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      Introduction


      Welcome to Making it in High Heels. A recent statistic showed girls aged 16–18 had a 12% increase in suicide due to bullying, peer pressure and drug abuse.

         This was alarming and we decided to use our resources and friends to help lower the statistic. Calling out to women of all

         ages, we were delighted to see how many wanted to participate by revealing personal stories of loss, sadness, victory and

         strength.

      


      We felt, as did the authors, that from every bad experience comes a larger lesson. And from that lesson, comes a stronger

         person. It’s not okay to be a victim, and we hope this book will help you find your way and help you deal with whatever situation

         you have to endure.

      


      If you wish to ask any author a question, email your question to 

         www.BurmanBooks.com and we will make sure to send it to them.

      


      Thanks and enjoy!


   

      
Please visit www.makingitinhighheels.com
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      Andrea Pressburger


      [image: art]


      I’ve just celebrated my 28th birthday. I guess that makes me a grown up. Doesn’t it?

      


      When I was little, I remember thinking, “When I’m in my twenties, I’m going to be set. I’ll have a beautiful house, kids and

         the man of my dreams; and I’ll have a successful career!”

      


      Well, aside from my super cute bachelor apartment and a job I really enjoy (in a field drastically different from my childhood

         aspirations), I’ve yet to meet the man of my dreams and I still have much to accomplish before I even think about becoming a mom. In short, I’m still growing up and I’m pretty sure I’ll be growing up for the rest of my life. It hasn’t

         always been easy, but I’m grateful for every step of the journey; every challenge that has contributed to making me who I

         am today.

      


      I was born the youngest of three, the only girl, seven and nine years apart from my brothers. It was my mom who wanted another

         baby. I guess she was tired of being outnumbered and wanted to see if “three times a charm” was really true. Until I was born,

         everyone was convinced I would be a boy. They had even picked out my name and were preparing to enroll me in football, hockey

         and soccer. Well, much to my mom’s delight, she got her wish. When I came into the world, I became the absolute light and

         sunshine of her life; her little bundle of joy.

      


      The first few years of my life were typical for any little girl growing up in a middle-class, suburban family. I was happy

         and healthy; I loved to smile and laugh, in spite of feeling excluded by my older brothers. They were two years apart; instant

         buddies, and I was the annoying kid sister. That’s why I was close to my mom. She absolutely loved to spoil me with attention

         and gifts. We were often at the mall and my mom would always buy me whatever I wanted. She was big on retail therapy.

      


      These were the good years; then I began to notice a change in her. Suddenly my mother didn’t have as much time for me; she

         was distracted and seemed sad all the time. My parents weren’t spending much time together, either. Dad had a long commute,

         to and from his job in the city and Mom stayed home, teaching piano lessons and caring for her children. Whenever my parents

         were together they seemed stressed. Although they tried to put up a good front, I sensed that things were not well, especially

         when I compared them to my friends’ parents. My mom wasn’t like my friends’ moms; baking cookies or greeting me at the door

         when I got home from school.

      


      This pattern continued for the next few years and my mother seemed more and more desolate and despairing. She was lost in

         her own world, paying little notice to me and my brothers. I remember watching her devour tubs of ice cream and bags of cookies,

         noticing how she was gaining weight. I was frightened, but fascinated; having no real understanding of why she was acting

         that way. I began to feel unsafe whenever I was alone with her. In addition to binge eating, she chain smoked, and as I learned

         later, was taking numerous anti-depressants. I could sense the stress that my father was going through, trying to keep our

         family functioning as he struggled to help my mother too.

      


      One evening, as he often did, my father took my brothers to soccer practice, and I, as usual, stayed home with Mom. Something

         felt different on this particular night; something wasn’t quite right. Mom seemed anxious and agitated. She began acting strangely,

         saying things I didn’t understand. She was talking to herself out loud about things that didn’t make any sense. My mother

         had become a stranger to me, and I didn’t know what to do. Petrified, I hid in my brother’s closet, hoping she wouldn’t look

         for me. I stayed there in silence for what seemed like an eternity until I heard a giant crash downstairs. I knew something

         was terribly wrong. I crept out of the room and stood at the top of the stairs, looking down toward the kitchen.

      


      “Mom…?” I called out tentatively. My heart began to speed up as I anxiously awaited her response.


      “Mom?” I called again. Not a sound. I rounded the corner into the kitchen, terrified of what I was about to see. My mother

         was sprawled on the floor, unmoving, the table overturned beside her.

      


      The next thing I remember was chaos. My dad and brothers rushed in, the paramedics arrived shortly after and our front entranceway

         seemed full, with everyone trying to revive my mother. Around 3am, my dad came back from the hospital and told us she was

         gone. My mother had died of cardiac arrhythmia; an irregular heartbeat that turned fatal as a result of all the prescription

         drugs she was taking.

      


      It’s an absolutely surreal moment to be told that your mother isn’t ever coming home. I don’t think I truly understood or

         believed what that meant at the time; I didn’t want to understand- I was only 8 years old.

      


      In the days leading up to her funeral, I decided that it would be my job to be as happy and as cheerful as I could, in an

         effort to make everyone feel better. I wouldn’t let myself cry. I was the happiest little hostess, serving drinks and entertaining

         guests any way I knew how. The day after the funeral, I put on my most winsome smile and asked my dad if we could go see a

         movie.

      


      “Your mother just died!” he retorted back in a way that made me feel as though I had been slapped across the face. That brought

         me back down to earth pretty quickly. I couldn’t hide from reality anymore, and all the pain that came along with it. My tears

         finally started to flow. All I wanted was for life to be normal again; I wanted my mom back. I didn’t understand that I was

         supposed to be grieving; I didn’t know what grieving was.

      


      The days that followed were a real challenge. As well as coping with the loss of his wife, my poor father had to commute an

         hour each way for work everyday. It was a tough go for him, working at the office all day only to come home and work all night,

         cooking, cleaning and maintaining a home with three kids.

      


      Two years later, when the four of us were beginning to regain our equilibrium, another shocking event rocked our family. My

         eldest brother, a talented athlete in the prime of his life, died suddenly of an undiagnosed congenital heart defect, just

         after his 18th birthday.

      


      At this point, I really went into shock and even deeper denial. How could my brother, a healthy athlete in top condition,

         die? He was only 18. How was this fair? Was he being punished? Was our family being punished? Losing my mother had been a

         huge blow, why did I have to lose my big brother too? I had grown up going to church and Sunday school, but now I wondered

         why God would let this happen to us; for awhile, I had a hard time coming to terms with what life and spirituality really

         meant to me.

      


      Now it was just the three of us. I was 10 years old and didn’t know what to expect or believe in anymore. I just wanted to

         find some sense of security and happiness again. Slowly, but surely, our family regained its footing, relying on each other

         and the help of good friends to get through the hard times. Quite often people would marvel at how well we were handling everything.

         My father did a phenomenal job; keeping it all together, being both mom and dad to the two of us. He is still my hero and

         always will be. There are times when I look back in amazement at everything we went through and wonder how we survived it

         all. It took a long time for me to release the pain of those years, but as I got older, I started to regain my faith and understand

         that there is a greater Divine plan for each of our lives and that everything does happen for a reason. I was forced to grow

         up fast, but my childhood gave me such a strength, humility and appreciation for life, and for family, that I never took anything

         or anyone for granted again. I never could have developed that kind of maturity on my own. For that, I will always be grateful.

      


      In retrospect, if I could have done one thing differently, I would have asked for help with my grief when I was young. It

         is only recently, that I have become aware of all my emotions; buried when we buried my mom and brother. It was far too painful

         at the time to recognize and express those feelings, so I locked them away and fooled myself into believing that I had dealt

         with them. That was my own personal journey and I understand now that it had to happen that way. But there is no shame in

         asking for help. If you don’t deal with your pain, it will always be there.

      


      At this stage in my life, I see healthcare practitioners, coaches and healers to help me release the emotions I never acknowledged

         when I was young. These outlets have helped me move forward in my life; they’ve helped me remove destructive beliefs and unconscious

         negative patterns from my life, and they have helped me embrace and appreciate the perfection of my journey. For every challenge

         I was faced with, there was always support. In my case, it was often the support of the two men who I will always admire and

         respect; my dad and my brother.

      


      There is definitely something to be said for being raised by men; it has made me much more down-to-earth, driven and grounded

         than I ever would have been otherwise. Although I wouldn’t call myself a tom-boy, I am definitely comfortable hanging out

         with “the boys” and no amount of dirt, mess, crudeness or loud and smelly body functions can faze me—I’ve lived through it

         all! I think I may have taught my dad and brother a few things about women along the way too.

      


      I’ll never forget the day my father taught me my first lesson in womanhood. One day in grade 7, I was waiting for the bus

         when a popular older girl standing behind me chuckled loudly to herself in a way that she clearly wanted everyone to hear;

      


      “Ugh—gross! Look at that hair on your legs. Don’t you shave?!”


      I was mortified. I looked down and saw for myself that she was right; my legs were really hairy! It had never occurred to

         me to shave them; when you grow up with men, shaving hairy legs is the last thing you think about. When my dad got home from

         work, I asked him shyly if he could teach me how to shave. We went up to the bathroom and he gave me a full step-by-step demonstration

         of exactly how to do it. He was very gentle and patient; showing me the proper technique for holding the razor. To this day,

         that is one of my fondest memories of my dad.

      


      At age 12, I had to come to terms with not being the only woman in my father’s life anymore. He met a woman through a local

         community theatre group and they really hit it off. That was a big blow to my little ego. Why should I share him all of a

         sudden? I had had his attention all to myself for the last 4 years and had gotten quite used to it, thank you very much. Well

         like it or not, I had to deal with it. When I was 14, my father remarried; and like any angst-ridden teen, I thought my life

         was over. Not only did I have a new stepmother, but I had a younger stepbrother and stepsister too. They moved into our house

         and we became an instant family. As we all got settled in, I started to enjoy our new life together. It was nice having a

         woman to care for us again, and although I was green with envy at times, I liked seeing my father happy. It wasn’t long afterwards

         that I stopped relying on him so much; I decided it was time to focus on my own happiness.

      


      Despite the sometimes obsessive over-protectiveness of my dad and brother over the years, it has been nice to feel so safe,

         loved and cared for. I know they would do anything for me and will always be my most loyal supporters. They have always encouraged

         me to live my own life and do what makes me happy. According to many of my friends and peers, its rare to have parents who

         will support you unconditionally, who don’t encourage you to live the life of their dreams.

      


      One thing I have learned in my 28 years, is that the only path to true happiness is to live your own dream. You have to be

         willing to acknowledge your dream, honestly admit to yourself and the world what you really want, and fearlessly go after

         it. It can be scary; especially when it seems to go against everything you’ve always known or thought you wanted.

      


      Heading into my twenties, I fell absolutely crazy in love with a guy. It was one of those love-at-first-sight stories with

         instant fireworks and chemistry. I was convinced that this was the man I was destined to marry. Never before had I felt such

         excitement or passion for anyone. Our friends got along and I adored his family. We had so much fun together; everyone, myself

         included, thought we were the perfect couple.

      


      When we finished school, we moved to the city together. We finally had a place of our own. For many couples, this might have

         been the breaking point but we were very happy together; we rarely fought. We enjoyed spending every spare moment together

         and we shared the household duties with ease and minimal effort.

      


      About a year into our domestic bliss, I got a fantastic job in my field that enabled me to do what I love, but took me out

         of the city a lot. I really enjoyed my new lifestyle, traveling, touring, fulfilling my dreams. While, of course, I missed

         my boyfriend at times, it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. I was just so happy to be traveling, doing something that gave

         me such joy. But I knew every time I went away, he would suffer; I knew he just wanted me at home.

      


      Six months later, he got a new job. It was unionized, with a better salary, great schedule and full benefits. It was the kind

         of job people keep for life, if they’re lucky enough to get it. There was only one problem; it was almost an hour out of the

         city.

      


      One day he came home from work and asked me,


      “What do you think of moving away from the city? We should probably start thinking about a house, don’t you think?”


      At that moment, I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. Why did I feel sick to my stomach? I immediately got upset.

         I tried to contain my emotions, but I couldn’t hide my disappointment; I realized I had no desire to move. I did my best to

         smile and I told him we’d work it out. I was confused; I adored him so much, and I knew we were meant to be together. So why

         did it feel so wrong?

      


      I finally did some soul searching; I thought long and hard about what I really wanted. It took a lot of courage for me to

         acknowledge to myself that I didn’t want the life he wanted. I didn’t actually want marriage or kids, at least not yet. I

         couldn’t bear the thought of leaving the city at that point and finally realized that although I loved him dearly, I was staying

         in the relationship more for fear of disappointing him and our friends and family. Talk about a ‘eureka’ moment! I had convinced

         myself for years that we were supposed to be together because of the sparks I felt when I was 19. I finally opened my eyes

         and heart to the recognition that I wasn’t the same person almost seven years later.

      


      Breaking up with him was probably the hardest thing I have ever had to do, but it was also the wisest. I saved us both a lot

         of future pain and heartache. I knew I had made the right decision because my spirit felt lighter in the days that followed.

         I felt like I could breathe again; I felt reborn. It was strange, because although I was never unhappy when I was with him,

         knowing we were two different people on different paths was taking its toll on me, more than I realized.

      


      This experience reinforced my belief that if you follow your heart and go with your gut, you can never go wrong. The more

         we listen to our inner voice and follow our own guidance, the happier we will be.

      


      I believe that if you dare to dream it, it can be yours; you are wiser than you think. You know what’s best for you; you just

         have to learn to listen to your heart. If I can do it, you can too. It’s going to take courage, a lot of honesty and self-respect.

         I promise you, it’s worth it.

      


      Today, even though I am a ‘grown up’, I often still feel like daddy’s little girl. But I have come to terms with the fact

         that it’s okay to grow up. For the longest time, I rejected the idea of getting older; another step closer to thirty. Recently,

         I’ve come to appreciate what it means to be in my late twenties. To me, it means freedom, possibility and unlimited choices.

      


      Do I feel like I’ve ‘made it’? Some days, I do and some days, I don’t. It’s all a state of mind, anyway. ‘Making it’ implies

         that you’ve arrived; that you’re accomplished, settled. While that may sound appealing, I think it’s also limiting. I intend

         to keep dreaming, keep striving, and keep reaching for the next goal; always appreciating where I’ve been and expressing my

         gratitude for the multitude of experiences and relationships that have led me to every incredible moment.

      


      You may never feel like you’ve ‘made it’ until you stop, take a good look at your life and see how far you’ve already come.

         Look at all the people whose lives you have touched, and continue to affect on a daily basis. Think of the last crisis you

         went through, remember feeling desperate and helpless when you thought things couldn’t get any worse? You’re still standing,

         right? And I bet you learned a thing or two. If we can look at every challenge we’re presented with and ask ourselves how

         we can grow from it, we will continue to grow for the rest of our lives, and we will keep ‘making it’ every day.

      


      It doesn’t matter if your pants feel tight, your roots need a touch-up, or you ate that whole piece of cheesecake after you

         swore you would only have one bite. What matters is that you remind yourself of one thing: You are loved. Despite the mistakes

         you may have made, the people you feel you’ve let down and that critical voice in your head, you are worthy of all the love

         and joy you can handle. Life is supposed to be fun. Everyone’s had a tough life in their own way. Everyone has experienced

         regret. The gift comes in the realization that each experience has helped to shape you into the strong, wise and beautiful

         human that is you. No one on the planet has experienced life in quite the same way you have. You are unique and special and

         you have a gift to share with the world… yourself. Recognize yourself for the fabulous person that you are- exactly as you

         are, and never be afraid to live your dream.
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      Emily Hunter
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      As an environmental activist from as early as five years old, when I made ‘save the trees please’ buttons for a small grassroots

         eco-group, it’s hard to say that one has ever had success. Success seems to be for movie stars, business executives, traders

         and real estate agents. Success is usually not part of the vocabulary of individuals fighting for not just their own life,

         but the life of the whole planet. For an environmentalist, the victories tend to be small, the fights large and there are

         more losses than gains. I also wouldn’t say that I made it in high heels, as I’ve owned about one pair of black high heels

         since I was thirteen. If anything, I made it in hiking boots or flip flops; take your pick. The only reason I would say ‘I

         made it’ at all was because I survived the death of my father and went on to fight in successful (and I would use the word

         successful here) environmental campaigns to save whales in Antarctica.

      


      But being a relatively happy-go-lucky girl and the daughter of Bob Hunter, Greenpeace founding father and leading Canadian

         environmental ‘shit-disturber,’ people have assumed that life has been easy for me; that everything has been handed to me

         on a silver platter, that I only became an environmentalist because I followed my father’s path instead of my own and that

         my only real hurdle in life was losing him. However, this is not the true story of my life. That’s not to say that the latter

         was not a great hurdle, but rather this is not the whole picture. Let me explain…

      


      When I was a young girl, I had a learning disability which meant that I was unable to learn in the standard fashion. I had

         difficulty communicating my thoughts which made it difficult to ask questions and understand what was being taught. I needed

         one-on-one time with teachers to work around this or I risked not being able to understand anything as the class progressed;

         leaving me still puzzled by previous lessons. To the school board, this meant more time and money, so instead of the greatly

         needed one-on-one time, I was placed in the ‘special’ category. A dreaded vague category that mixed children like me who simply

         have a different style of learning with English-as-a-second-language students and students with mental or physical disabilities.

         All the students placed in this category are essentially placed in a ‘black hole’ of education. We were taken away from some

         or all of our ‘normal’ classes and put into ‘special needs classes’ with one or two teachers to deal with a group of special

         needs kids. As well intentioned as the education system might have been, I found, as I’m sure other ‘special needs’ students

         did, that the program only hampered my educational progress. This compromised my ability to carry on to the next grade and

         integrate with the general school population. I was no longer learning the basics, like grammar and spelling; instead I was

         doing a lot of drawing in colouring books waiting for a teacher to attend to me; by which I mean giving me more activities

         to do to pass the time. Not only was I unable to read and write, my sense of self-worth was crumbling; I was being told that

         I was ‘special,’ which meant different, and made to feel inferior. I began to feel isolated.

      


      This sense of otherness permeated my soul and later, my body. As a special needs kid, I didn’t win any popularity contests

         by being special and instead was left with a lack of friends. Food became my companion and my friend; it was there for me

         when I was sad, lonely and bored or even when I was happy about something. As the years went by, I became the fat girl, adding

         to my sense of otherness and inferiority.

      


      One night, while eating an extra large bag of chips and a dozen donuts in front of the boob-tube (TV was my second-best friend),

         I made a decision. I knew that I wanted more for myself than junk food and TV; I had bigger dreams for myself and I owed it

         to myself to try to achieve those dreams. I didn’t quite know what those dreams were yet, but I knew that there was something

         great I wanted to do. I wasn’t going to let society, teachers or teasing kids stop me. Sure, I was different, but I wasn’t

         inferior. I realized in that moment that I believed in myself; that love for me would be the engine to drive my life. If I

         didn’t get my life going, no one else would.

      


      Soon after, my parents sent me to a Montessori school; a private school designed to teach students like myself with different

         learning styles. It was terribly expensive, with private, one-on-one lessons and wonderful, patient teachers. But my parents,

         especially my mother, made it happen by taking on extra work to have the income to afford the school. After years of one-on-one,

         at ten years old, I was finally able to read and write. I was still behind in basic math, French and a few other courses that

         the ‘normal’ kids in the public education system were excelling in. But I knew that just being at this new school and finally

         learning to read and write would be the bridge that got me back to public school. With the help of a kind public school Principal,

         I was integrated back into the same grade as my peers. That same kind Principal later made sure that I got into the high school

         I wanted to attend, in spite of the fact that my grades still weren’t that great. Time moved on and I formed a group of friends

         in high school. They weren’t the most popular kids in the school; in fact, they were the social rejects, the ‘Goth’ kids,

         but they were my essential others.

      


      However, in spite of getting over a big learning curve and finally making friends, the feeling of being different and not

         quite belonging anywhere constantly dogged me. This otherness later became my blessing; I decided that if I never quite belonged

         or felt part of anything in Toronto, then maybe Toronto wasn’t the place for me; perhaps the place where I belong is somewhere

         that wasn’t decided for me by my parents. Maybe I needed to go out and find where I belong. Thus, I began to travel independently.

      


      With the support of my parents and my own research, planning and stubborn determination, I got myself on a student tour tripping

         around Europe for a couple of weeks when I was sixteen. I didn’t really connect with the students I was traveling with, but

         I connected with being out in the world. I was always leaving the tour group and finding my own adventures. I drank beer in

         Germany with a fake ID, I danced in the streets in France, I swam in a water fountain in Italy and I climbed a mountain in

         Switzerland. I had so many adventures that I enjoyed and thrived on, that by the time I got home, I was already planning and

         saving for my next trip.

      


      That next trip came when I was seventeen. I became an exchange student and lived in Japan for half a year. I learned intermediate

         Japanese, made tons of friends, ate well, learned how to take care of my body, felt healthy and beautiful. By the time I came

         home, I found that my place was in the world and not just a city in Canada. I took the skills and knowledge that I gained

         out in the world back to Toronto. I dedicated myself to school and my marks increased, so that by the time I received my diploma

         from high school, I was on the honour roll and had been accepted at university; something I never thought was an option for

         me. I also focused on getting healthy and I was able to get down to and maintain a healthy weight. I now had more friends

         in Toronto than I had ever had before.

      


      I finally felt like I had made it and had surpassed some major hurdles in life. I continued on with what had become my passion;

         traveling and discovering the world and my place in it. So, at age 19, I decided to take a year off between high school and

         university, to teach English-as-a-second-language to college students on mainland China. I was going to be doing something

         I’d never have dreamed possible, teaching English to college students in an ‘exotic’ and far-off place like China. It was

         a milestone for me. I was to teach when in the past, I had struggled to learn. I was to teach in Guangzhou, a capital port

         city of China.

      


      But, from the moment I got off the bus, it wasn’t what I had expected. There were no lush green, grassy mountains with Pandas

         frolicking or small villages, peopled with hospitable citizens on bicycles, which is the idealized version of China. Instead,

         I saw more debris from garbage being burned into the atmosphere than greenery. The trees and greenery that I did see looked

         terribly sick and the environment was massively degraded. The few Panda bears that I saw in China were cruelly kept in zoo

         cages. I saw very few bicycles and lots of cars, trucks and motorbikes.

      


      There was a real economic divide between the rich and the poor in China. The impoverished majority are separated from the

         small minority who own everything and dwell on the eastern side of Chinese cities like Beijing and Shanghai. In some areas,

         like the small town where I was to work and live, the division between rich and poor was dramatic.

      


      On one side there was dirt and pollution everywhere, babies and children getting washed in the streets and monster trucks

         rumbling through the town every minute like thunder. People lived extremely close to major highways as lack of space was a

         real issue. In the marketplace on the poorer side of town hung almost every kind of animal imaginable on bloody hooks with

         flies and maggots swarming around their dead carcasses because refrigeration wasn’t affordable. There were families of ten

         or more living in shanty shacks.

      


      On the other side the school grounds, which was like an oasis, with green grass and trees, although sickly looking; new, large

         complexes for the school and the dorms; small stores and restaurants full of all the food and merchandise one may need; idyllic

         ponds and lots of open spaces for the children of the wealthy. Between these two worlds stands a barbed-wire topped wall to

         punctuate this economic and social divide.

      


      During my stay in China, I witnessed poor people being killed by cars because their smaller bicycles couldn’t keep up on the

         road. I have seen beggars being beaten because they were viewed more as nuisances than valued human beings. I saw more livestock

         dead than alive and I saw more degradation of the environment than I had ever seen before.

      


      The social and environmental injustices I witnessed in China shook me. Before, my travels had always taken me to high-income

         countries or I had stayed in the enclosed tourist areas in lower-income countries; creating misleading images of those countries.

         I had never really been exposed to this kind of reality before. I began to take notice of the fact that, like much of the

         world, the poor in China were living in impoverished conditions due to an unfair power structure. The poorest members of society

         were being oppressed by the rich, the government of their country and even the so called ‘developed’ nations. I also realized

         that both the rich and the poor exploit the environment in an effort to get ahead. These direct observations changed me and

         opened up my sense of the world. It was no longer about me and my problems. There was a big world out there and most of the

         people and the environment were having a pretty rough time; my problems paled in comparison.

      


      In the midst of my social and ecological awakening, I was summoned one day by the Principal’s assistant to the track-yard,

         where I was ecstatic to discover my parents happily waiting to surprise me. They had come all the way from Canada to see me,

         just when I was in desperate need of a hug and some familiarity. Before I knew it, they whisked me away to Beijing. We got

         to do everything I had wanted to do, but hadn’t had the chance in Guangzhou; we visited the Forbidden City, the Great Wall

         of China and we ate pizza (not exactly a Chinese custom, but still delicious nonetheless). I was so happy and thrilled about

         the whole adventure in Beijing that I was blind to a quiet sadness that hung over my parents

      


      On our last night together in Beijing, my Dad told me he had something to tell me. Before he could say anything further, both

         of my parents started to cry. My Dad looked like a ghost as he voiced the horrible words: terminal cancer. All I could do

         was instinctually hold my father the second he told me; hold him as he cried and maybe hold myself in this act.

      


      My sense of the world had already been turned upside down by my experiences in China and now my family was being turned upside

         down. But, I knew I had to be strong for my family facing terminal illness and for this unjust world that faces many injustices.

         I held my parents and drained a waterfall of tears with them, before we gathered my things from Guangzhou and went home.

      


      I now had two goals: To try to help my Dad and save the world. Ironically, it was my Dad who made my second goal possible.

         He told me about a group called Sea Shepherd who fought to save marine wildlife and that their ship would be leaving in a

         week from Victoria, BC. He bought me a ticket, I packed my bags and headed off to sea for the first time in my life.

      


      It was hard work and I was sea-sick most of the time. After a grueling two-week trip, we arrived in the Galapagos Islands

         where we helped protect the indigenous species, both on land and at sea, by arresting three illegal fishing vessels and implementing

         a spay and neuter program of non-indigenous invasive species on the islands. By the end of the trip, I was passionate and

         charged with a purpose in life, to be an eco shit disturber.

      


      Back home, I spent a lot of time with my Dad; talking, hugging, swimming and making him take his vitamins and pills. He seemed

         healthy and we were all committed to beating his cancer with alternative medicine.

      


      My Dad and Mom went to an alternative medicine clinic in Mexico that summer as the conventional medical system had failed

         him since they only offered him chemo, radiation or death; which was really more ultimatum than options. In Mexico, he had

         options with alternative medicine. There he saw his cancer levels lower than they had been in a long time. He seemed healthy,

         fit and full of life. Things were looking good and I was feeling optimistic about my dad’s health. So I was to start my first

         year of university that following September.

      


      But, by September, 2004, my Dad was in a Toronto hospital and his cancer levels had crept up higher than they had ever been.

         Dad was still committed to alternative medicine and we were all still hoping for a cure. He went in and out of the Mexican

         clinic for much of that year. He would have some progress and then he would relapse. As much as I wanted to be with my father,

         it made him happy knowing that I was going to university; he was always telling me that he’d rather I was there.

      


      The following April was a month I dread to recall. I was studying for exams one night when my Mom called. She was crying and

         frantic on the phone, telling me that we (my brother and I) had to get down to Mexico immediately. My father was in critical

         condition; he had blood clots in his brain and pneumonia. They were taking him for surgery to remove the clots and nobody

         knew whether he would survive the operation. My brother and I were on a plane the next day early in the morning and soon after,

         my half-sibling arrived too. We all arrived to learn that he had survived the operation.

      


      I realized then that my Dad didn’t have much time left; the glimmers of hope for Dad’s survival that we had been nursing the

         past few months had been hit hard by the cold, stale reality of death. There was no time to listen to my Dad, who always wanted

         me to follow my dreams; instead I needed to listen to my intuition and be with him. After my siblings left, I stayed behind

         with him and my Mom for several weeks.

      


      During this time, any trace of youthful spirit in me ceased to be as I forced myself to become an adult. I had to do things

         no child imagines having to do for their parent. I took my shift after my Mom and helped my father with eating, drinking and

         mobility as he struggled with these issues. I’d stay up all night, sitting beside him in case he needed anything. I had to

         be a bright, positive, shining aura for both my nearly dying father and my fatigued mother, when all around me was a storm.

         But I did shine, even when I was hiding my own tears, I shined for them. I helped my mother with greatly needed breaks, as

         she worked the harder day shifts and had been there on her own helping my father for months before. I put every ounce of energy

         into helping my father with his health.

      


      Soon, exams were calling me back to Toronto. I didn’t want to bother; I wanted desperately to stay with my father. But Dad

         said it would make him happy if I completed my exams and I listened to him, stupidly again.

      


      I left regretfully and sat for my exams back in Canada. Just as I was to take my last exam, my father decided it was time

         for him to come home. He barely made it, looking like a faint image of his once marvelous self by the time he arrived. His

         spirit was almost completely gone; all he knew was pain and a need to be in his own home. He knew he was near the end and

         he didn’t want to be in a hospital in a foreign country but instead with his loved ones in a familiar place. But by the time

         he made it back to Toronto, he was only able to spend ten minutes at home before we had to get him back to a hospital in Toronto,

         as his health became so poor on the trip over. It was almost too much to bear; he had made the whole, grueling trip only to

         find himself back in another hospital.

      


      I was determined to see him improved enough for home care so that he might pass away there; as was his wish. But, it didn’t

         turn out that way. I was no match for Canada’s great wall of bureaucracy and I underestimated its unreasonable power. Because

         Dad had spent time in a ‘third world country,’ he had to be quarantined before he could get any proper care and due to a series

         of bureaucratic red tape and processes, they left my father without being fed intravenously for too long; he starved and fell

         into a coma on the fifth day. By the ninth night, his body was shutting down and we knew he was leaving us. My Mom, my half-sister

         and I, refused to leave him. I slept like a dog on the floor rather than leave. I hadn’t eaten for days and I was in more

         emotional and physical pain than at any other time that I can remember. But I tried to say strong and be there with him. I

         kept whispering that I loved him and I was sorry that I hadn’t saved his life or got him home.

      


      I had failed him; I had failed at fixing his health and giving him his one last wish, dying at home. I felt it was somehow

         my fault. I hated myself more than at any other time. I was completely empty; my soul was battered, and the spirit and love

         for myself that had always gotten me through in the past, was gone. All I knew was that I needed to hold tight to whatever

         I had left of myself and stay by his side. I spent that morning watching over him, wiping the sweat from his brow and giving

         him little kisses. I knew this was it, he was going. I gathered the rest of the family. We circled around him, I holding his

         hand, and all of us said our goodbyes. At ten that morning, my beloved father breathed his last breath.

      


      I lost it a little after that. There is nothing like it in life. Watching helplessly as someone you love so much dies in your

         arms. A big part of me died too.

      


      It’s hard to explain why my father’s death affected me so strongly. Part of it was because he was not at all the chauvinistic,

         dominating father that so many other fathers seem to be. Instead, he was my best friend. He supported every stupid little

         dream of mine since I was a little girl, from wanting to be an actress or director, to a world traveler, later an eco-activist

         and university scholar. Whatever I wanted to be, whatever I wanted to do, he was there backing me up. He loved me unconditionally.

         Even when I made wrong moves and stupid decisions, he loved me and knew I was just finding my own path. There was never any

         pressure to be one way, only to be myself; whoever that may be. He always treated me like an equal and never looked down on

         me. He was my protector, my teacher, my co-warrior and most of all, my friend. What was truly illuminating about his passing,

         was how much he was the center of my universe. Whenever I had a problem, we would talk it over and find a solution together.

         Whenever I was suffering a philosophical or existential crisis about life and the cosmos, he was there to be my Plato or George

         Orwell and help me find a foundation again or ponder new avenues of existence. Things made sense when he was around. Without

         him, the central Jenga piece was missing and the whole tower seemed in danger of crashing down. There was always so much of

         myself in him and so much of him in me. He was my twin and without him, I didn’t know if I was ever going to feel whole again.

      


      Nothing made sense any more. The world should have stopped; I stopped. But, everybody else kept on going. Within hours, my

         family had gone their separate ways. My mom was making arrangements for the cremation. That night, there was a gathering of

         friends, with music and pizza to celebrate the life of my Dad. Drama sprouted, some people dealt with his death in negative

         ways, others positively. But, I just felt dead; I felt like I should have gone with him. There were no real words to utter,

         moments to be had or thoughts to ponder; so I just slept and slept a lot.

      


      The following summer passed quickly. I kept mostly to myself and barely talked to any of my friends. Food and television became

         my best friends again. I went back to school in September because I wanted something to keep me busy and distract me from

         constantly feeling utterly empty and dead inside. I smiled for my Mom and tried to be that sunshine for her so that she wouldn’t

         be burdened with how low I felt; she had her own depression to deal with. I rarely saw my brother as he was dealing with his

         own depression too. My half-sibling was living on the other side of the country and wasn’t there either.

      


      But I had a friend, Kalifi, whom I’d known since I was three years old and she, four. She had lost her Dad to cancer two years

         earlier. He had been a friend of my Dad’s and also a leading Canadian eco-shit disturber and she had been extremely close

         to her father, as well. She was now a volunteer activist with the same eco-group I had been an activist with, the Sea Shepherds.

         Kalifi wrote me in the fall and told me that her mother was going to be visiting her in the Galapagos Islands, where she was

         working on conservation efforts, and my mother and I should come along, too. So, with nothing better to do than be utterly

         depressed, my Mom and I jumped on a plane and went to visit Kalifi and her mother.

      


      I had recommended Sea Shepherd to Kalifi originally, and she had made me so proud of her; she was now bosun, which is the

         leader of all the deckhands on the ship. After plenty of drinking at the various dilapidated bars on Santa Cruz Island with

         Kalifi and some of my old crew-mates on the Sea Shepherd ship, Kalifi convinced me to join Sea Shepherd again in the winter

         for a big campaign to go to the Antarctic waters and help save the whales. Devoting my time and energy to bigger problems,

         like helping to save the highly intelligent whales, would be better than continuing to dwell on my own problems.

      


      Before I knew it, I was back on the old Sea Shepherd ship, heading for the other end of the world to go against a Japanese

         six-ship fleet that was set to kill over a thousand whales. It was ironic that a culture and country that had once breathed

         so much creation and healing into my life was now destroying so much life in the world. Well, the time had come for drawing

         lines and standing on one side or the other; I was defining myself and was willing to go up against an entire nation for their

         criminal unjust actions. Don’t get me wrong, there are many beautiful aspects of Japanese culture that I adore. But mass slaughtering

         intelligent whales was not one of them and I was willing to stand up against this.

      


      It was very empowering; maybe my other half was gone, but the rest of me was still here and kicking. I was passionate about

         doing what I could to help save the whales. Although I was only one person, at the end of the world surrounded by glaciers,

         I had a certain amount of power. For, I had my weapons; my mini high-8 videocam and a satellite telephone. I was communicating

         with CityTV, a newstation in Toronto about the whale campaign in Antarctica, doing live stories via telephone and capturing

         everything that was happening with my camera. I captured the pursuit of the illegal Japanese whalers and our confrontations

         with them, our blockading, ramming and stopping them. Sea Shepherd may be considered the radicals, even the detractors, of

         the environmental movement by both the public and environmentalists themselves, but we saved nearly a hundred whales that

         year and put the whalers on the run; a first for Antarctic whaling.

      


      Back in Canada, I was able to publicize Japan’s illegal whale hunt and the Sea Shepherd’s success in fighting the hunt. I

         got an hour-long show on CityTV and later spoke about the issue at different schools. As a result, I became aware of other

         young people that I had inspired by being a young activist and speaking out publicly. The power of the media dazzled me and

         I realized that I could make a difference in this world by being a role model, getting these environmental issues known to

         the public by working with the media and standing up for what I believe in. I had found my dream.

      


      I was out campaigning with Sea Shepherd again the following winter to help save the whales in Antarctica. It was the most

         successful campaign I had been on to date. We had put the fleet on the run again, but this time we actually stopped one of

         the Japanese ships, making a citizens arrest, which slowed their operation down. Later, the engine room on the Japanese fleet’s

         flagship caught fire; their whole operation was halted and the dead whale catch was a loss. I captured everything on film,

         up until the fire as we were nowhere near it. I have since been bringing the issue to Canadians. I have written articles for

         newspapers and I have appeared on CityTV, Canada AM and MTV. I’ve been working with directors and authors who are trying to

         capture the events of the Antarctic whale wars in films and books. It’s become my passion. I’m now finishing my degree and

         I’ve become an eco-shit disturber in my own country and abroad.

      


      At the end of the last campaign with Sea Shepherd, I ventured to New Zealand and met a Maori tribe. I was honoured with a

         Maori tattoo and stood at the top of the North Point Mountain where the souls of the deceased Maori are believed to ascend

         from. I stood there and knew that there is life after death, and that I am alive again. I know who I am. I’m not the young

         girl I used to be, but who I was always meant to be; I am sure of this.

      


      Life isn’t easy. There are hurdles we must overcome, loved ones that we will lose and pains we must endure. But, surviving

         all of it makes life that much more valuable. Because you’ve earned that next day, you’ve worked for life and you deserve

         that next chapter. Life is a gift; that much I know. Whether it’s the whales I helped saved, a microcosm in the universe,

         or you and me, it is precious. But it isn’t going to be handed to you on a silver platter. Life is going to test you, challenge

         you and make you work hard for it. But if you keep jumping hurdles, you’ll find out just what you’re made of, how strong you

         really are and what your dreams and passions really are.

      


      Losing my father was my biggest hurdle to date. I thought that I was dead, too; a big part of me did die. But, something else

         has woken in me; a stronger, wiser more dedicated person who found her dream and is working toward it. I am an eco-shit disturber;

         I fight to protect other life around me. I fight to protect the environment. I will keep fighting every day to earn that next

         day of life for myself. Life is a battle, but it is one worth fighting for.

      


      Fight!
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      I have many memories of events that have shaped me into who I am. Particularly, I recall an event that occurred when I was

         15 years old.

      


      At school, my teachers and I were confident that my strengths lay in the more creative subjects; dance and art, and although

         I didn’t realize it at the time, I was also quite clever academically. But, my parents were divorcing, and this was having

         an affect on my concentration at school, especially in the academic subjects. Upon reflection, it’s easy to see what was wrong;

         back then it wasn’t so simple. I was the naughtiest girl in my class with demerits and lunchtime detentions happening frequently.

      


      More specifically, I remember my biology lessons as being completely mind numbing. I would regularly fall asleep, only to

         wake up having no idea what the lesson had been about. The lessons continued without my learning anything and soon exams were

         looming. These exams, according to my teachers, were a matter of life or death and they never failed to remind me that my

         results would stay with me for the rest of my life. With six months to go before the real exams, we were given a trial run.

         I approached the mock exam with an extremely blasé attitude; ticking boxes at random and answering questions using any long

         words that came to mind; in the hopes that this would impress my teacher. Realistically I had absolutely no idea what I was

         talking about because I hadn’t paid attention to the classes.

      


      A week later, the results were posted. I remember feeling a bit nervous at this point. I was still confident of a passing

         mark, but I didn’t expect the grade to be amazing. My name was second from the bottom. I hadn’t even passed. I was embarrassed;

         afraid of what I was going to tell my parents. They were already worried about how my home life was affecting my schoolwork.

         Well, my mum was furious. She immediately met with my teacher. Mrs. Bale told her that there was no way I would ever be able

         to turn the situation around in time for the real exam. She was sure that there was far too much work for me to catch up on

         in only five months. I was told that I just wasn’t very good at Biology and that I didn’t really have much hope.
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