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			We have had the privilege to have Guy on several of our clown trips. He is a big, softhearted soul whose radiant smile has brought much glee and stimulation for the trips. He and I have spoken often, and I truly feel his passion for living radiantly, using clowning as a tool to help midwife a loving world. To hear of his own transformation to bring a loving soul will inspire others to try it on. Let him sparkle your environment. 


			—Patch Adams, MD, physician, comedian, social activist, clown, author, and founder of the Gesundheit! Institute


			To Guy. Never forget that you have a gift. A gift of resilience. And for those who don’t have that and are still suffering, it is your life’s purpose to heal others. Keep open to the gifts the universe gives you. With love. Thank you.


			—Judy Carter, comedian, motivational speaker, and author


			This book by Guy Giard is not only well written, but also a very useful reference that promotes hope in the therapeutic process of integrating the trauma experienced by victims of assault suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). This book can also be an interesting read for therapists treating victims of aggression.


			—Marjolaine Gosselin, PHD, retired psychologist


			5,0 on 5 stars Such an inspiring book. This book by Guy Giard is quite unique and such a delight to read. It exposes raw emotions and it is written in such a beautiful way but without leaving the complex agony of going through such hardship. I can really relate to some of his emotions and I applaud him for writing this book.


			I highly recommend this book as it is so deep and so amazing on such different levels of human emotions. Powerful words for such an incredible story of life not always being what you think it will be… I really loved reading this book. 💕♥️❣️


			—Maude D.


			The book is very well written, in a fluid style. One always wants to know more, to read the next page. A life full of pitfalls, failures, rejections, abandonments and rebuffs. In spite of all this, the author brings a message of hope to all those who have been flayed by life so that they can reach serenity.


			—Jean-François D.


			I loved your book and devoured it. Not only is it well written, it reads like a gripping detective story. My heart wept as I read about your horrific experiences that cannot help but leave deep scars. Bravo for having the courage and resilience to not only be reborn, but to use those scars for the benefit of others.


			—Rita B.


			A positive life story that balances the devastation often left by acts of abuse with the redemption or rebirth that the love of others can bring. A life journey that is worth reading and from which one learns beautiful life lessons!


			—Steve H.


			What I liked about reading your book was the idea that you wrote about your past and what happened to you, but at the same time you didn’t write about it as a victim. You wrote as the person who got through it, as a warrior, a fighter, telling your story and not feeling sorry for yourself. I really liked when you wrote about music, and I was also listening to the music. The music is really important because every time there was an important event there was a music attached to it, and it’s funny because I do that in my life too. If I listen to old songs I remember what state I was in when I was listening to that music so I felt like I was really with you in this whole novel, I was really with you the whole time. I think I read it in three days. I came back from work and the first thing on my mind was that I had to finish the book. I really wanted to finish it. And then when you go to do your meditation, I was there, like I was there with you the whole time. So your way of telling things too, we feel like we’re really included, like we’re really part of your story. 


			I would definitely recommend this book to people who have challenges so that they realize that you can get through it; that yes you can tell your story but at the same time you are not your story. Even if you were abused in your past, it doesn’t mean that you have to be abused today. You can free yourself from that in the process. That’s what I see in this book, it’s like a story of liberation, a story of healing. It’s more a story of healing than of being a victim, and that’s why I would recommend it to someone who needs to heal.


			—Dominique L.


			This is a very interesting book about the life of a child, surviving through all the trials and tribulations of life, growing up this child was able to find the way to joy, empathy, and beauty. A book to read to understand what we can do to not surrender to despair!!!


			—Lucie T.


			I just finished reading your book, and I wanted to take the time to thank you from the bottom of my heart for sharing your life so openly, with love. The book did a world of good to me, so many passages throughout were very familiar and hit very close to home. You’ve given me hope, I went through a cornucopia of emotions all week, but a lot of stuff was coming out and staying out!


			—Julian L.


			Thank you for the joy in this difficult time. I was very tense and nervous at that time. But when you arrived, a miracle happened, I felt light and well, and we could feel the happiness! I am very grateful to you and I am happy that we met. It was a huge relief for me! Especially when you see how your child laughs and rejoices. Thank you Guy! God brought you to us!


			—Kseniya R, mother of little Amir in Russia


			I want to express my deepest gratitude for believing in me. You have been an excellent friend, teacher, mentor, and a great inspiration for me. You have inspired me to pursue my goals with hard work and dedication. The knowledge you have imparted to me has been a great asset. I truly appreciate and value everything I have learned from you. It will forever remain a major contributor behind my success and achievements. Thank you, once again, for your time, support, and patience. 


			—Giri Dharan, director and founder of the Third Hand Foundation


			We’re a small private school for children aged six to twelve, who are either orphans or from disadvantaged backgrounds. Your financial support has enabled us to build a better and more promising future for the school’s staff and pupils. It’s your extraordinary generosity that enables us to bring big, happy smiles to the faces of our young charges each and every day, and we never would have made it this far without your help.


			So I’d like to thank you for being part of our school and for lending your support to the vital cause of giving children from disadvantaged backgrounds a good education. On behalf of our entire staff and all of our pupils, I’d like to thank you from the bottom of my heart and theirs as well.


			—Francelline Nakoulma, founder of Saint Gabriel, a private primary school located in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso


			The Alzheimer Society of Montreal had the pleasure of having Guy Giard present a Laughter Yoga workshop. This was an event for caregivers, a luncheon to honor them and allow time for laughter, sharing, and respite. Guy was dynamic, enthusiastic, and instantly captured the attention of our group. Within moments, a group that did not previously have contact with one another were laughing, shaking hands, interacting, and sharing with one another.


			—April Hayward, director of programs and services, The Alzheimer Society of Montreal


		




		

			Foreword


			I am so honored to write this foreword to Guy’s book, which details his journey to heal from the nightmarish violence he experienced as a child. His remarkable recovery came about by discovering that giving love and fun to others who are suffering can put one’s own suffering in perspective. It can also drive one to commit to a life of service to love others and fun.


			This happens not through psychiatric analysis and medication, but rather by recovering and discovering one’s own powers of love and fun through clowning to ease the suffering of others. Guy first wrote to me in 2013 and shared his pain. I wrote back and invited him on a clown trip to a foreign destination.


			Why a clown trip, you ask? Let me give you some background information. I am a physician who has found that fun as a friend and love are the essential tools for being a healthy doctor. In March of 1971, after obtaining my medical degree, I wanted a stress-free practice, aided by being a doctor who never charged money for care. I opened a radical medical clinic with the premise that all the permanent staff would live together in a communal ecovillage. And we’d all make the same salary—$400 a month. The context for healing both practitioner and patient would be a happy, funny, loving, cooperative, creative, and thoughtful, all in a creative hospital / home setting. We operated this experimental hospital in our communal home from 1971 to 1983 and learned the great healing context of those six qualities. 


			However, during that time, because we were unable to raise funds to keep the hospital going, I realized we would have to go public and use fame as a fundraiser. So we closed the hospital doors, and I became a fundraiser. Unfortunately, within a year, I started to feel empty from not caring for patients. So in 1985, I started taking groups of people (from ages three to ninety-two) to foreign countries to bring love as clowns in hospitals, orphanages, nursing homes, prisons, etc. I like to say that clowning is a trick to get a love dose. I have clowned since childhood and knew it had the power to bring joy to both the giver and receiver, but those who joined us on the trips were not required to have any experience as a clown to participate. 


			Before meeting Guy, I had taken thousands of people from fifty countries on at least 150 trips. Many of them had previously corresponded with me, so I often knew their stories. For those who were troubled, I suggested that they come on a clown trip and reconnect with their loving, playful self. For many, this opened up doors that not only stopped their suffering, but made them into playful, cuddle buddies. I’ve had a large paper mail correspondence for 35 years and would get letters from people (many) who said that the clown trips transformed their suffering. In due time, Guy would become one of my clowning buddies.


			When I heard that six thousand members of the armed forces kill themselves each year due to a lack of help from the medical profession, I decided to take some veterans on my clown trips. I wanted to make it free for the vets, so I tried for seven years to raise the $30,000 needed to take ten vets (and staff members) to Guatemala for a one-week clowning trip. Finally, that first vet trip to Guatemala took place in 2014, and it stopped their suicidal suffering. We did it again the following year with ten different veterans and the results were the same. We made a film of the trip that really captures their transformation. At the San Jose film festival for the movie’s world premiere in 2019 many of the vets were there in clown costumes, happy, and loving. 


			So, thank you Guy! People like you who experienced profound suffering in the past that needed healing came on a clown trip, stayed in touch, and gave me the confidence to dare to do more trips for wounded warriors. Even as the son of a wounded warrior, I would not have had such confidence without people like Guy sharing their vulnerability. And for those of you reading this, who are suffering, try clowning for love and fun where you live (and with your family) or come on one of our clown trips (sign up for e-newsletter on patchadams.org).


			
In peace, 


			Patch Adams


			#patch


		




		

			Preface


			Dear friend,


			This book is my personal fifty-eight-year-long journey of living through the pain of loneliness, the excitement of daring new life challenges and, ultimately, the joy of finding purpose, love for myself and for humanity.


			I wrote it with you, the reader, in mind, retracing my steps to give you hints of how I was able to heal myself from the hurt of childhood sexual abuse. Not only is this my autobiography, it’s also a riveting adventure full of passion, art, music, humor, spanning across three continents, written in such a way that you feel as if you’re along for the ride on my emotional roller coaster of a life. 


			Everything you will read in these pages really happened. I’ve re-created the situations and conversations based on my recollections, correspondence, and diaries, but in some cases, I changed certain physical traits, names, and professions in the interest of protecting the privacy of the individuals whose paths I have crossed. However, a few passages may be sensitive and could potentially have a trigger effect for victims of past traumas. I chose to include these to help readers better understand the pains of abuse and the benefits of the healing process; more so, I have done so delicately and with respect. 


			Lastly, as an added bonus, you can augment your reading experience with the artworks, music compositions, videos, and interviews described in this book, which are available freely online for your viewing pleasure at www.guygiard.com. It’s a virtual-reality extravaganza that will allow you to immerse yourself in my healing journey.


			I wish such a book existed when I was at the beginning of my healing journey, but it didn’t. So I decided to write it myself to be of service to all who feel that there is more to life then what they are living through presently. I’m gently handing my story to you as a caring friend, and as a life coach if it inspires you to undertake your own healing journey yourself, then I will have reached my goal in writing this book. I have discovered love along the way, and I wish you the same.


			Have a wonderful journey.


			Love,


			Guy Giard
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			Chapter 1


			No-Man’s-Land


			The stage was ready, and the cheers of fans exploded like fireworks. The stuffy, hot bar was crammed from the entrance to the front row.


			“Five minutes, you guys. Get ready,” the stagehand warned.


			I peered through the door across the dimly lit bar and saw my dad and my brother Marc drinking beers. They were squeezed at a table near the front, but this wasn’t my dad’s type of hangout. I knew he’d rather be in a church pew watching me sing Mozart’s Requiem or Vivaldi’s Gloria.


			Not my brother, though. He was in his element. Back when we were teens, he’d given himself the moniker “the Great Rock and Roll Fan” on the airwaves when he’d called into radio station CHOM. Around that same time, he’d come to me with a new album saying, “Hey, man. The Stones are awesome! You gotta listen to ‘Jumpin’ Jack Flash.’ It’s a gas!”


			When the stagehand gave the sign that it was our turn to take the stage, I heard the MC take the mic. “Welcome to the Piranha Bar!” he shouted, extending the r-sound and making it trill. “Is it hot enough for you? Are you ready to rock?” The people in the crowd stomped their feet and screamed.


			Staring at the three little steps I needed to walk up to get to the stage, I thought to myself, Wow! It took more than fifty years to finally reach this staircase—my first live gig as a lead singer. As I made my way onto the stage, the blinding spotlights, the roar of the crowd, and a wall of heat instantly took me back to a blazing hot alley. It was the summer of ’64, and my brothers were on the prowl.


			“I am Batman! I am Batman!” shrieked my eight-year-old brother Luc as he tied a blue bath towel around his shoulders. “And I’m gonna kill you, Joker!” 


			Marc, my other brother who was seven at the time, was portraying Batman’s archrival. He nearly escaped Luc’s lunge. Marc was never given a choice as to whether he was Two-Face, the Penguin, or the Joker. But he was never, ever Robin, the friendly sidekick.


			My nine-year-old older sister, Mimi, was the exact opposite. “Open your mouth and say, ‘Ah,’” she instructed four-year-old me. Dressed as a nurse with a white bonnet in her hair, she was so gentle as she tenderly took care of me, her miniature patient in a bathing suit. “Oh, yes. We definitely need to give you some cough syrup.” 


			The sun was unbearably hot as another heat wave hit Montreal. It was high noon on this particular summer day, and there were no trees for us to take refuge under. We only had our dinky blue plastic pool to cool us off. The cicadas chirped in full harmony and everything was going smoothly until Batman and the Joker veered across the yard and attacked us. 


			“Leave us alone!” Mimi hollered as she fell backward into the pool, splashing water everywhere. 


			Taking advantage of the situation, Luc and Marc grabbed me and pushed me to the ground. “BWAAAAAAA!” I cried from the pain of skinning my knees on the rough, pockmarked, scorching asphalt. As crimson blood pearled down my leg, I shrieked even louder. It hurt like crazy, but truth be told, I was more scared of the neighbor’s German shepherds barking over the fence at all the commotion. 


			Our playground was the back alleys of Hochelaga, “the working-class neighborhood” on the east side of Montreal. More precisely, it was the French Canadian–speaking ghetto and was often denigrated as the home to the “white niggers of North America.” A great divide persisted between the English-speaking business owners and the factory workers, the result of Europe’s ancestral wars between Great Britain and France. This was even more obvious throughout the province of Quebec, where Irish, Italian, and Chinese immigrants were also considered low-class laborers. But in the backyards of Hochelaga, the patriotic flags had long given way to underwear, socks, and blue factory coveralls on the clotheslines.


			Hearing me wail, Mom rushed down to see what all the fuss was about. The second my brothers saw her; they released me and ran down the alley laughing. My sister hurried crying home to change out of her wet clothes. My mom kneeled down and said gently, “Now, now, what did they do this time?” Then she opened a bottle of rubbing alcohol and disinfected my wounds. 


			It burned. “Ouch, Mommy! That hurts!” I exclaimed as I burst into more tears.


			“Shush! It’ll feel better soon,” she muttered in a tired voice. “Mommy’s got a lot of work to do, so play nice.” She put bandages on my knees, wiped my nose, kissed my forehead, and disappeared back inside, leaving me with my toys on a yellowed patch of parched lawn. 


			With me left sniffling all alone, our orange tabby cat strutted by to see if I was OK. “Come here, Taffy,” I said as I grabbed him by the tail, pressed him to my chest, and petted him vigorously as if my life depended on it. 


			I’d recently found him in my grandparents big, red barn as I played near the cows and the chickens. “Meeewww, meewww.” I’d heard crystalline cries from a tiny being mewling in a prickly haystack. I gently picked him up and thought, You’re gonna be mine. I named him Taffy after my favorite sweet. “Daddy, can I take him home, pleeeaasee!” 


			“I love you, Taffy! I love you!” He was my special—and only—friend in our household. As he purred loudly, he brushed his soothing silky-smooth fur against my face. I then placed his front paws around my neck and tapped him hard on the head with my knuckles. Upset, his whole body stiffened as he tried to escape. But I held him even harder as his hard-tensed legs felt as a veritable hug. 


			Like countless families of the 1950s, we’d moved from a small farming community called Saint-Hyacinthe on the banks of the Yamaska River, a tributary of the Saint Lawrence. The country road to our barns still carried the family name—Giard—to this day. My father, who was born in 1929, came from a long line of a dairy farmers. He had numerous brothers and sisters—twelve in all—and like me, he was the baby of the family. Sadly, though, he lost his mom when he was very young, so his older sisters raised him. Even so, at a very early age, he learned to fend for himself. He grew up pitching hay, working the soil, and milking cows. “Life is about work, very hard work!” he always said. 


			He once shared a story with me about how he discovered his life’s calling. “When I was eight years old, I was riding along with my brother, bouncing on the tractor seat as he tilled the land. We were hard at work under the scorching midday sun. I felt nails poking my sunburned back as sweat poured down my brow, and I thought to myself, This isn’t going to be my life. Right then and there, I decided to become a doctor!” 


			His eyes twinkled as he recalled with wistful dismay that his decision meant he had to leave the farm and his family and move to the city. However, that didn’t happen until many years later. My older brothers and sister lived their earliest years in Saint-Hyacinthe, but after I came into this world in 1959, we moved to Montreal.


			My mother’s story hardly fared any better. She was born in 1931, when most families were still caught up in the tidal waves of poverty during the Great Depression. Such was the case for her father, a jack-of-all-trades. With no work and no income, he decided to pack up and move his family out west in search of a better life.


			Promises of work fell through, which was followed by even bigger failures, so mother’s family was constantly on the move after being evicted over and over again. Grandma sewed their already tattered clothes as they tried their best to fight the bone-chilling winters, but they often went to bed hungry without having eaten for days. When my mother was eight years old, her older brothers were sent overseas when Canada declared war on Germany and World War II erupted. Cold, hungry, and missing their older brothers, the younger children were told to keep quiet because crying and whining wouldn’t achieve anything. With no income, no roof, and no food, my mother’s family painfully made the journey back to Quebec more impoverished than before. 


			They settled in Sainte-Rose, a small village to the west of Montreal, about an hour from where my father grew up. My mother’s family got by on her father’s meager earnings from his jobs as a taxi driver and sawmill worker. But their strife wasn’t yet over. On April 1, 1944, screams of “FIRE! FIRE! FIRE!” tore through the quiet night. Jumping out of bed, my mother and her many sisters stumbled outside in their nightgowns. Standing barefoot in the snow, my mother and her family shivered in the cold as they watched their home disappear in a fiery blaze. Once again, they’d lost everything. 


			In an effort to help out her family, my mother became a nurse at the local hospital, taking care of premature babies. I can only guess that this is how destiny brought my parents together because they never talked about it. I still have a souvenir matchbox with a photo of them on its flap from their honeymoon. My father was in France for his studies, so my mom joined him in Paris for a few days. She radiated happiness in her beautiful white dress, while my father, with his Clark Gable-esque razor mustache, was the image of elegance. I cherished this image of their love.


			I imagine that they met in the corridors of the hospital and started dating. Within a year, they were married. A year later, my sister, Mimi, was born, followed Luc and then Marc. They were two adults and three babies all living in a tiny apartment in Saint-Hyacinthe. Dad was working hard as a medical resident, so Mom struggled to keep them all clothed and fed.


			When I was born, my mother almost bled to death. After that, returning home to an already too small apartment became unlivable for the six of us. When my father decided to specialize in neurology, my parents uprooted us from our extended family and moved us to the big city of Montreal. Isolated and missing the support of her sisters and parents, my mother worked to the point of exhaustion. Finally, her sixteen-year-old niece moved in to provide some help, but after three months, she left unexpectedly, leaving my mom to fend for all four of us children yet again. Even so, I never heard my mom complain. Instead, she’d simply say, “The past is the past. There’s no point talking about it.”


			By the time I was six years old, my father was a full-fledged neurologist. My family was moving up in the world, so we left Hochelaga for Outremont, an upscale neighborhood for professionals that offered single-family homes, manicured lawns, and large, gorgeous public parks. Although our surroundings had improved, the few friends I’d made in Hochelaga were left behind. In addition, my parents decided to send me to public school while most kids in our neighborhood attended private schools. I was a stranger in a strange land. Needless to say, I struggled to make friends.


			When I was in second grade, my teacher decided that it would be simply hilarious to Italianize my last name. “Hey, Giardini! Come over here,” he’d order me in a mocking voice that was a very sly insult, revealing his racist views about working-class Italians. The whole class laughed. It hurt, but I didn’t say anything because I didn’t know how to stick up for myself. Immobilized with embarrassment, I simply stared at the papers on my desk. During recess, my classmates further humiliated me by calling me Giardini while pelting me with the ball over and over again while playing dodgeball. To avoid their taunts, I exiled myself to the most remote corner of the schoolyard.


			Uprooted and raised without grandparents, uncles, aunts, or cousins, no one was there to protect me from the constant assaults of Batman, the Joker, or the bullies at school. I learned from Dad that life was hard work, and Mom taught me that being quiet was the answer to being hurt. Neither country boy nor city dweller, neither working-class nor professional, I was an outsider lost in an arid no-man’s-land like the one that was dividing East and West Berlin. Even Taffy, my only true friend, jumped over the wall and escaped—never to be seen again—leaving me alone in my barren desert of solitude.


		




		

			Chapter 2


			Mr. Crooked Teeth


			In 1967, Canada celebrated its centennial year. For this occasion, Montreal opened its doors with a world’s fair called Expo 67. Schoolchildren were invited to visit, and as part of a class project, I had to do a presentation on my favorite exhibit.


			Because the grounds were humongous and the crowd noisy, when we visited the pavilions, we had to hold hands, which I hated. There were ninety pavilions, but we were only able to see a handful of them, including those from Japan, the Netherlands, and Haiti. But the one that got me most excited had a funny name: USSR. Inside a round movie theater, a film showed the craters and deserts of the moon and Venus. I’m on the moon!


			Shiny metal balls with long antennas—replicas of the Soviet satellites Sputnik and Sputnik 2—seemed to float overhead. Sputnik 2, which carried a dog named Laika, had been launched into space exactly two years before I was born. But what really got my heart pumping was the orange spacesuit of Yuri Gagarin, the first man in space. I am cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin in my rocket ship, and I’ve blasted into orbit! I was so enthralled with the exhibit that I made a cardboard cutout of a TV with a rolling montage of drawings of him, his spaceship, and the stars for my class presentation.


			By this time, I’d already gotten into the habit of cutting through Outremont’s magnificent Joyce Park as I walked home from school by myself. The park’s impeccably landscaped grounds, majestic oak, maple, and pine trees, and wildly colorful flower beds were like something out of a fairy tale. Nature had always made me feel alive. It was my peaceful oasis away from the abuse I took from the bullies at school and my brothers. I’d spend hours playing alone in the sandbox under the bright sunshine, building sandcastles and using twigs to create complex forests of leaves, pine cones, and acorns with their funny little brown hats.


			The soundtrack to my solitary play was rustling leaves and the thwonk of tennis balls bouncing on the courts behind the park’s administrative building. As much as I loved the sandbox, my favorite was the swings next to it. They desperately needed oiling, but the creak-creak sound they made didn’t bother me. I’d sit down on the chipped, red-painted wooden plank, push off with my feet, and thrust my legs out as far as I could up toward the sky, higher, higher, higher! When my buttocks finally lifted off the seat, I’d let go of the chains and blast off into space like my hero, Yuri Gagarin. I’m coming to rescue you, Laika! Then I’d hit the ground giggling and run back to the swings to do it all over again.


			One afternoon while I was happily swinging through the air, a man sitting on a nearby bench called out to me, “You really like this park, don’t you? Just about every time I’m here, I see you playing on the swing set.” He was the park’s groundskeeper. I knew because I’d often seen him near the playground raking leaves while I played by myself. “It must be loads of fun. Why don’t you come here and sit next to me for a while?” 


			Surprised that someone was actually talking to me, I left my squeaky swings and took a seat next to him. Right away, I noticed his scrawny body, bony face, and worn-out jeans. As he lit a cigarette between dirty, tar-stained fingers, I thought, His teeth are so yellow and crooked that he must hate going to the dentist as much as I do. Even so, I liked the fact that someone was finally paying attention to me.


			“So you like to swing, eh? I like games too,” he said as he inched closer to me. I got a whiff of his foul-smelling breath as he leaned over and whispered in a very coy voice, “Do you know what a pedophile is?”


			“No,” I admitted. But his question felt off to me, like a mildewed piece of bread or funky cheese odor. 


			I couldn’t really hear what he said after that, but I did hear him say he wanted to show me a game in his office. However, when I got up to follow him, I felt sick to my stomach and my head started spinning, so I quickly turned around and ran past the swings all the way home as fast as I could.


			I was out of breath by the time I reached the front door, but to my surprise, I no longer felt dizzy or nauseous. However, I was ashamed of having felt sick so I didn’t tell anyone about it. 


			The following morning as I neared the park on my way to school, as soon as I heard the metallic creak-creak of the swings, my vision blurred. I felt a strange pressure around my eyes and a weight on my chest. I couldn’t breathe. Panicked, I ran to school and vowed never to set foot in the park again.


			Friendless, bullied, and deprived of my beloved sandbox and swings, I fell behind in school and needed a home tutor. As my world closed down, so did my eyesight and I had to start wearing glasses. To ease my pain, I filled myself with candy bars and sweets and, as a result, became overweight. “Four eyes” and “Fatso” became my new nicknames at school. But when the loneliness became unbearable, I adopted my dad’s work ethic. I mowed neighbors’ lawns, raked leaves, washed cars, and eventually took on a paper route.


			Most customers on my route had subscriptions, so I just needed to collect their payments door-to-door. After knocking politely, I took their money and made a hole in their card with my puncher. It all went well until one morning the following summer when I walked up the wooden porch of a red brick house. I rang the doorbell and a woman in a blue velvet bathrobe answered. 


			“Well, hello, young man. What can I do for you?” she slurred as she held a glass with ice cubes that clinked together. Her breath reeked of alcohol as she moved closer to me, letting her bathrobe peek open to reveal her clingy, see-through, pink negligee.


			“I’m . . . uh . . . I’m here to collect the money for your newspaper,” I managed to blurt out as I avoided looking at her. 


			“Oh, you must be thirsty, young man. It’s sooo hot outside. Why don’t you come in for a drink of water?” she purred.


			“Just the money please,” I insisted, my whole body tensing up as I concentrated on the pom-poms of her fuzzy, pink slippers. When she took a step closer, pulled lightly on my shoulder, and again asked me to come in, I felt as if an icicle had slid down my spine. 


			“Um . . . if you could just . . . the money,” I stammered as I took a step back, trembling in fear. 


			She finally went inside, got her purse, and handed me the cash. I punched her card without ever looking up and finished my rounds while quivering from my cold sweat.


			Weeks later as I walked up to the same house, my heart pounded and my breath quickened. Sweat was beading on my forehead, so I pulled my cap over my eyes and rang the doorbell. This time, the woman was fully clothed, cold, and distant. And, thankfully, she didn’t invite me to come inside. I’m OK, I thought to myself, relieved. She’ll pay me, and I’ll be on my way. I was able to catch my breath—until I saw a shadow behind her in the hallway. With his stocky body, shirtless, hairy chest, and goatee, he reminded me of a satyr minus the horns. My heart stopped. It was the teacher who’d called me Giardini!


			After that, I gave up my paper route just like I had the swings. The teacher, the lady, the groundskeeper—I can’t trust adults, I concluded. They’re all bad people.


			In 1967, Canadians celebrated and Montreal opened its doors to the world. But in my own little universe, cold and heavy metal gates closed with a clang, trapping me further in the black void of loneliness.


		




		

			Chapter 3


			Felix


			By the time I was twelve, I fled from adults, my brothers, and my classmates. I lived with only one purpose: to be invisible. I was constantly reminding myself, Make no demands, don’t express any needs, and avoid conflict at all cost. I became a yes-man, a good boy. I left home for school without saying goodbye, I stood in corners away from crowds, avoided people approaching me on the sidewalk by crossing the street, and took long detours home. I couldn’t speak. I was numb of all feeling except pain. Longing to experience amnesia, I escaped into the imaginary world of my comic books.


			DDDRRRIIINNNGGGG, the red school bell rang, announcing it was lunchtime. As a seventh grader, I got into the habit of hiding out in the school’s miniscule library during my lunch break. There were only a few shelves of dust-covered books with a small collection of LPs, but I found solace with my heroes: the adventurous news reporter Tintin, who took me around the world, and the hilarious, fuzzy, brown bear cub Petzi, who wore red-and-white polka-dotted overalls and was friends with a penguin and a seal with a corncob pipe. But my favorite was Noddy, a wooden puppet boy who had a spring-loaded head and wore a blue stocking cap with a little bell. He lived in Toyland and was happy all the time. I often imagined myself as Noddy, the good boy whom everybody loved, in his little yellow car.


			During one such recess, while I was sitting on the old, gray carpet and driving happily down the road in my pretend car, shivers suddenly went down my spine. I slowly turned to face a man I’d never seen before. He looked back at me with kind eyes, curly, brown hair, a square jaw, a rugged face, and a guitar dangling on his back. His name was printed on the album cover in large, white letters: Felix Leclerc. Someone is smiling at me! I thought. I gently picked up the album and pressed it to my chest, feeling a warmth that I’d missed since Taffy’s flight. 


			The librarian was surprised when she checked out the album and placed it in a blue vinyl pouch. “He’s a French-Canadian singer, songwriter, and poet. I’m sure you’ll like him.” 


			Later that day, I carefully packed my treasure and hid it under my jacket as I made my way home. Alone in the basement, I kept looking again and again at Felix’s smile, thinking, I have a friend. When I listened to the songs, I discovered that his warm, deep voice was as beautiful as his heart. Something new vibrated within me. I listened to one song over and over again—“Le P’tit Bonheur” (“A Little Happiness”)—a ballad about how happiness has abandoned him. The last line was about changing sidewalks to avoid pain. This song is about me! That’s what I do every day! Miraculously, for the first time in my life, I felt that someone understood me.


			Still basking in a warm glow, I stashed the record in my bedroom and made my way to the kitchen for an after-school snack. When I entered the room, my two brothers were wrestling on the floor. As I carefully sidestepped them to reach for an apple on the counter, they raised their heads and screamed at me, “What the fuck are you doing here, you little shit?”


			I froze. I just wanted to get by. They stopped and stared at me so hard my eyes melted right in their sockets. The sight of fresh prey was tantalizing to them, their inner predator ready to devour me. With crazed eyes and sharp claws, they pounced as I backed away stuttering, “Stop it! Leave me alone!” 


			I lost my balance, and my hand landed on the hard, cold steel of a butter knife sitting on the dinner table. Without flinching, I flung it out just in front of them as a warning shot. I didn’t want to hurt them, but I ached for the years of pain they’d inflicted on me to stop. As the knife loudly clanged and bounced off the floor, they froze. For once, I was fighting back as if Felix had just given me the courage to finally stand up for myself rather than cross the street in fear.


			Unfortunately for me, after their initial shock wore off, their appetite for causing pain only grew. By standing up to them, I had just upped their game. “You little fucker! You’re gonna die!” they shouted as they lunged at me.


			I picked up a chair and threw it in front of them. “STOP! STOP! STOOOOOOOP!!!” I screamed my lungs out.


			There was dead silence in the kitchen. No one in our household had ever dared to stand up to them in such a way. Much to my surprise, they backed away. Maybe it was the scream, the chair, or my presence. Whatever it was, it worked because their relentless bullying of me stopped right then and there—forever. I’d tamed the beasts, but sadly, the incident with the chair and knife severed our relationship. They kept going at each other’s throats as usual, but I was given a new identity. I was “the Silent Good Boy,” the one they ignored, the one they pretended not to see, the one they didn’t listen to or talk to. This was the heavy price I had to pay for my freedom. I silently accepted it, but I felt disconnected from my family and more alone than I did before. A few months later, my heart shriveled up even more when my parents got divorced and Dad moved out.


			By then, my grades were so poor that my mother opted to send me to College Notre-Dame du Sacré-Coeur, which, at the time, was an all-boy’s Catholic school “Authority will be good for your grades,” she reasoned. I would be required to wear a tie, a button-down shirt, and a blazer with the school herald on the pocket. Not only wouldn’t I know anyone there, but even worse, I had to repeat seventh grade so my classmates would all be younger than me. In addition to my dad being gone and my brothers ignoring me, I was now pulled away from Petzi, Noddy, and Felix. As the Silent Good Boy, I had no say in being exiled on the city bus to an unknown district.


			For the next two years, I desperately needed to connect to someone or something, so I turned to comic book superheroes. Maybe Batman, Superman, or Spiderman will rescue me? I soon found that I had more in common with the humorous oddballs who’d been rejected by their peers: Plastic Man with his ridiculous red suit and wide, white, ski goggles and the Metal Men, a group of living robots, each with a unique personality. Of all the Metal Men, I related most closely with the self-doubting and insecure Tin Man.


			But the outcasts were the best in my mind. I was the Beast of the X-Men, who was hunted by society; the mild-mannered scientist Bruce Banner, who turned into the green monster the Hulk; the Thing the rock man from the Fantastic Four, Swamp Thing and Man-thing no longer human but a living plant monster and Metamorpho, who considered his superpowers a disease and himself a freak. I’m a freak. I don’t belong anywhere.


			During my adolescence, I created a new family with TV sitcoms. Fonzie from Happy Days, a rebel in a black leather jacket à la James Dean, was my older, protective brother; Uncle Bill from Family Affair was my caring relative; and Uncle Martin from My Favorite Martian was my funny brother. I wanted to be successful like gentleman farmer Oliver on Green Acres, but instead I was Gilligan, the young, inept, accident-prone first mate of the SS Minnow from Gilligan's Island. These characters were dependable and always made me laugh. Dinnertime was always TV time because it was the only way to bring peace to our household and provide a brief respite for Mom. 


			During the nighttime, though, I was attacked with horrific visions. I was Number Six from the British TV series The Prisoner, in which a former spy is kidnapped and held hostage in a small village. Dehumanized and kept under constant surveillance, the main character is stripped of his identity and is simply referred to as Number Six. I could relate to him because I was the Silent Good Boy. And when he repeatedly screamed, “I am not a number! I’m a free man!” I felt something stir deep inside me.


			Even in my nightmares, I was voiceless. Often I was lost inside an old, dark mansion. Suffocating and feeling threatened, I ran for my life. But no matter which way I went, I encountered locked doors. Every corridor led to another part of the maze. Walls moved and closed in on me. I fell through a trap door and emerged, petrified and alone, shivering from fear. I am Number Six. Night after night, I woke up thinking, Is this my home?


			In my nightmares, if I wasn’t trapped in a house of horrors, I was homeless and sleeping in a cardboard box that stank of piss. Still worse—and this one terrified me the most, even in daytime—was being stuck in a dark elevator. When the whole thing jerked into a free fall, my head would spin and crash against the cold, metal gray walls as I was tossed about with nothing to hold on to. Then suddenly it would swerve sideways. Left, right, left again, up, and down, like a roller coaster. Nothing made sense. I was utterly helpless as the cabin spiraled out of control, accelerated, and then crashed, exploding into a million pieces and leaving me a crumpled form in a pool of blood. Each time I had this dream, I would awake with a start, trembling in my cold, sweat-soaked sheets.


			As if the nightmares weren’t bad enough, when the night terrors began, I really dreaded sleep. I didn’t dare shut my burning eyes, even if I was totally exhausted. Don’t sleep. Don’t sleep. I slept with a light on and the radio tuned to late-night call-in talk shows. These became my lifeline with reality, a voice with which I could connect. 


			But long past midnight, the thoughts invaded my mind: Where do I belong? Where’s my home? I have no origin, no reason to live, no hopes of ever finding love. I felt a wave of lava burned my skin and set my body aflame. What is life? What is death? What does it mean to exist? What is forever? I’d leap out of bed in pure agony, doubled over from stomach cramps, sometimes accompanied by diarrhea or vomiting.


			During these episodes, I’d switch on every light in my room, frantically run in circles, jump up and down, slam both fists into my mattress, punch myself in the face, and silently shriek inside my head, I NEED SENSATIONS! I NEED TO FEEL SOMETHING—ANYTHING! then removing the lampshade I’d stare directly at the light bulb, blinding my retinas as the burning sensation brought me back to reality. After that, the shaking would subside, my stomach would calm down, and I could breathe again. Nobody knew.


			One night, after months of these attacks, I heard a diabolical laughter. That’s it, I’ve gone completely mad! I thought. But it was coming from the radio. As I listened this insane giggle calmed me. It was “Speak to Me” from Pink Floyd’s album The Dark Side of the Moon. It was as if a safety valve had just opened It’s my own laughter – the laughter lurking in my void. It’s out there in the real world. I had found a new anchor to reality: music. Reassured, like a wet lump of clay, I plopped onto my mattress and drifted off to asleep.


			The next day, I bought The Dark Side of the Moon with its black prismatic art on the cover. Next to it in the record bin was Supertramp’s Crime of the Century. On that cover, disembodied hands grasped prison bars, which reminded me of Number Six in The Prisoner. The song “Asylum” really spoke to me. It made me realize that I wasn’t the only one afraid to be locked away in a white padded cell. 


			I soon discovered that music could help me express my fears, my loneliness, and the sadness I felt, so I bought a tape recorder to create my own mixes. The tracks pacified the anxiety I felt from the barrage of assaults my classmates hurled at me and reminded me that I did, in fact, exist.


			When everyone was out of the house, I’d hesitantly sit at the piano in our living room. All of my siblings were offered lessons, but I wasn’t. As I attempted to play, the gentle high notes and the deep vibration of the low notes soothed me. When I tried to play a chord of two or three notes at the same time, the harmonies were magical and sparked a tiny light in my void. Many notes followed as I improvised, expressing my longing and my solitude. With pen and paper in hand and figuring out the scales by ear I composed at the age of twelve my first pieces of music. Excited, I got my cassette player and recorded them, hoping that, someday, I could my find my voice.


		




		

			Chapter 4


			Where There’s Smoke . . .


			“Let’s get you to the kitchen sink,” Mom said as she led me into the room. When I kneeled on a chair in front of the sink, Mom instructed me to lean my head down.


			I was fifteen, and I didn’t wash my hair. It was curly and oily and all over the place. I hated showers; I only took baths at home. At school, I had to take off my glasses for swim class, but I wouldn’t shower in the locker room because the boys would push me and pummel me with their bars of soap. “Ha! Look at his teeny weiner!” Ashamed, I’d turned toward the wall to take off my bathing suit. I hated my body. 


			At this time in my life, I reeked with body odor because I didn’t wash myself and the polyester shirts I wore would get saturated with sweat. I didn’t mind the acrid smell; it reminded me that I actually existed. I also didn’t brush my teeth and was deadly afraid of the dentist, so I just stopped going.


			One time during a school bus trip to New York City, we stopped at a roadside restaurant in the middle of the night, and I bought a glazed chocolate donut with a creamy filling. This should keep the nightmares away, I assured myself. But when I bit into the donut, something grinded against my teeth. At first, I thought it was a pebble, but when I spat it out, I saw that it was a yellowish-brown tooth—my tooth. I’d broken a tooth. Paralyzed, I held my breath and waited to feel the inevitable searing pain. But nothing happened. This doesn’t make sense. 


			When I returned from the bus trip, my mom took me to the dentist for an emergency appointment. “I can’t do anything for him,” the dentist sighed. “He has more than thirty cavities. The damage is too severe so I’ll refer you to a periodontal surgeon.”


			My body was slowly rotting away. I had four appointments, one for each quadrant of my mouth. Sitting for hours in the dental chair, I brought my cassette player and headphones and held on for dear life with Electric Light Orchestra’s “Can’t Get It Out of My Head” playing. With the song’s mix of classical instruments, choirs, and rock, I disconnected myself from the procedure. 


			During my high school years, I dreaded each day. I never knew what sort of abuse I’d receive. It could be anything from the sting of spitballs hurled at me, the pain of being shoved in the hallway, or the anguish brought on by insults and mocking nicknames. For instance, “Hey, chicken! Did you jerk off again today?” I was the butt of everyone’s jokes. 


			I hated being forced to participate in team sports because I was always picked last, if at all. “Ah, we don’t want him. You take him!” The only sport I liked was wrestling, which I was pretty good at thanks to the experience I’d gained fending off my brothers’ attacks.


			“I don’t want to go to school anymore!” Tears flowed down my cheeks as I pleaded at my mother’s bedside. “I can’t. I can’t!” 


			“Talk to your counselor,” she answered.


			As I sat in the counselor’s office, I tried to give some example of the bullying. Raising one eyebrow, he looked at me with disdain and said, “Be a man and fight back! Stand up to those bullies!”


			As I left his office and headed down the stairwell to my next class, I felt a sharp pain in my back. “Hey, you greasy jerk-off chicken, you lost a feather!” 


			I looked over my shoulder to see Francis, the slick, blond-haired, blue-eyed resident bully, like Malfoy in the Harry Potter series. He was relentless with the verbal assaults and taunts.


			But this time, I couldn’t take it anymore, so I took my counselor’s advice. I stopped, turned around, grabbed Francis by the lapels, and slammed him against the wall. With my eyes burning with rage, my face red-hot, and my ears filled with the pounding of rushing blood, I screamed, “STOP IT! STOP IT!” 


			When he fought back, I shoved him even more vigorously and shrieked right in his face, “LEAVE ME ALONE YOU FUCKING BASTARD!” 


			White as a sheet with his mouth open, he gasped for air like a fish out of water. I was trembling, but he was shaking even harder. He became as limp as a rag doll, then he looked down and nodded. For the first time, I felt a lovely warmth inside me and a new serenity as I finally let go of him. This is what victory feels like!


			As we made our way down the stairs, I apologized to Francis for my use of force. “You know, this wasn’t even my idea; it was the counselor’s,” I admitted with guilt. 


			Just then, he stopped and stared me down. On his face, I recognized the look my brothers gave me when they were about to attack. In a flash, he slammed me against the wall. It was over. I’d lost again.


			Feeling betrayed and shrinking to nothingness, I didn’t return to class and left the school. I had no one to turn to. No one understands what I’m going through. When I reached the sidewalk, I saw a bus coming. Maybe if I jump in front of it, the pain will stop. I took a step off the curb, but the driver honked and I moved back. I was drifting, empty from the bullying, and I couldn’t face my mom or my brothers. 


			Somehow, I ended up downtown in a record shop, browsing frantically for music. Sweaty and my life being sucked away, I felt an urgent need to fill my void, so I reached out for a cassette tape. Its smooth and cold plastic wrapping felt good in my hands and made me feel like I existed. Like a robot, I absentmindedly pocketed it. Suddenly, there was a presence I could hold on to. I walked up and down the aisles, mechanically taking more cassettes. When my pants pockets were full, I bent down and stuck them in my socks. I experienced no feelings—not even pleasure—and when the security guard caught me, I just followed him to his office.


			“Empty your pockets,” he sternly ordered. 


			Me being the Silent Good Boy, I obeyed and put five or six cassette tapes on his desk. 


			When he saw that I wasn’t fighting back, he continued politely. “OK, that’s fine. Thanks. I don’t think we have too much to worry about.” 


			But much to his surprise and chagrin, I leaned over and emptied my socks for a total of a dozen cassettes. “Oh man, that’s too much—way too much,” he said with a very sad look on his face. “I’m sorry, but I have to call the cops. It’s store policy.” 


			Even after hearing that, I still didn’t feel anything.


			The officers came in full uniform, sat me in the back seat of their car, and then locked me in a cell. Sitting alone on the wooden bench, I looked at the graffiti on the dirty green walls. One read, “Die, you fucker! Die!” Yes, I wish I did!


			After Mom came and got me, I had to go to court and apologize for my wrongdoings. The judge ordered me to write an essay on why what I’d done was wrong. I thanked him and apologized again. We never spoke about it at home. I was the Silent Good Boy, and that was how I had to remain. 


			The following weekend, Dad came to pick up me and my brothers for lunch, as he’d been regularly doing since the divorce. He always gave us some pocket money, but this time, he slipped me a couple extra bills. “Go buy yourself some music, son,” is all he said, but it still didn’t fill the void. After previously following in his footsteps to work hard, I adopted another one of his habits and bought my first pack of cigarettes.


			Hidden from view behind the school, the first time I lit up, I collapsed in a violent coughing fit. I could barely breathe and felt like I was going to vomit. But after a few more puffs—presto—all my pain, shame, and the void miraculously disappeared. It works! It fucking works!


			As a smoker, I was suddenly seen as cool, and the bullying stopped. At lunchtime, I got out my cigarettes and played cards with the other troublemakers. I was living the lifestyle of the school’s ruling class. Francis, the staircase bully, was an elite member of this gang. When he saw me light up a cigarette, his eyes opened wide. “You want one?” I offered. 


			“Yeah, sure,” he said. Then he invited me to sit at his table and join in a game of cards with the other bullies. I still wasn’t part of the IN crowd, but I was definitively out of the OUT crowd.


			At home, I hid my cigarettes to maintain my image. By this time, my brothers had turned our former playroom in the basement into their exclusive den. The deafening beats of Black Sabbath’s “Iron Man,” Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven,” and King Crimson’s “Red” shook the foundation of our home. Clouds of smoke filtered through the closed door, and the smell of weed made its way upstairs. Screams and banging doors ensued as Mom confronted them. Nothing changed as denial and lies were the golden rules of our family. Ignorance is bliss.


			I decided to try some myself, thinking that it might cure my emptiness. After buying some from a neighbor, I locked myself in my room, I lit up and my senses went into overdrive. I choked and coughed with such violence that the room spun around. The lights on the ceiling exploded like fireworks as Jimi Hendrix’s “Purple Haze” made my eardrums bleed. I lost my balance and stumbled onto the bed as the room spun faster and faster. Up, up . . . I gotta get up! I was so dizzy my insides were reaching up my throat. Oh shit, I’m going to puke! My vision blurred, my eyes shifted left, left, left. Then I fell on my knees and threw up. I spent the next few hours with my head in the toilet, feeling abandoned and alone. When I tried weed again a few weeks later, the same thing happened, hopeless, I concluded that it wasn’t for me. 


			During this time, my life was an abstraction. My first hint of salvation came when I discovered like-minded souls in the warped, satirical humor of the British TV series Monty Python’s Flying Circus. Like the show’s characters, I could be in one world for a few minutes and then have an exploding penguin interrupt my reality and create a new one. 


			After that came a European comic strip about Philémon, a young boy who slipped under and over the frames of the pages, literally breaking free of his reality. Fred, the comic strip’s creator, used secret portals, mythological creatures, and vintage engravings in his art, much like Terry Gilliam did in Monty Python. Inspired, I bought some paper, pencils, and black ink and set out to create my own stories. 


			Invigorated by this new possibility, I entered an art supply store and bought brushes, paints, and canvas boards. Using flat colors, I painted Murky Eye, a surrealist blue-and-white bull’s-eye with tentacles surrounded by more tentacles but none of them connecting. And then, fascinated by the vibrations and beauty of color, I created geometric patterns with gradients of colors in Vibration Tree. 


			My body rejected drugs, but art opened my eyes to a new reality.
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