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About the Book


She had the perfect life. Until she chose a braver one.

Catherine Paiz grew up far from the spotlight, in the vibrant multicultural city of Montreal, Canada, where her dreams began. When her path led her to Los Angeles, she built a life that seemed like a fairy tale: love, children, and a pioneering YouTube career that influenced millions. As part of The ACE Family, she became a familiar face around the globe. But behind the scenes, Catherine was carrying heartbreak, facing betrayal, navigating intense public scrutiny, and slowly losing herself.

When everything she built began to unravel, she set out on the most important journey of all—alchemizing her pain into strength, transforming her life, and finding her way back to the woman she was always destined to be. This is the true story of a life that looked perfect, and the brave heart who stepped beyond the picture to find something real.


Disclaimer


This is a work of nonfiction based on my perspective of real events, my memories, and my personal impressions. While the essence of the story remains true, certain names, organizations, dates, locations, and identifying characteristics have been changed, omitted, or fictionalized to protect privacy and avoid confusion. Events are described from my point of view and are not intended to assert claims of facts about others.

The events described, including experiences with plant medicines, reflect the personal journey of the author and subject. This book is not intended to promote, endorse, or recommend the use of plant medicines or participation in any related ceremonies or organizations.

Plant medicines can carry physical, psychological, and legal risks. They are not appropriate for everyone and can have serious consequences, particularly for individuals with underlying health conditions or mental health vulnerabilities. Laws regarding these substances vary by country and jurisdiction. Readers are urged to exercise caution, conduct thorough research, consult qualified medical and mental health professionals, and fully understand the potential risks and legal implications before considering any similar experience.


For every version of the girl I used to be—you got me here.



PROLOGUE


I didn’t recognize myself.

Not in the mirror, not in my own skin, not in the way I moved through the world. The reflection staring back at me was someone else—someone lost, someone broken. My hair, thinning at the roots, snapping at the ends, was a dull, brittle thing that had once been shiny and vibrant.

My skin was gray. My eyes, hollow. The first cold sore I’d ever had was blooming on my lip as proof of everything unraveling inside me. Even my voice, when I spoke, felt foreign, as though I had swallowed my own sorrow and was spitting it back out every time I opened my mouth.

And the crying. God, the crying. It hit like a wave, an ambush. In the grocery store aisle. In the car. In bed, staring at the ceiling. It didn’t come with a warning, didn’t give me time to brace for impact. It just took me under. Maybe there was no reason for it. Or maybe there were too many reasons.

This was my life. The perfect one. The ACE Family dream that had unfolded in front of the world on YouTube. The life people envied. The fairy-tale romance, the big house, the babies, the millions watching. And yet, I felt like a ghost. A spectator to my own existence, watching it unravel from the outside, helpless to stop it. And it wasn’t just my marriage—though that was already broken, shattered in ways no one else could see. It was everything. The pressure, the weight of it, the unbearable knowledge that people had built their own stories around mine. They had watched us fall in love, get married, have children. They had woven us into the fabric of their own lives, their own dreams.

And now, I was the one tearing it all apart.

To be a social media star is to turn your daily life into entertainment, your private moments into content, your happiness into something people believe they have a stake in. It’s to be loved by strangers who feel invested in your story, who feel they know you.

I met fans in public who told me, “We got engaged to your intro song. We had our first date watching your videos. We believed in love because of you.”

And I was failing them all.

It felt like I was destroying everything I’d built: my family, my children’s future, the illusion that had given so many people hope. I was supposed to be the dream, the proof that love could last, that happiness could be curated and captured and replayed like a highlight reel. But I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t pretend.

So I left.

Not to escape. Not to run. But to find something. Myself. The girl I used to be before all of this. Before the cameras, before the expectations, before the suffocating pressure of living for other people.

Brazil.

A land I’d never been to but somehow felt connected to.

My father and my brother met me there. I wasn’t returning to a place, but to a part of myself I had long forgotten. I thought if I could just sit with her—the younger version of me, the purest version—I would find an answer. Because I had nothing left. I was depleted. Hollowed out. A shell of who I once was.

And then came the words of a wise medicine woman. She saw me the way no one else had. Not as a brand, not as a wife or mother or influencer. Just as a human being. And she told me, “You don’t have to carry this anymore. You can begin again, as many times as you need.”

Could I? I didn’t know.

I had carried pain before, wounds so deep I thought they would never close. But this—this was different. This was the kind of breaking that didn’t leave pieces behind. It left dust. And dust couldn’t be put back together. It could only be swept away.

My marriage. The company I’d founded. The houses I’d tried to turn into homes. The YouTube career that I could no longer fathom. My sense of self.

All gone.

I had nothing left to lose. That was the moment, the breaking point. The one that sent me to Brazil. The one where it all collapsed—not in pieces, not slowly, but all at once. Like a house falling in on itself, like walls and ceilings and floors crumbling in tandem, trapping me beneath it all.

I thought that was rock bottom. I thought there was nowhere lower to go.

But rock bottom is funny like that. You think you’ve reached it, and then you find out—there’s always farther to fall. You wonder if you’ll sink right through, disappear into the dirt, become nothing. But then, when you finally stop fighting it, when you lie still at the bottom of the pit, you realize something else.

You can stand up.

So I did.

There, in the living heart of the Amazon rainforest, I stood in the wreckage of my life, in the silence of everything I had lost, and understood—

In losing it all, I gained everything.


CHAPTER 1


YouTube isn’t built for stillness. It thrives on movement, on spectacle—the synthetic highs of a viral moment. My husband, Austin, and I knew this well during our years as The ACE Family on YouTube. We had mastered it: the formula and the alchemy of keeping people watching. Clickbait. Surprises. Pranks. Curated family moments, captured in real time. Big, explosive reveals designed to make people feel something.

It wasn’t just about making a living, though. It was about helping people on a large scale…that’s what I told myself through it all. I was already giving so much of myself to the world: my privacy, my peace, my real self, broken down into curated 15-minute videos, dissected in the comments sections, analyzed by people who would never meet me but thought they knew me.

But maybe, I thought, there was more I could do. More ways to help. More ways to make a difference.

I often felt like a clown in a circus, making people laugh, filling the empty spaces in their lives with our life. Other times, I felt like a fish trapped in a glass bowl with millions of eyes pressing in from all sides. But when the cameras turned off, the silence pressed in, too.

Philanthropy was the answer. Saving lives on a large scale would give our YouTube career more meaning, something beyond what we’d created. That’s what I hoped, anyway.

The idea for the charity event came to me in the shower with hot water streaming over my shoulders, steam swirling against the glass. The thought arrived, sudden and insistent: clean drinking water.

Still dripping wet, I stepped out, grabbed my phone, and started researching. That’s how I found Thirst Project. Their mission was simple: build wells in Africa where people were dying, not from war or disaster, but from the absence of something as basic as water.

Ten thousand dollars to build a well. More to maintain it.

We reached out. Their reps came to our house, sat in our dining room, talked about clean water, laid out the logistics. We announced to our fans that the proceeds from our next event would go toward saving lives.

And now, looking back, the name Thirst Project feels like more than just a coincidence.

Thirst.

Because I was thirsty, too.

Not just for a cause. Not just to help. I was thirsty in my own life. In my own marriage.

I was empty. I wasn’t being poured into.

Rumors had been rampant that Austin had been unfaithful to me. I felt, at times, as if I was barely holding on. I wasn’t sure how much of our relationship was real anymore.

We scheduled the Thirst event for June 30, 2018. On the evening our tickets went up for sale, Austin was staring at his phone in anticipation. “They’re going live any minute,” he said. He couldn’t contain himself. He paced around, getting ready to film us.

“Okay, let’s see what happens,” I said. I didn’t want to get my hopes up too high. I didn’t know what to expect. I was also depleted, worn out. I was too distracted, too drained to process any of it fully. The difficult years, the pregnancies, the relentless pressure of fame had worn me down.

Then—the tickets dropped.

Austin shouted, “Oh my God, we sold out. We sold out!”

We stared at each other in disbelief. Ten thousand seats. Gone in minutes! I was stunned, and then the shock quickly gave way to excitement. This was real. Proof of what we had built. And with a platform this huge, we could make a tangible difference in the world.

That first basketball charity event was a success beyond anything we had imagined. It should have been a proud moment to celebrate. But the moment was barely ours before the scrutiny came. People questioned our motives. They accused us of pocketing the money, of not giving enough. The backlash came as fast as the applause.

The exhaustion seeped back into my bones.

In the end, after all the expenses—security, the fire department, the endless logistics of an event that big—we donated a significant sum to Thirst Project, helping fund clean water initiatives for communities in need. We built multiple wells in Africa that are still producing water to this day. Seeing the people we’d helped with their new wells gave me renewed hope. This event had been more than just a basketball game; it was a tangible way to make a difference. We could change lives!

Thirst Project invited us to their annual gala, and we were given an award. But my mind was somewhere else. I was standing on that stage, holding that award, looking out at a room full of people who saw me as part of something aspirational. A life that looked seamless, effortless, charmed. I had built a brand that was polished from the outside. And yet, in the weeks leading up to that event, the rumors had continued to build like a tsunami.

Austin is cheating on you.

It was everywhere: I saw it in comments, heard it in whispers, felt it burrowing in from every direction. I tried to stay ahead of it. I posted more. Kept myself busy. Moved fast enough that I didn’t have time to think. If I kept the content flowing, maybe the story would change. Maybe I could pretend none of it was happening.

But inside, I was falling apart. I knew it was true. I knew it was real. Austin wasn’t committed to me. He was choosing everything, and everyone else, except me.

Our second basketball charity event was for The Painted Turtle, a camp for children with chronic illnesses and life-threatening medical conditions. I was looking forward to the event because I knew the money would make a difference in the lives of those suffering kids.

When tickets dropped this time around, Austin and I couldn’t believe our eyes.

“We sold out again!” we shouted, hugging each other. “We sold out!”

This time, 20,000 tickets—June 1, 2019. Sold in under a minute. A staff member at Staples Center later told us during a walk-through: “I’ve never seen tickets sell this fast. Not even for a Taylor Swift concert.” Those were his exact words.

The Painted Turtle event happened on June 29, 2019. It was bigger, louder—a full-blown spectacle. MrBeast. Chris Brown. DDG, FaZe Rug, Jake Paul, RiceGum…all the biggest online creators from different corners of the platform. The energy in the air felt electric, almost tangible. The kind of night where people walk away saying I was there.

But that evening, as we prepared to enter the sold-out arena, something was off. Something between me and Austin had changed. I told myself it was because of the strain of everything—the weight both he and I had carried for so long. The kind of weight no one else could see, because we were so good at hiding it.

For all the years that we were on YouTube, Austin was the machine behind everything: the funny prank ideas, the editing, the sleepless nights at the computer, piecing together the version of us the world would see. We never hired an editor; it was all him.

And me? I was the content overseer—the one who shaped it before, during, and after production. Long before I’d even met Austin, I’d been interested in film production, and for years had studied on my own how movies and for-camera content were made. I’d learned how stories were told and how to find the heart of an interesting narrative. I had more ideas than I knew what to do with. I created. I refined our vision for the content. I managed logistics. Approved videos. Kept things running smoothly.

I was also raising our children. Breastfeeding. Managing a household. All full-time jobs in themselves, while also staying perfectly camera-ready (hair, makeup, nails, fitness, skin) through it all.

Together, Austin and I were a dynamic duo, the secret sauce that made our YouTube channel so popular, the perfect blend that made it all happen.

And yet, strangely, the more I watched my husband work, the more I dismissed my own contributions.

As a woman with traditional family values, I put Austin on a pedestal. I made sure he knew he was seen, and that his efforts were appreciated. But…I didn’t know if he saw me. I had been feeling invisible for a while—a contradiction that wasn’t lost on me, given that millions of people watched my every move online.

At the first huge sold-out event we’d organized, for Thirst Project, I’d been pregnant. Staying out of the spotlight made sense.

But at this second fundraiser, for The Painted Turtle, I wasn’t pregnant. I felt good. Strong. Ready. I’d poured myself into this event, too. I wanted to be part of it.

We were dressed in red, looking our best. The roar of the fans inside the massive arena echoed through the walls, a pulse you could feel down to your feet. They were there to see the basketball players, sure—but more than that, they were there for us. For The ACE Family. We meant something to them: a symbol of love, of family, of everything good and uplifting.

I was excited to walk out with Austin, to greet our extended ACE Family together. I felt the love radiating from the crowd, and I wanted to return it, to stand beside my husband and share the moment.

And then came the locker room. A space of waiting, of anticipation. A moment that should have been small, but wasn’t.

I turned to Austin. “Do you want me to walk out with you?” A simple question. But beneath it, something deeper: a need. To be chosen. To be wanted there, beside him, as his wife. To be part of it in a way that wasn’t just background support, wasn’t just behind the scenes. To be The ACE Family in more than just appearance.

He shrugged and looked away. “Only if you want to.” Flat. Casual. Not yes. Not I want you there. Just a half-hearted comment, as if it didn’t matter either way.

But it did matter. It mattered to me. I thought, Okay, if that’s what he wants…I’m going to let him have his moment.

I stayed back. I let him step out into the arena alone.

The roar of 20,000 people filled the air, an explosion of sound so loud it vibrated in my ribs. I watched from the shadows: how the light caught Austin’s face, his proud smile, and the effortless way he held the fans’ attention as he waved up at them. I wanted to be there, standing beside him.

The moment was his, but it should have been ours. We were The ACE Family. We’d built this together, a symbol of love to millions. But it wasn’t just that. I wanted the dream for myself, too. I wanted to be my husband’s one and only, the person he saw first and last, not secondary—or somewhere even further down the list—to the fame.

After he walked out alone, I told myself that it was the right thing, and that I was being generous. That I was letting him shine. That he deserved this solo moment.

But beneath all of that, another feeling clawed at my chest.

A dull ache. A sadness I couldn’t name.

I wasn’t out there with him…because he hadn’t wanted me out there with him.

And that—that was the thing that lodged itself inside me. The thing I couldn’t ignore.

I’d told myself he’d carried most of the burden of our success and so deserved most of the credit. But the truth was, I had been carrying it, too, right alongside him. Not just the making of our success, of which I was an essential component, but the pressure, the work, the relentlessness of it all. And lately, I was also carrying something else: the realization that I was making myself smaller. For some reason, I was letting him take the spotlight and not standing in my own power as an equal partner of The ACE Family. I believed that was what love was—standing in the background, supporting, and not asking for space beside my husband.

But love wasn’t supposed to be like that. It didn’t feel right. Austin should have wanted me right there next to him, from the moment the event started. And I should have wanted myself there, too.

When the event was over, I walked out into the arena and finally joined my husband as people swarmed around us—basketball players, photographers, videographers, security, influencers, and random individuals from the crowd. Austin’s dad took the microphone to announce that the event had raised $100,000 to donate to The Painted Turtle, the nonprofit where he worked. Then Austin said a few words to the audience as I stood next to him.

After he was finished, he passed the mic to me, dismissively. “Babe, you wanna say something?” He was already turning away. As I spoke to the packed arena, he walked off, hovering only in the periphery until I was finished.

After I’d thanked our ACE Family supporters, telling them how much they meant to us, Austin returned to my side to address the crowd one last time.

Then, our channel’s theme song by Glenn Travis came on—the powerful song that helped us grow to unimaginable heights on YouTube. As “Feel My Love” played, I looked up at The ACE Family supporters with their voices rising in unison, singing along, eyes locked on us with a kind of yearning, a hopefulness that made my chest tighten. They weren’t just watching—they were projecting, seeing their own dreams reflected in us, in what they believed we stood for.

Familial love. Loyalty. A forever bond between two people with their children as an extension of that love.

If Austin had felt that, if he’d understood what the audience wanted, he would have wrapped his arms around me, kissed me, given them a moment, even if only for show. A gesture to say, We are still who you think we are.

But instead, he waved to the fans as he turned away from me, more intoxicated by the roar of strangers than the quiet, authentic love standing beside him. I watched him as his eyes kept looking everywhere but at me, and I knew…he had drifted too far from the essence of why we resonated with people in the first place, too far from what had once been genuine between us. Yes, so much of YouTube had been for clicks, for views, for spectacle. But the love we built our family on? That had been real. And that’s what they wanted, what they had always wanted—not Austin waving to them alone, not him standing apart like another famous influencer, but us.

That’s what I wanted, too.

My heart felt heavy as I watched my husband, but I did what I did best—I masked it.

When the song finished, he made the rounds of schmoozing with people who fed his ego until it was time to go home.

I didn’t say anything to him that night. I should have. I should have grabbed his hand in the locker room and asked, Why don’t you want me beside you?

But I didn’t. Instead, I filed it away. Buried the pain.

In that moment, though, I felt a subtle shift—the beginning of the end. And just a few months later, everything came crashing down for real.

I found out Austin had been cheating on me. Not a suspicion. Not a rumor.

Proof.

I realized then why he hadn’t wanted to walk beside me, why it had been so easy for him not to. He’d already broken his vows. He’d already been gone from me, longer than I had known.

A close family member of his admitted to me that he’d invited a girl to that very Staples Center event, the same night I’d convinced myself I was being selfless for letting him have his moment.

I’d seen her there. Pretty. A hanger-on. Standing just close enough to feel out of place, yet comfortable enough to belong. I had noticed her in the way you catch something that doesn’t quite fit—a puzzle piece jammed into the wrong spot. I’d even wondered, Who invited her?

Now, I knew. It all made sense: the way he hadn’t wanted me next to him, the shrug. The indifference. The way he treated me that night, as if I were a thorn in his side. The distance that had been stretching between us widened like a crack in a foundation too stubborn to crumble all at once.

In an instant, it all connected.

That realization wasn’t an explosion. It wasn’t rage or shouting or throwing things. It was slower, heavier—a knife to the gut that didn’t cut fast but pressed in, deeper and deeper, until I could feel it in my bones…or rather, my heart.

It wasn’t just the betrayal. It was the realization that I had been living inside a lie. That our life—the one we had built with camera angles and clickbait and perfectly timed edits—was hollowing out beneath me, an illusion created for millions to see but never for me to truly live. The relationship, the love that had once been true, had evaporated before my eyes, dissipating into the air like a vapor, leaving nothing behind but the ache of knowing it had been slipping away long before I ever saw it.

All the things I had ignored, brushed aside, rationalized—they hadn’t been paranoia. They had been real.

After that, I turned inward. Inside, I questioned everything about Austin, everything that had come before. Every late-night editing session. Every last-minute excuse. Every glance at his phone that ended with the screen tilted just out of my view. I discovered there were others: so many girls, so many betrayals.

I had never felt more alone. Not just in my relationship, but in my life.

I couldn’t call my mom. I was too ashamed. Too humiliated to say the words out loud: He cheated on me. Saying it would make it real, would turn it into something I couldn’t shove down or reshape into something easier to swallow.

I couldn’t tell my dad or my brother. My brother had just started his own YouTube channel, and I didn’t want to pull him into this mess, didn’t want him looking at Austin differently, even though I would never see my husband the same way again.

I was also newly pregnant with our third child. So I carried it alone. The weight of it, the ache of it, the thirst for something I didn’t have—it all lived inside me. It sat on my chest, heavy and unmoving, making it hard to breathe, hard to sleep, hard to think about anything else.

And yet, in that solitude, something began to stir. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the life I thought I was living began to peel away, its edges curling back to reveal something raw underneath—

A truth I could no longer outrun.


CHAPTER 2


Long before The ACE Family was born, little Catherine came into the world on August 24, 1990, in Canada.

Montreal, with its cobblestone streets, European charm, and bilingual hum, was a city alive with contrasts. The winters were cold, blanketing everything in icy stillness, but the summers came alive with the aromas of multicultural cuisines and the antics of street performers. It was a place where church bells mixed with café chatter, and skyscrapers stood shoulder to shoulder with centuries-old stone facades.

As a child, I was shy. Painfully so. The only time I came alive was when I was on a stage or performing. I was always performing. I would beg my parents and aunt to watch me as I sang and danced. I would direct other children in musicals I’d created. My father would take me to coffee shops to sing in front of everyone, which I grew to love and look forward to. Every week I’d join the ongoing free festival called Tam-Tams, held at Mount Royal Park in Montreal, and dance alongside the drum circles. I was always show-driven, always a storyteller. My mom still tells me that I used to put myself to sleep by telling her bedtime stories every night. She would think, How does she come up with these things? How does she come up with all these characters and plots on the spot? I was always looking for an outlet for my creativity, and stories and performance were a cornerstone of my personality as a child.

My mother, Gina, was born in Nicaragua during a time of war and scarcity, when survival was uncertain. Her father, who came from a wealthy family, fled the country when the war broke out, leaving my grandmother to fend for herself with their children.

For months, as my grandmother Marta later recorded in her diary, they hid beneath the dining room table, lying flat against the cold floorboards, listening to the gunfire outside. My mother and her brother survived on candy—the only food they had, their small hands clutching the wrappers like lifelines.

They lived in a house, not a shack, because my grandfather had once provided for them. But when war came, roofs and walls meant nothing.

One day, Marta decided enough was enough. She gathered her children, loaded them into a car, and drove straight past the military. The bullets came fast, cutting through the air, cracking against metal, but she didn’t stop. She kept driving. And somehow, miraculously, they got away.

Marta sent my mother and uncle to live with her sister while she searched for work. When she found a job in Panama, she brought them to her.

My mom watched my grandmother work tirelessly: how the days stretched long, how she boarded one bus after another, how exhaustion settled into the curve of her spine. One morning, on my mom’s way to school, she saw my grandmother climbing onto yet another bus, already an hour into her commute. She saw her mother’s shoulders slump, her hands gripping the railing like it was the only thing holding her upright. That image never left my mother’s thoughts.

The hardship took its toll. My grandmother began to get sick, her body wearing down after too many difficult years.

One night, my mom, then 16 years old, had a nightmare. She was in the apartment building’s elevator, ascending. With each passing floor, her breath grew tighter, the air thinning around her. When she reached the seventh floor, she saw her mom’s body scattered in pieces across the terrace. Limbs detached. My mother wailed in grief, suffocating in despair, unable to breathe. She jolted awake, gasping.

The image wouldn’t leave her. It clung to her, unsettling and senseless, until a week later, the doctors delivered the news. Her mother was dying of ovarian cancer. She had four months to live.

And then, my mom knew why she’d had that dream.

That was the beginning of my mother’s descent into depression, the thing that would change her life, and eventually, ours.

Before her own mother got sick, though, my mother was a happy kid. Rollerblading every day after school, climbing trees, running barefoot down the street. A tomboy, wild and free. She was the class clown, the one everyone thought was hilarious, while still getting straight A’s.

When she found out her mother was dying, she realized she was going to lose the one person in the world who she loved more than anything. The cancer was sudden, irreversible.

Everything changed. My mother’s world flipped, turned inside out.

At the time, from what my mother told me, Panama was steeped in darkness. Poverty seeped into every corner, burrowing its way into people’s lives, into the way they moved and spoke. Hope was a luxury few could afford. But it wasn’t just the material hardships, it was the feeling. The constant, pressing sense that something terrible was always waiting around the corner. The apartment building where my mother lived wasn’t just poor. It was suffocating, the walls seeming to absorb the secrets and horrors of the people who lived there. Bad energy. Bad men. Predators who lurked in the dimly lit stairwells, waiting.

Even while she was sick, my grandmother was fiercely protective of her daughter. She knew the dangers of a place like that, especially for a girl like my mom.

My mother stood out. Even as a child, she was exceptionally beautiful. There was something about her—a light that drew people in. Her beauty was often compared to Marilyn Monroe’s, that effortless kind of magnetism you can’t turn off, the kind that makes you a target. My grandmother saw it too. She felt the danger that came with it, the vulnerability her daughter carried simply by existing in that place, at that time.

One memory, from long before her mother died, stayed with my mom. She was 12 years old when her mother noticed a watch on her wrist. An expensive one. A gift she was excited about.

“Where did you get that?” my grandmother asked sharply.

She hesitated, then shrugged. “Oh, I just found it.”

“No,” my grandmother said. “Tell me where you got it.”

Her face gave her away before she even spoke. “The man on the second floor gave it to me,” she finally admitted.

My grandmother didn’t hesitate. She marched straight to the man’s door, knocked, and when he answered, she threw the watch in his face.

“¡Que no se te ocurra acercarte o hablarle a mi hija de nuevo, o yo misma te mato!” she said to the man, her voice like steel. Don’t even think about going near or talking to my daughter again, or I’ll kill you myself!

My mom never forgot the look on her mother’s face that day—the kind of strength that comes when fear and love collide.

To this day, my mother still has recurring nightmares about that time in her life. One dream, in particular, comes back again and again. In it, she’s walking up and down the stairwell of that apartment building, but her feet never touch the ground. She hovers, weightless, like a ghost.

Finally, my mom made the choice to leave Panama. She couldn’t take it anymore: the relentless poverty, the struggle, the constant despair. A few years earlier, at age 14, she’d met a 17-year-old baby-faced boy, my father, and fallen in love. He was 6-foot-4 (“flacco y alto,” i.e. skinny and tall, according to my mom) with large square-rimmed glasses, and he was very kind to her. My father had a job opportunity to work in Canada, and he invited her to join him there.

At age 16, she walked into the consulate and asked for a visa to Canada, telling the officer she needed to visit her aunt. On the man’s desk sat a photo of his daughter. She looked about the same age as my mom, an underage teenager at the time. The officer studied my mother, then the papers in front of him. She didn’t have the required parental signature. He paused and then stamped them anyway.

“Have a great trip,” he said with quiet compassion.

She saw it in his eyes. The understanding. He saw the hardship she carried. He knew she wasn’t coming back. And he let her go anyway.

A few days before she boarded the plane to Montreal, she sat at her dying mother’s bedside. Her mother, just skin and bone now, reached for her hand and said, “Let’s go pick strawberries.”

It made no sense. Strawberries?

My grandmother was too far gone to say a proper good-bye to her daughter, too far into the process of dying. My mom left the hospital with a heaviness in her heart that never really went away.

After that, she always correlated the pain of that memory with strawberries, and she was never able to eat them again…until a spiritual connection came many years later, a profound moment with her beloved deceased mother.

My mother left Panama a few weeks after turning 17. My grandmother held on to life until after her daughter had arrived in Montreal. Four days later, my grandmother died. It was as if she had been waiting, refusing to let go until she knew her daughter was safe. She passed away on Mother’s Day, 1989.

She was just 38 years old.

To this day, my mom doesn’t believe her mother’s death was just physical. She believes it was a sacrifice. My grandmother gave her life so her daughter could survive, because she knew: If she didn’t sacrifice herself, her daughter wouldn’t make it. After she was gone, her daughter would be forced to find a new way to live. A new way to survive. She would have no choice but to become strong.

Losing the one person who will fight for you the most in the world forces something to awaken. It sharpens you, carves you into something else. Life didn’t give my mother many options—it forced her to be strong or be destroyed by life. And she often says that the strength she found in herself wasn’t just hers. It was her mother’s.

While meditating years later, my mother saw the truth: In another timeline, she had died there, in that hellhole in Panama. In that dark building. Her mother had known—had seen what was coming—and had given everything she had so her daughter could learn to fight. To leave and build a new life. To survive.

[image: * * *]

My dad grew up in Panama. He had a difficult childhood and often felt alone in the world.

Then, during his teenage years, he met my mom in her neighborhood through mutual friends. She saved food to give to him when he was hungry and had nowhere else to go. They were just kids, but they held each other up. And later, when my grandmother was dying of cancer, my dad was there.

“I’ll take care of you,” he told her. “I’ve got that job waiting for me in Canada. Meet me there.”

And so she did.

My mother arrived in Montreal with a single dollar to her name. She still has it. She stayed in a women’s shelter until a kind stranger gave her a piece of paper with a lead on it for a place to live.

Eventually, my mom moved in with a woman named Dee, short for Dolores (whom she later named me after), and my father soon joined her. Together, they built a life, but it was hard. My mother became pregnant with me soon after losing her own mother, but the grief didn’t fully hit her until after I was born.

The early years were hard. My parents fought constantly. My mother became distant, detached, staring blankly when the shouting started. When my brother was born, the fights escalated. The walls in our home held too many screaming echoes, too many silences that were heavier than words.

During some of their worst fights, I would hide in the locked bathroom, holding my little brother, Ryan, as we sobbed in the tub. One time, after a particularly terrible fight, a strange calm descended on me in that tub. It was as if an angel had lifted me out of the chaos and terror.

Years later, I meditated about it: how two people could come together and love each other and still destroy each other in the process. How childhood wounds often get passed down like an inheritance, like a curse. You can have two good people, two people with the best of intentions, and they can still break apart. They can still hurt each other. Love doesn’t always survive that.

My parents didn’t.

But I don’t blame them for it, even though my childhood was very difficult during those early years.

The police were called to our house so often that eventually, social services took Ryan and me away from our parents. I was 7. He was 5. My brother and I were placed in foster care. Luckily, that only lasted two weeks. It was a scary place with dark energy, but thankfully, nothing bad happened to us there. I know now that if I had stayed any longer, my life might have taken a very different turn.

During this time, my mother’s depression deepened. She was breaking down before our eyes. She’d lost her own mother to cancer but hadn’t fully processed it. She had two young children to feed with little resources. The poverty was relentless. She spiraled. She struggled. She would often sit staring off into space, blank, unreactive. Something as small as knocking over a glass of water would send her into a deep, unblinking stare.

She became too detached, too lost inside herself, to fight. She had no more strength. But my father did. He pushed. He pleaded. He did whatever it took to bring us home from foster care. The social worker told him she had never seen a judge return children so quickly—two weeks, just like that. My father had to prove he could provide a stable home, and somehow, he did.

I remember him standing outside the window, his face pressed against the glass. “I’m coming to get you soon,” he said. And I believed him.

He kept his promise.

And when he finally picked us up, he told us we had a new place to live. I remember riding the subway with him, watching the tunnels rush past, feeling quiet relief settle over me.

My dad had said he would come. And he had.

One memory from that time has never left me—a moment of heartbreak and finality. I was on the school bus one afternoon, heading home from kindergarten, the last child left, my stop the farthest. I’d fallen asleep, lulled by the hum of the road beneath us. When I woke up, we’d arrived.

I looked out the window. Both of my parents were there, standing together in front of our apartment building, waiting for me.

That wasn’t normal. Usually, it was just one of them. But today, they were together.

For a split second, I was happy. Maybe it was some kind of celebration?

But as I stepped off the bus, I saw the way they were standing. The way my dad’s face twisted, the way my mother’s arms sliced through the air as she spoke.

I ran toward them.

Then my mom got into a car. Slammed the door. Drove away.

And just like that, she was gone.

The elevator ride up to our apartment was fraught with a sense of loss. My dad was carrying my little brother. Seinfeld was playing cheerily in the background when we first walked in, a sharp contrast to the unspoken gloom.

I saw the way my dad gripped Ryan tightly, how his breath was uneven, how he walked straight into his room and shut the door. The sadness of that moment—the finality—was palpable.

It was just the three of us now.

Everything had changed.


CHAPTER 3


My mom’s stay in Tampa was only supposed to be temporary, a way to get some space and regain her strength after an unhealthy relationship. She’d been drowning and needed a change, if just for a few weeks. The plan was to visit her friend, clear her mind, and return to Montreal to lease an apartment separate from our dad while they co-parented.

In Tampa, she got a job at Sam Seltzer’s Steakhouse, which helped her get back on her feet.

She ended up staying for good.

My mom needed to find herself, and I accepted that. My parents had fought too much, too hard, for too long. The house had been thick with tension, the air itself electric with it. And then suddenly, it was quiet.

Lonelier, sure.

But peaceful.

It helped that in my heart, I knew my mom hadn’t left forever. She loved us too much. I knew once she got her bearings, she’d want me and Ryan back again.

Mom always called us. She told us how much she loved us. She said she was working hard to build a new life, one that would bring all of us a better future.

I held on to that.

She never stopped calling. And every time, her voice held the same urgency: I love you. I love you.

I could hear it in her voice. I could feel it in my bones. She never stopped wanting us.

Eventually, my parents officially divorced. A few signatures. Some paperwork shuffled from one stack to another. Done. Finished. Over.

Their divorce was easier than many divorces because my mom let my dad have full custody. She didn’t contest it at all. She carried so much guilt, so much shame, that she didn’t try to fight him for custody. He was already taking care of us, so when she agreed, he agreed.

My mom met a man at work named Bruno and they eventually married. Now that she had stability, she wanted us to come live with her. But she was also conflicted, since my dad had been the one taking care of us for years. There was guilt, hesitation, uncertainty. She didn’t want to take Ryan and me away from our father when she knew how much he loved us, how hard he’d worked to support us, and how much he’d sacrificed for us. There was still love and respect between my parents, and they didn’t want to hurt each other.

So instead, Ryan and I lived with our dad during the year. We spent every summer in Tampa, swimming in the pool, getting to know Bruno and watching our mom thrive again.

I missed her. She smelled the same. She had a certain warmth that only a mom had. I longed for the summers, when we could spend time together.

After my mother left, my dad raised us alone as a single father. He missed my mom. He’d loved her very much. They’d been so young when they met, just teenagers chasing an idea of a future neither of them understood. My mom had been everything to my dad, so he was shattered when she left. Devastated. I saw it in his weary, sad face. But he also recognized that the toxicity, the tension, while he was married to my mother, had reached its limit and that it was for the best that she left. When she walked out that door, he knew there was no coming back. We all knew it.

So that was that.

In the years that followed, my dad was alone in Montreal. No family. No real friends. Just two kids and a city that wasn’t built for him.

He was bitter. But for him, it wasn’t even a question: These are my kids. He was going to do everything he could to raise us the best he could. He loved us so much.

The winters were brutal, with stretches of endless cold, sidewalks slick with ice, and wind so biting it felt personal. My dad didn’t speak French, but everyone around him did. He took whatever jobs he could find: painting apartments, construction work, restaurant work, anything to keep food on the table.

We were very poor in those years. Not just struggling, not just scraping by—poor. The kind of poor where you count the days to payday by the food left in the fridge. Where you go to church not just for salvation, but because they’re handing out meals. I remember our apartment: one couch and a single yellow chair. That was it. Nothing extra. Nothing unnecessary.

Money, or the lack thereof, was always on our minds.

Those years were defined by how much we moved, changed residences. Different apartments every year, sometimes more often. We were always moving, whether it was with our dad during the year in Montreal or summers with our mom in Florida. Always another place. And another. Every year, a different address. Another school. Another set of kids I wouldn’t know for long. It was difficult to keep a place for long because rent would go up. Landlords would change. Money would get tight. There was always something.

And it was hard.

New schools. New faces. New rules. French at school. Spanish at home with English sprinkled in. My whole life, I was playing different roles, switching languages like costumes. I wasn’t just moving from place to place—I was forced to change into someone new each time.

It made me quiet. It made me watch.

And then there were the rules. So many unspoken rules.

One day, the principal called my dad. She said we weren’t allowed to speak English in school. “This is a French school,” she told him angrily. I guess Ryan and I had been talking to each other in English. She didn’t like that.

My dad walked straight into the office.

“My kids will speak whatever language they want to each other,” he told her firmly. The principal saw he meant business, and she acquiesced. I sat there, watching and listening. I was proud of my dad. Seeing him sticking up for us, even though he was at a low point in his life, taught me that you must stand up for yourself in life, especially when you’re poor or disenfranchised. If you don’t, no one else will.

I learned to become adaptable to any circumstances thrown at me. It was like a pattern. Someone would tell me what I couldn’t do, what I had to be. And I’d learn to adapt.

French wasn’t my first language when I started school. I learned it in weeks. Weeks. Because I had to. Because no one was going to teach me. I just had to figure it out.

Before that, it was English. That was my first language from birth because my dad didn’t want me to have hardships in Canada, where English was the primary language. Simultaneously, we spoke Spanish. My dad insisted on it. It was important to him that we learned multiple languages, for which I’m forever grateful.

I adjusted quickly to all the languages I was required to speak. But it was confusing. At school, I spoke French. At home, it was English or Spanish. The languages blurred, and I blurred with them. I never felt like I fully belonged anywhere.

Financially, we continued to struggle. As the years passed, the constant hardship wore my father down incrementally. I watched the sadness settle into him, like damp air seeping into the walls of an old house. It weighed on his shoulders, collected behind his eyes. Even then, I knew the medical condition he has now—the one where his heart beats too slowly—wasn’t just physical. It was from all the heartbreak he’d endured, year after year since he was a child.

For four years, he kept working, doing whatever he could. He made less than two thousand dollars a month, just scraping by, barely surviving. It wasn’t enough. He was always tired. He was rarely home.

And my brother? He was very difficult. He missed our mom deeply. He was the baby, the one who had never known anything else. He had only ever known her.

Ryan unraveled. He became a menace. A full-blown, screaming, throwing-himself-on-the-ground, uncontrollable nightmare of a child.

I had to grow up fast because of it. I had to step in, be the calm one, the collected one, because my dad was already dealing with too much.

Ryan would have such severe tantrums that he’d throw himself down in the middle of subway stations, flat on his back, rolling, thrashing, spitting into the air like some kind of wild creature.

And my dad, exhausted and overwhelmed, didn’t know what to do or how to handle the situation.

In public places, Ryan would sometimes point at our father and scream so loudly that his voice bounced off the buildings and rang through the streets. “This is not my dad! This is not my dad!”
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