followed our tour manager toward the huge steps that led up the side of the giant open-air stage. As the sea of people came into view, I slid my camera off my wrist and handed it to my guitar tech in exchange for my bass and slung it over my left shoulder.


It took a couple of minutes for the technicians to check our instruments and mics, and then, just like that, we strolled onto the stage.


The crowd in front of us was as abstract and hypnotic as a raging ocean from my Celtic heritage. The sound of cheers and claps began to emanate from bodies squeezed together for as far as the eye could see. It was hard to distinguish the details of anyone’s face or voice. They all blended together into a merged human populous.


This was an entirely different experience from the small local clubs of Montreal, where I could recognize everyone’s faces and they mine. At Reading, the distance between the stage and the first row of people created what felt like a force field of protection between them and my most intimate self. It created a sense of anonymity for such an overwhelming experience.


What a juxtaposition it was in that moment, to become a public figure yet to be hiding behind a giant infrastructure. Maybe that is what fame is? To be exposed and anonymous at the same time.


It was a wild feeling, to be sure.


On the enormous stage, I took my spot eight feet to the right of the fearless widow, who stepped up to the mic center stage, with her guitar draped across the front of her body and the cigarette still dangling from her mouth. The crowd erupted in a cheer.


“Oh, yeah, I’m so goddamn brave,” she drawled casually into the mic by way of introduction. She took another drag off her cigarette. “Yeah, sure. Let’s just pretend . . . it didn’t happen.” She raised her left hand in a stop signal. “Let’s just pretend. Is that what you’re doing, pretending it didn’t happen? Great. Well, I’m not.”


I have heard it described before that watching Courtney back then was like watching a car crash. It summoned shock and awe and confusion around how to react to this person who embodied so many impossibly unrelatable traits. Even with the cavernous gulf between me and the crowd, the calm the audience exuded when she confronted them was eerie. Courtney was, and still is, an unpredictable anomaly. The world was just getting to know her then.


She tossed her cigarette to the ground and, without missing a beat, gestured in my direction.


“That’s Melissa—fucking last name is French—Eau de . . . Melissa, what is it?”


“Auf der Maur,” I said into the mic, hearing my voice carry out over a field to more than sixty-five thousand sets of ears for the first time. “‘On the Wall’ in German.”


“Auf der Maur, ‘Off the Wall’ in German, fucking French . . . ,” Courtney repeated, incorrectly, and then kicked right into the opening chords of “Plump”:




He shakes his death rattle


Spittle on his bib


I don’t do the dishes


I put them in the crib





I played the songs that day. Sang backups, and didn’t make a mistake. I had officially arrived on the wild side of my life. No matter how alien it was, or how familiar parts of it felt, I had no doubt I was supposed to be there. As dangerous as the days ahead would be, I accepted my call to duty.


That performance at Reading was the beginning of my portal into the abyss. It’s almost a cosmic joke that the band’s name is Hole. As I let myself fall into a deep valley of death and drugs, I was held steady on one side by my left arm on the rosewood fretboard of my Sunburst Precision bass, while my right arm locked into the beat of Patty’s bass-drum foot. My trusted self, captured by my camera in the bathroom, continued to watch it all from a disembodied perspective up above.


There was no way of knowing what would happen next, what impact these dark forces and characters would have on me, yet I felt eerily calm and perhaps overly confident that I would be protected. My silent, inner dialogue continued onstage. I promised myself that I would be okay and would eventually reunite with my former life on the other side. My self-preservation instinct, developed throughout my childhood, kicked in beautifully.


I could feel the burn of all the eyes in the audience watching us onstage. As I played for them and fused with them, I also felt the distant gaze of the feminist historians from the future, who would look back at this time and witness these young women stepping out of the shadows and the pain and into ourselves and the light.


It was our time—a time of messy humanity, tragedy in slow motion, and raw music made by romantic broken poets for a world that did not yet know where it was heading. On that stage I became one with it all. I belonged with everyone in that sea of humanity, giving myself over to that moment with them and to the movement into our unknown collective future.
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ACT I


MAGIC
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Dreamscape #1


Even the Good Girls Will Cry


Autumn 1991, Montreal


Even the good girls will cry.


Even the good girls will cry.


The figure perched upon my chest whispers this chant into my ear. It startles me awake from a deep sleep.


It’s after midnight, and the streetlight cuts through the slatted blinds in the big bay window of my parlor bedroom facing Saint-Dominique Street. The visitor’s identity is in silhouette. Long, full hair frames a backlit face too dark for me to make out the details.


Its face hovers just inches from my right ear. Its weight presses all of me into the bed, even my ankles and feet.


Fear for my life escalates, speeding up my heart and breath. My insides throb.


Am I awake, or am I asleep? I wonder. Is this a wild dream—or something else?


I try to lift a single finger, trying to assess my power of self-defense. My finger is like dead weight. I am stuck here, against my will.


Even the good girls will cry.


Is this a warning? From where? From when?


Terror helps me receive the message and take it in. I’m hoping that if I don’t resist, it will stop. I submit.


At once, the figure lifts and disappears. Instant relief comes over me, but simultaneously, a new form appears. A lanky, long-haired, androgynous figure now stands at the foot of my bed. It is nude or draped in light fabric, long limbed, and graceful. Both frightening and beautiful.


It slowly raises its right hand, waving a middle “fuck you” finger in slow motion, from right to left.


The vision is powerful and terrifying. Its helper set the tone with its whisper, but this figure is the real star of this show.


As it gracefully waves its middle finger, I sense a tinge of playfulness.


It just wants to be seen, and to be taken seriously, I think. To know that a good person accepts it, loves it, and is not afraid of it.


I fill myself with all the love and power I have for my favorite things, music and friends. I take the deepest breath I can and manage to raise my right hand off the bed for a short moment. Palm facing forward. In peace.


“I see you,” I declare in my mind, an innocent yet direct gesture.


Just like that, the figure evaporates into dust from its head down to the ground. All that is left is the streetlight glow, and me alone in my bed.


I understand my call. To believe in the unseen, to never doubt its presence, or it will knock on my door again. I must believe and listen to the other side. It does not ring true with anything I ever heard from my intellectual parents who raised me on the here and now, or anything I’ve read about before. Nonetheless, it changes me forever and opens me up to a new way of seeing.









CHAPTER 1


Dreamy Frontline Feminist




[image: a portrait of a woman in the 1960s with long hair, holding a bunch of flowers]




Linda Gaboriau, 1969. Photo by Guy Borremans.








I AM A PRODUCT OF A ONE-NIGHT STAND BETWEEN TWO RADICALLY BEAUTIFUL and adventurous souls, who in their fearless independence came together for a romantic weekend. Some of the closest people in my life have called me a “hippie” in an accusatory kind of way, or judged me for my overuse of “cosmic” words, but I want to be straight with you from the top: I truly feel that every soul has a trajectory, or calling, in each lifetime, and that I found my perfect moment to drop into this world through these two parents.


My mother, Linda Gaboriau, was a frontline feminist of her generation, an effortless pioneer of second-wave feminism. She wasn’t so much an activist with picket signs; it was more that her life was an act of feminism. She was born Linda Marie Johnson in 1942 in Boston and grew up in the comfortable suburb of Westwood, Massachusetts. As a teenager she dreamed of becoming a ballerina and starred as the Sugar Plum Fairy in a local production of The Nutcracker. But her reserved demeanor and dark looks— almond eyes, big lips, and long, straight brown hair—set her apart from her peers. By all accounts she never fit in at the local public high school, where she was called “Chink Eyes” and “N**** Lips.” She found a mentor in her French teacher, who helped her discover a natural talent and passion for language. On an exchange year in Germany, she learned the language, and although she did not love Germany, she fell in love with Europe. This planted the seed for her to eventually leave the United States.


Given her opposition to the Vietnam War and racial inequality, and the overall disconnect she felt from America and her suburban upbringing, she couldn’t wait to escape her surroundings. She rebelled beautifully against her conservative, middle-class family. As her father would later say to me, “The only thing your mother spared us was a nose ring!” After high school she attended Western College for Women in Ohio for a year, with the hope of transferring to Wellesley College. Disenchanted by the college experience and looking to further discover herself, she returned to Boston to audit night classes at Harvard University and landed work as a research assistant at Harvard’s sister school, Radcliffe College. She was randomly placed in a job supporting a study at the Radcliffe Institute for Independent Study titled “The Changing Feminine Role.” This chance placement would throw her straight into the women’s revolution and change her life forever.


My mother was lucky to arrive during the center’s infancy and to meet and witness the development of five of its earliest fellows: poets Anne Sexton and Maxine Kumin, writer and labor activist Tillie Olsen, sculptor Mariana Pineda, and painter Barbara Swan. Each woman was there on a fellowship with a “room of one’s own”—a term coined by Virginia Woolf in 1929 to represent women’s need to claim the space and the freedom to tell their own stories. It is a concept that my mother, to this day, cites as essential for every woman.


Inspired by her time at the institute, my mother—Mum, never Mom— returned to Germany for a year to study German literature in Heidelberg. During that time, she researched the best language departments and settled on McGill University, with a focus on French literature. She arrived in Montreal in September 1963 on a student visa to complete her BA at McGill and never left.


Canada has long been a more progressive nation than the United States, and specifically the city of Montreal, where the counterculture was raging. It was just what my mother’s appetite was hungry for. In the early 1960s, the Quebec Independence movement was on the rise, and the French-versus-English language-rights debates were seductive to her, offering a fiery framework for the women’s liberation movement that she now felt a part of.


During her early years in the city, Mum forged her way into the world of French Canadian, and in particular Quebecois, cultural journalism and activism. At the age of twenty-five, she married Montreal artist Pierre Gaboriau, a painter in the city’s hip art scene. The son of acclaimed Quebecois political cartoonist Robert LaPalme, Pierre chose Gaboriau as his nom de plume—to avoid being overshadowed by his father. When they married, he was working on a large-scale stained-glass installation in Montreal’s new Metro stations as the city prepared to host EXPO ’67, the World’s Fair, helping to transform the old city into a modern city. My mother and Pierre had a small, traditional wedding at the Episcopal church in Westwood, Massachusetts, attended by my confused Boston grandparents and Mum’s younger brother, Mark. Their union sealed her break from suburban Boston. They moved into his bohemian triplex in Montreal. Half of the bottom floor was his studio, and half of the top floor was the storage area for his materials. Mum covered some of the shelves in the storage area with burlap to block off an area for a desk and a dresser. It was a room of her own.


All she has told me of their time together was that he was mentally volatile and left his motorcycle parts in the bathtub. Though the marriage lasted less than two years, Mum kept Pierre’s non de plume last name. She got what she wanted, a new name and identity: Linda Gaboriau. The transformation was complete. I still legally hold the name of a man I never met: Melissa Tara Gaboriau Auf der Maur. (You try being an American police officer pulling me over for speeding and having to pronounce that!)
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George D. Johnson, 1943.
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George D. Johnson and Evelyn Reeves, 1934.








With her ear for language, exotic looks, and French last name, Mum easily passed as a genuine Quebecoise beauty. Meeting her today, you would never imagine she had suburban American roots. As a child I instinctively respected the uprooting and transformation she had undergone. Her rejection of her childhood home was confusing to me, though, because of how loving and how comforting I found my “normal” grandparents in Massachusetts to be.


My grandfather George D. Johnson loved me with a warmth and stability I never felt from any other man in my childhood. The only conflict I ever witnessed between him and Mum was at the dinner table when politics came up. “I would give my right arm to punch JFK in the nose!” he would shout as they debated the social services his “bleeding-heart liberal” daughter would defend. Despite their different political outlooks, they had a beautiful relationship. “I’m proud of your mother. She is strong and independent,” he’d often tell me, revealing his unconditional love and support of her wild ways.


In contrast to her suburban 1950s family, Mum had a beatnik style, feminine but practical, effortless and au naturel. She wore knee-high socks with dark velvet A-frame skirts or “culotte” knickers and big bell-sleeved velvet waistcoats, hand-me-downs from her wicked Victorian grandmother, Violet. I remember an autumnal-colored plaid woolen coat she wore when she wrapped her arms around me to keep me warm in the impossibly cold Montreal winters.


Mum was gorgeous—not an angelic, frilly flower-child beauty, but a stoic, dark one, with almond eyes, olive skin, long brown hair parted in the middle, and no makeup. Her high, wide cheekbones and voluptuous lips were out-ofthis-world dramatic. Born to English and “Black Irish” ancestors, she looked eastern European, with touches of First Nations and Sophia Loren, as opposed to me, her traditional-looking Irish daughter born on St. Patrick’s Day, no less. Mum was the black sheep, not me. She was the spitting image of her paternal grandmother, born in Boise, Idaho, to a father who was a mess officer in the US Army, stationed in various First Nation reservations in Idaho and Alaska. How my great-grandmother and my mother were both born with the type of exotic characteristics traditionally associated with the Native women of this land is still a mystery. When I did 23andMe genetic testing, primarily to confirm my mother’s suspicions about her “non-WASP” looks and spirit, I learned I have 1 percent Mongolian (associated with Native people) and 3 percent Ashkenazi Jewish in my DNA.


By contrast, I was a fair-skinned, freckle-faced redhead, a late bloomer who came into my beauty later in life, not until my mid- to late twenties. In certain dramatic black-and-white high-contrast photos of me, do we look similar? Something I can only wish for. Our almond-shaped eyes, of a particular shade of green, hazel, and gold; soft-shaped, undefined upper lips; and small feet are really our only shared traits.


When the summer came and we rode bikes through our neighborhood, Mum in her sports shorts and a tank top with no bra, male gazes followed us. I remember an old man at the bus stop who reached out to grab her ass in front of Cinema L’Amour, a porno movie theater only two blocks from our family house. Until that point in my life, I’d only ever seen her calm and cool in public, yet now I watched as she hopped off her bike, stopped traffic, exploded, and scolded the perv at the top of her lungs, cursing in French, and swatted him right back.
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Linda Gaboriau, 1969. Photo by Guy Borremans.








I’d witnessed from a very young age how men behaved around my mother, and I’d studied the gorgeous professional black-and-white framed portraits of her that hung on the walls of our apartment. She was a muse to art photographers of the time in Montreal. In one, she stands nude in the same pose as the subject of Botticelli’s Birth of Venus in a crevice of a stony oceanside cliff, waves crashing below her. In another, also nude, she emerges from the rusted carcass of a car in a junkyard, long brown hair blowing in the wind and wrapping around her serious face. A third shows her gliding nude through a dense forest like a wild animal, possessed by a call to the camera or to the man behind it.


These images told me who my mother was: a fearless adventurer whom no one could own or stop but only attempt to capture for a moment in a single frame. She was also not someone I could ever truly claim to be mine. She was unobtainable, otherworldly, a person unto herself, without evidence of needing anyone else.


As a journalist, Mum wrote mostly for French-language counterculture journals and produced her own English radio documentaries for the Canadian Broadcasting Company (CBC), through which she became a prominent personality. Her uniquely slow and seductive voice—a bit of a “New England meets Old World” accent—made her memorable to listeners and to those she interviewed. Her reel-to-reel tape deck lived on our living-room floor throughout my childhood, and I would admire the big puffy green headphones she’d wear while splicing and editing her own radio shows. It was satisfying to put those on my own ears and block out the rest of the world. I learned how to plug them into our home stereo receiver and play selections from her extensive record collection.


We would spend hours in our living room, listening to music and gazing at the album covers, like storybooks. As I sat on her lap, she would point at the men on the album covers and tell me stories about each of them. I vividly remember the Rolling Stones’ Between the Buttons album, featuring a beautiful, soft-focus color photo of the five band members lined up in their rain jackets in the British countryside. Her lovely fingers with long, sculpted fingernails pointed at Mick Jagger. “This is the cute one that all the women throw themselves at . . . ,” she explained, “and this is the troubled one that died drowning in a pool.” Her finger paused on Brian Jones peering out from below a heavy brow and long fringed blond bangs. He was the only one smiling, a trickster’s smile that captivated me. How could he have died? Who found him? I wondered every time I looked at that album cover.


I was raised on Mum’s record collection and her admiration for the men in the bands. She was my gateway for discovering the contemporary music of one’s generation as a calling, and for my desire to be in the band, not a woman with a man in the band.


The point in my mother’s career that’s most closely linked to my own destiny, and which makes me most proud, is that she became the first female rock disc jockey on Montreal’s English airwaves. CHOM-FM is still the only local classic-rock station in Montreal. Between 1969 and 1974 she interviewed all the big names of the era, from Frank Zappa and Ken Kesey to the Band and Leonard Cohen. She was romantically linked to more than a few of them. By the way she spoke about her friendship with Zappa, I could tell there was something special about their connection. It inspired me to investigate deeper. I put my favorite album of his on constant rotation, Cruising with Ruben & the Jets, Zappa’s reverently satirical take on the 1950s. Many hours of my youth were clocked staring at his greaser portrait on the back of the album cover.


Mum did not have a man to take care of her, nor did she want one. She wanted to do it all, to be a mother and have a blossoming career in cultural journalism when women were still on the fringe of such careers. “I wanted to be a mother, but no man was going to define who I am, so I decided to not marry and to do it alone,” she would say. Another key phrase my friends and I heard from her many times as we were growing up was “I wanted to climb Kilimanjaro, and motherhood was not going to stop me.” That one along with “A woman must have a room of her own” and “A woman needs to be able to drive away from a bad situation” were her mantras. I’m grateful she indoctrinated us in this way. Women of my generation owe so many of our liberties to the fearlessness of her generation.


By the time I was two, I had not yet met my father, but my mother and I had already taken a yearlong international adventure. We started with visiting friends in Paris. Then we lived for a while in a finely crafted and gilded circus caravan in a gay playwright’s field in Hay-on-Wye, Wales, with Norma, one of my two unofficial godmothers, whom my mother had met at McGill. This was followed by time living in a British Postal Van that the two of them bought to travel to Morocco. We then drove it down through Spain and all the way to Marrakech, camping along the way. I slept in the front seat, and the two of them slept in the short back cabin with their feet hanging out of the open door. They feasted on hash-stewed prunes throughout the trip.


Our final stop was Kenya, Africa, this time without Norma. To get to the remote village, we had to fly to Nairobi, take an eight-hour taxi drive to Mombasa, and then ride in a tiny van to a town near the Tana River where we visited anthropologist Katherine Homewood, who was studying mangabey monkeys under the guidance of Louis Leakey. Once there, we slept on hammocks and lived in a hut in a banana grove that attracted the mangabeys, baboons, and elephants at night. Mum once had to protect me from a little vervet monkey that had fallen in love with her and become fiercely jealous of me, her baby in her arms.


My mother did get to climb partway up Kilimanjaro in a Land Rover and also sat on an alligator that she thought was a log. I have a treasured photo of me celebrating my second birthday in that village, surrounded by local children. In the sea of Kenyan children, I look white as a ghost wearing a straw hat and a striped caftan Mum picked up for me in Morocco.


Our worldwide trip came to a halt with my second bout with malaria, resulting in a flight to London and a nearly two-week stay at the Hospital for Tropical Diseases. That’s when Mum decided it was time to bring me home.


I was proud of these global adventures, and growing into my teen and young adult years, I shared the tales freely. My mother’s choices became my lifelong badges of nomadic, bohemian honor. Being given the world at such a young age set me up for life as a nomad on the road with a rock band and for an identity as someone on the hunt for adventure. The question I did not find myself asking until much later, when I was a mother myself, is what it did not set me up for. This is the confusion that burns brightly in me now, but in my coming of age as a young woman, it spun only desire, adventure, and poetry.









CHAPTER 2


The Saint and the Wall
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Nick Auf der Maur, 1969.








MY PARENTS ORBITED AROUND IN THE SAME MONTREAL CULTURAL SCENE, my mother more on the Francophone side and my father on the downtown Anglophone side, where he was admired and even revered. Nick Auf der Maur had enough charm and flair to make him a friend to all. In his first adult incarnation—while Mum was immersed in early feminism at the Radcliffe Institute in the United States—he was a beatnik poet in Montreal who carried a pet rock and recited poetry for beer. He was proud to have been arrested three times: He was arrested once during the October Crisis, triggered by the actions of separatist Front de libération du Québec members who kidnapped the British trade commissioner and the provincial minister of labor, prompting Canadian prime minister Pierre Trudeau to declare the War Measures Act; and once for reciting poetry nude on a street corner with a copy of Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s Coney Island of the Mind in one hand and a glass of gin in the other. The third time was for being kicked out of a bar after getting into a brawl with Jack Kerouac, whom Nick was hosting on his trip to Montreal. He admired Kerouac as a writer until he started spewing racist and anti-Semitic conspiracies. That’s where my father drew the line, never afraid to call people out on injustice against the underdog.


His strong opinions, always laced with humor, quickly got his stories into print and led to his next career as an acclaimed journalist and political rabble-rouser. My parents’ work and interests were in such proximity that both of their first published articles were reviews of the same Frank Zappa show in Montreal, hers in the French-language paper and his in the English-language one. Shortly after that, she helped found a French counterculture monthly called Mainmise (Takeover). Around the same time, my father and a group of like-minded journalists founded the left-wing journal the Last Post. Their circles were small, overlapping, and tight.


If my mother’s upbringing was distinctly and unfortunately American, my father’s was definitively more Old World. My paternal grandmother, Theresia Scholastika Auf der Maur (née Schaelin), was reportedly not too happy to leave her Swiss Alpine village of Sachseln on a one-way boat trip to Quebec in 1929 at the behest of her prospector husband, Severin Josef Auf der Maur. Upon reaching Montreal, they became superintendents in a tenement building in the city’s immigrant neighborhood, where they lived a life of poverty like many other recent arrivals from Europe. That neighborhood, Le Plateau–Mont-Royal, would be where my bohemian mother would choose to raise me fifty years later. It was a dynamic, eclectic place to grow up, with its vibrant and hardworking immigrant family-run specialty food stores—the Jewish bakery, the Polish fish market, the Greek vegetable store, the French cheese shop.


My grandmother was the family’s main “breadwinner”—literally, as she worked at a bakery—while she managed the building and raised the couple’s four children. My father, Nick, was born in 1942, twelve years younger than his oldest sister. He was the baby. The Chosen One. My grandmother claimed her family members were direct descendants of Swiss patron saint Niklaus von Flüe, a fifteenth-century paragon of virtue who lived the life of a hermit and fasted in a hut on a riverbank until his death. The message came to her, while pregnant with my father, that this child was the reincarnation of Saint Niklaus. She named her fourth child Niklaus, and he became the embodiment of his mother’s spiritual devotion and connection to the home she’d left behind.


The Swiss Alps remained ever present in my larger-than-life, eccentric Auf der Maur family. Crumpled Xeroxes of Alpine photos were handed to me at every holiday dinner. My grandmother yodeled at all those meals while stashing leftovers in her purse. When I was twelve, my grandmother and aunt Thais brought my father and me on a Swiss Alps pilgrimage to “live like Heidi.” We hiked above the clouds to visit my great-uncle during his summer farm duties. In his off-the-grid cabin he communicated with the cows with a gigantic Alpenhorn. He walked us through his daily chores and showed me how to churn butter. My father and I slept alongside my aunt and grandmother, already into her eighties, in our clothes in the hayloft above the cows, whose heat kept us warm in the chilly night. It was the most rustic experience my urban father and I ever shared.


While my father’s maternal side zealously claimed a saint as one of their own, his paternal side carried the weight of an ancient lineage. The history, not legend, is that our family came from one of the three founding cantons of Switzerland. The wall that my family built to stand up to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and lived within, created the country as we know it today. In Swiss German, “Auf der Maur” translates to “On the Wall.” Remnants of that stone wall still stand today in my grandfather’s town of Schwyz in the canton of Schwyz in the country of Schwiiz. The Swiss are typically so nationalistic that it says a lot that my grandfather, the radical adventurer, broke away from such a pure-blooded, historic family line.
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Severin Joseph Auf der Maur with investor and dogs, 1945.








While my grandmother worked, my grandfather lived out the dream of exploration that had brought the family to Canada: hunting for rare minerals in the mountains of Quebec. Grandpa Auf der Maur, an engineer and prospector, had acquired a parcel of remote wilderness in Charlevoix County where he built a small base cabin, began to dig, and set up his own hydroelectric energy source from the river outside the lodging to run the lights. For most of my father’s preschool years, he lived with his father in this off-the-grid cabin at the Auf der Maur “mining camp” in rural Quebec. Fantastic black-and-white photos of the cabin survive, protected in our messy family archives.


Otherwise, their time spent in the mining camp remains a bit of a mystery, as this chapter of the story involved only my grandfather (who spoke little English), my father (who spoke no Swiss German), and a transient cast of wayward miners and prospectors, some from as far away as Russia, Europe, and Texas. Nick was used as a child assistant to drill for diamonds. “Any day now” was his father’s mantra. Family stories from this time include a tale of finding a baby bear after the mother bear had been shot. After my grandfather skinned the mother bear for her hide, my father cared for the cub and slept alongside it on the mother’s hide in their cabin until it was old enough to return to the wild and fend for itself. It’s a story that I’d think is almost too fantastical to be true, except the photos exist to prove it.


The conflict between his transcendental maternal line and the earthly history of his paternal line seems to have created an intense internal tension within my father. After all, walls are built to keep things out and saints are created to transcend. That dichotomy may have produced the fiery, passionate man he became but also may have been what drove him to drink. By his midtwenties, my father—Nick, never Dad—was leading the entirely modern, urban, decadent life of a “boulevardier.” Striding through town in his casual linen suit and fedora, chain-smoking his Gitanes French sans filtre cigarettes, he looked ready to step into a Fellini film or Parisian writers salon, as he elegantly pursued his daily drinking habit.


He soon became practiced in the man-on-the-street style of journalism. His notoriety soon resulted in his hosting his own ahead-of-its-time television show on the CBC, cleverly titled QuelQue Show. In each episode he and his sidekick, Les Nirenberg, would stand on the busiest corner of the city and ask passersby, “What is on your mind?” They turned citizens’ opinions on everything from the latest snow-removal debacle to elections and birth control into entertainment.


The wildly original show captured the cultural transition and moment in Montreal history from 1969 to 1973 through the words of its people. In many ways Montreal was going through the same cultural revolution of any major city in North America in the 1960s: long hair, peace protests, racial equality, and citizens questioning the government, the 1950s dream, and “the man.” At the same time, in the wake of “the Quiet Revolution” of the 1960s, the Quebec Independence movement was being born. Both my parents became very passionate about and involved with the growing Quebec separatist movement. They shared a passion to fight for the underdog, which forged their identities in this time and place. The province was reclaiming its French (and Latin) roots and rejecting the British puritanical rule that had taken over much of North America, a struggle that I was not intellectually in tune with in my youth, but that subconsciously informed my understanding of the social history of the city that made me.


My father’s newspaper columns and the success of the TV show made him a trusted and fearless household name in Montreal. Inspired by what he was hearing as a man-on-the-street journalist, he decided to run for local office as an independent in 1974 and won his first city-council seat. He spent the rest of his life in politics and journalism, reporting and fighting for the people of Montreal. A true friend to all, he kept his number listed in the phone book, inviting calls at all hours of the day and night. The cast of characters who reached out to him to be heard or to vent their concerns was vast: everyone from the nuns at the convent in his jurisdiction who wanted a correction to their garbage-collection schedule to the businessman who was struggling to get a permit to expand his business, from the homeless who had no way out of a bad cycle and the gangster trying to get out of trouble to the inmate who was seeking support from people outside (which led my father to commission wall-mounted wood cutouts of Donald Duck and his three nephews from the prison shop, which hang on my own walls today). True to his reputation as a “man of the people,” he had a genuine and gorgeous talent for connecting with every person he encountered and for sharing their stories with others.


In his early thirties, just as his career was coming into strong focus, Nick received a big surprise. Two years earlier he had met my mother at the launch party for Mainmise at the Discothèque Pamplemousse. They exchanged numbers and went on a few dates. Determined to have a child on her own, Mum had stopped using birth control and was being, in her words, “selective” about whom she slept with.


During the summer of 1971 she persuaded my father to join her for the weekend at a friend’s country cottage that resulted in my conception. Nine months later, on March 17, 1972, she walked herself a few blocks to the closest hospital, alone, to give birth to me. A massive snowstorm had shut down Montreal that day, making the streets impassable, with no cars or taxis in sight. People were skiing in the streets. Thirty years later, for my mother’s sixtieth birthday, I depicted that solo walk in a watercolor painting that she keeps framed and hanging in her office, our first day together immortalized in my childlike painting style.


When I was born, we lived in a basement apartment in downtown Montreal. There was no one for us to come home to, no family to help, only random young babysitters whose names and stories we do not know today. My mother wanted to do it all herself, to be a mother and to have a career in journalism. Despite her bohemian lifestyle, I was not breastfed. It doesn’t appear to have been the result of leftover 1950s industrial-age damage, but more the result of her decision to be a single mother working full-time. It made her unavailable to offer me that. I have never asked her if she considered the emotional or physical impacts this would have on a child. When I was two, she took a job at the Canada Council of the Arts that required her to work in Ottawa every week for a few days at a time. A series of young women took care of me in Montreal when she worked and commuted to Ontario. What might she have been thinking? Perhaps that counterculture acts and intellectual strength were more important than traditional, domestic home environments at a time of revolution. After all, my birth had been a personal-political act, not one born from love.


Mum’s fierce independence was part of her determination to be a single mother and also of her desire to initially keep me a secret from my father, her one-night-stand ladies’ man. In 1973, when I was one year old, she chose to inform him of my existence. The toddlers at my day care mostly had two parents present, and it finally sank in for Mum that it was just a matter of time before I started asking, “Who’s my father?” She felt she owed it to me to be able to give an honest answer.


They were both working as freelance journalists at the CBC when my mother called Nick to a meeting in an eighteenth-floor boardroom one day. He assumed they’d be discussing a news story. Instead, she told him, “I have your daughter. I don’t want anything from you. I just want to be able to tell her who her father is if she asks.”


A child with no strings attached was a priceless gift to an eternal bachelor. Right there and then, at a conference table, Mum changed Nick’s life. He was shocked to hear the news—and fell in love with her on the spot.


My father recounted this part of the story to me as a simple and believable narrative, sweet and honorable on both sides. Mum was independent and didn’t need anything from a man but wanted to be able to tell her daughter the truth about her father. Nick was responsive and joined our family in a modern kind of way.
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Soon after, Mum and I took off for our yearlong trip overseas. Not long after we returned, Nick moved into the apartment next door to us, and his commitment to be a presence in my life, and the courting of Mum to be his wife, began.


Nick’s choice to move into our apartment building made him a consistent physical presence. I vividly remember how, on my fourth birthday—the first I spent with him—my mother sent me to go see him next door. The apartments were connected by a rickety back balcony, which offered access to each apartment via its back kitchen door. I navigated the elaborate back balcony, made my way through his kitchen, and walked down the long hallway into the bright front living room. It was sparsely furnished, but in the center of the room was a cozy old armchair, and on it sat a cute little teddy bear.


“Happy Birthday, Melissa,” Nick said from the other side of the room, with his mischievous mustached grin and a giggle. I reached for the teddy bear and looked into its glassy, strangely human brown eyes. My little-girl instinct was to name the bear after this man with a big walrus grin popping out from underneath a bushy mustache.


“I will call him Nicholas,” I said.


It’s hard to know what came first for a child at that moment, whether giving the bear his name was a genuine response to my father’s affection, or a response to his need to be part of my life. Either way, Nicholas the Bear has since accompanied me on tours around the world and now lives in my bedroom in Hudson, New York. I love that bear, just as I instantly loved the new gift-giving man in Mum’s and my lives.
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Nick and Melissa Auf der Maur with Terry Mosher, the best man, on their wedding day, 1977.








One year later, Nick proposed to my mother, and a traditional wedding was held in an old church followed by a reception in a French bistro. Amazing black-and-white photos of the day depict a classic 1970s wedding, with my father’s gregarious friends in wide-collared suits and velvet bow ties and my mother’s bohemian girlfriends with flowing floor-length dresses and long hair. My milquetoast Boston family mingled with my eccentric Auf der Maur side, coming together around a gorgeous bride and groom, both thirty-five years old, who looked deeply in love.


I was the five-year-old flower girl and ring bearer, and I remember the sunny, joyful day fondly. I was as much part of the ceremony as they were. This inspired my own wedding to my husband, Tony, when our daughter, River, turned five. For River’s fifth birthday celebration and our ten-year union milestone, we chose to be married as a family.


My mother liked to remind me that I always referred to her wedding ceremony with Nick as “our wedding.” I believed we were getting married as a family. But my mother’s one-night-stand instincts about Nick proved to be correct. His lifestyle of drinking at the bar until dawn did not change after marriage, and my mother, left at home with all the childcare responsibilities, quickly grew tired of this arrangement. It had become clear that Nick was a bachelor who happened to newly, and only briefly, be a husband and a public figure who happened to be a father. I remember watching him trail waitress’s behinds throughout a restaurant or breasts bopping down the street. I would look away and pretend it didn’t happen.


The marriage lasted for just over a year. Their relationship came and went so fast, it is hard to remember my feelings about it, but I can only imagine it was confusing to the little girl who had spent her formative infant years alone with her mother, traveled the world with her, then returned home to be introduced to a nice man next door who she was told was her father, who then married her mother but left almost as fast as he arrived. It is safe to say that I must’ve grown adaptable to various versions of home life.


Many in my alternative-rock world would say I have a great pedigree: a fearless feminist mother and a politically independent, storytelling local-hero father. What made them different made me different, too, and I was proud of it. It was the ’70s after all, and the circle of freelance and progressive families we were a part of included many nontraditional family structures and separated parents. But whenever I stepped outside our little bubble, I could see how unique we were, that we were ahead of the times and part of breaking old models that didn’t seem to be working anymore. I am still benefiting from my mother’s bravery to wear her adventures on her cool hand-me-down velvet sleeves.


Both of my parents separated from their families to forge their own iconoclastic paths. As their daughter, I became a natural extension of both of their interests, personalities, and accomplishments. Even at a young age, I understood and admired the profound transformations they’d gone through to become themselves. That was incredibly inspiring for me, and also incredibly daunting. They are so cool; how will I ever be as cool as them? I often thought.
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Linda Gaboriau, Nick Auf der Maur, and friends, 1977.








I had a lot to live up to. Not in terms of financial or academic accomplishments; that wasn’t what they valued. Nobody in their orbits cared about money. They had cheap, affordable rents, and they didn’t covet material possessions. They valued finding purpose in their lives, freedom of expression, and deep exploration of the self, and they raised me that way, too.


Growing up, I always had a quiet fear that I didn’t truly have a choice about who I would become. It could seem that the hand I was dealt was divine and remarkable, a 1970s fairy tale involving counterculture dreamers who fearlessly broke all the norms, but they cast big shadows under which to grow. My path felt predestined for me as the product of two extraordinary people, and not something I could easily break away from. But my city, the one they devoted themselves to, I knew she carried the answers I needed to find my own purpose. I believed she would take care of me and show me the way.









CHAPTER 3


The City, She Raised Me
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Montreal rooftop scape, 1994.








I CAN’T TELL THE STORY OF MY EARLY LIFE WITHOUT INCLUDING MONTREAL. The city—radical, romantic, poetic, and imbued with joie de vivre— was an omnipresent character in my parents’ histories and also in my upbringing. She was like my parents’ best friend who became almost a third parent to me, stepping in to raise me when my other two parents were preoccupied or swept up in the politics and culture of the times.


In the shadow of the great romances between my parents and their city, I developed my own love affair with Montreal in the 1980s and ’90s, falling for her ornate nineteenth-century architecture, her tree-lined streets, the omnipresent churches and parks of every shape and size, and the ubiquitous Old World shops. The eclectic alleyways that existed parallel to all the main arteries offered a patchwork infrastructure that hosted multicultural, multidisciplinary happenings. They seduced me then and still do now. The liveliness of the people in the streets, marketplaces, busy restaurants and bars, public transport, and parks was as entertaining to a young girl like me as the plays, nightlife, and contemporary dance performed inside the buildings in this city of art.
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