















Praise for The Full Catastrophe



For those who are willing to learn, to grow, to look at themselves and to change where necessary, astrology can be extremely valuable, even in its simplified, sun-sign form. I’d like to say that those amazing coincidences between Karen’s life and the readings I gave are entirely proof of astrology’s veracity.


—Jonathan Cainer, Astrologer, Daily Mail


Captivating and often profound, Karen E. Lee’s The Full Catastrophe eloquently expresses the complex journey of her marriage to a larger-than-life, charming, yet violent man who dies before she’s ready to let him go. Wise and full of gorgeous detail, this is a brave, self-aware, and compulsively readable memoir. In it, Lee has done something rare: she’s told her story with an unflinching eye to her own accountability and with a depth of hard-earned wisdom.


—Lauren Carter, author of Swarm


The Full Catastrophe conveys the story of a person who overcame serious adversity of an invisible kind, and was not only able to recover but also to gain from the ordeal. Through the lines of this book the authentic voice emerges of the unutterable suffering, of the resilience, and of the inspirational transformation. A unique document of the indomitable human spirit.


—Renos K. Papadopoulos, PhD, Jungian Analyst, Professor, University of Essex, The Tavistock Clinic, London


A beautifully written, frank, thought-provoking portrayal of a difficult, and at times harrowing, journey through uncertainty, fear, and abuse. This honest and courageous self-reflection will lead readers to rethink and reexamine many of their assumptions and beliefs about their own life stories.


—Dr. N. Ogden, PhD, Professor, Department of Psychology, Mount Royal University, Calgary, Canada


Karen E. Lee’s The Full Catastrophe is at once insightful, heartbreaking, and personal. It is as sad as it is important to read. Lee gives full attention to the cold and shadowed world of domestic abuse—a world affecting successful, well-educated professionals. It is a world that is often well hidden. As a physician, Lee’s account is a reminder of the firmest possible kind that I must be diligent to look for and be open to the reality of domestic abuse—no matter how unlikely or obscured. Abuse must be discussed openly if we are ever to find it out and eradicate it. I hope to be a better physician for having read Lee’s work.


—Dr. Brendan JW Miles MD, MPA, CCFP, Family Physician, Clinical Lecturer, University of Calgary, Faculty of Medicine


Karen E. Lee has laid bare the isolating reality of living in an abusive relationship. Her experience of feeling conflicted about wanting a loving connection with Duncan while at the same time recognizing the unhealthy nature of her relationship is a common experience for women in abusive relationships. This book also sheds light on ‘upscale domestic violence’—an insidious, misunderstood, and often not talked about situation that happens to women who appear to have financial and social resources but in fact are often more isolated because of the desire to be private and ‘bear their shame in silence.’ I applaud and am grateful to Lee for writing this book and sharing her experience. It will help other women experiencing domestic violence and will help all of us to support victims of domestic violence—whatever their socioeconomic background.


—Andrea Silverstone, Executive Director, Peer Support Services for Abused Women (PSSAW), Calgary, Alberta
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The Funeral



I stood up from my pew and walked to the podium of the large chapel at Tickford Abbey, just north of where we lived in Buckinghamshire County, England. Dreamlike, I heard my voice carry out over the heads of the people who’d come to my husband, Duncan’s, funeral.


“Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone,


Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone,”


Duncan and I had heard this poem in the movie Four Weddings and a Funeral, and for some reason it had resonated for him. He’d asked me to recite this poem if he ever died. Because he never really believed he would ever die.


Duncan had been on the faculty of Brookton University, one of the UK’s highest-rated universities, so I’d dressed carefully, putting on a black, businesslike, wool crepe suit, the starkness of which was somewhat relieved by my black blouse dotted with small embroidered pink flowers. I had to look appropriate, solemn. Sometimes that was difficult because, at fifty, I was really too old for the freckles, gifts from my Irish ancestors, sprinkled all over my face. The steeliness people thought they saw in me was in direct contrast to how fragile I felt most of the time. Usually I wore a huge smile, one that Duncan had always told me could light up a room. But not this morning.


From the front of the chapel, I could see that all the pews were occupied. The area to the rear of the chapel, visible through glass panels, was standing room only, filled with those who had come too late to get a seat. At the front sat my mother, my youngest son, Jamie, Duncan’s son, Greg, and Duncan’s best friend, Bob, all of whom had flown in from Canada as soon as they’d heard about Duncan.


Four days before, a driver from the university had taken me to Heathrow to meet my mother. My father, in his need to protect himself, had found a way to justify not coming. As we drove up the M1, I screamed out to her, “What am I going to do now?”


My mother reached out with stiff arms to embrace me, whispering, “Oh, Karen.”


When we drove into my street, we looked in amazement at the roof of Duncan’s and my house. Lined up along the peak were at least one hundred crows, just sitting, waiting. None were visible on any other house.


Sitting in the front pew next to my family were Duncan’s university department head, Frederick, and his wife, both friends and colleagues. As his brother had travelled to see him from Canada earlier in the summer, he didn’t make the return trip for the funeral.


I continued to read.


“Silence the pianos and with muffled drum


Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come.”


The dark, polished wood coffin sat on a stand, closed, the lid covering the shadow of the man Duncan had become from the cancer. The day after he died, I picked it out at the funeral home where his body had been taken. The small matching casket was waiting for his ashes.


The coffin was covered with an extravagant arrangement of lilies and chrysanthemums sent by his brother in Toronto. Next to the flowers sat two framed photos of Duncan, both taken only one year before when we’d gone to Lebanon, the land of his mother’s parents, to celebrate his fifty-eighth birthday. It was, after all, the side of himself that he felt proudest of and most closely resembled. I’d taken one photo as he sat on a camel in Palmyra, Syria, and the other as he stood next to ruins in Byblos, Lebanon. Smartly dressed in white trousers, a black shirt, and a jacket, he looked handsome and robust.


“Let aeroplanes circle moaning overhead


Scribbling on the sky the message ‘He Is Dead’.”


My practiced public speaking voice sounded weak and thin. My hands trembling ever so slightly, I continued reading. I had to do for him what he could no longer do for himself.
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Tickford Abbey—in the village of Tickford, to the north of Brookton—is both a Benedictine convent and a small community of Catholic brothers. The original house was built in 1605. Though the chapel is much newer, it was built of the same golden sandstone.


Over to the right of the coffin sat the monks and brothers of the monastery, men Duncan had become close to. The Abbey had become a place of refuge for him in the last ten months of his life. Brother Joseph had explained to me that they never held funerals at the monastery for anyone except a member of the order, but for Duncan—well, he affected people that way.


“Put crepe bows round the white necks of the public doves,


Let the traffic policemen wear black cotton gloves.”


Duncan had occupied space in life—physical space, psychological space, emotional space. With his double-breasted suits, Borsalino fedora, and polished Florentine shoes, he looked like a cross between a high-priced lawyer and a mobster. He only needed the raspy voice and Italian subtitles. When he was in the room you didn’t notice anyone else. People would meet the two of us and only remember him. In New York City for seven days, we saw eight Broadway plays. He could get front row tickets to Cats, front table seats to Sinatra, and be mistaken for Burt Reynolds all in one day. He was a madman, a Renaissance man, and the most sincere man I had ever met. Now he took up such a small amount of space, lying beneath the lid of his coffin.


“He was my North, my South, my East and West,


My working week and my Sunday rest,”


I glanced down at the program brochure I’d prepared for the service as I continued reading the poem. The picture of Duncan taken at Byblos was on the cover, the poem by Auden on the inside. On the last page was a message from a gravestone beside St. Mary’s Church in Crawley Church End, the village where we lived. The graveyard was only a short walk from our house and Duncan had spent time there when he was sick. He even considered being buried there.


One day I asked him, “What if I return to Canada to live after this is all over—would you still want to be buried here?”


“No,” he replied, “I’d want to be in Canada too, in your family’s plot in Ontario. I have no place like that, where all my family is buried together.”


Duncan had envied that about me—that I know my family and want to be with them in life and in death.


While I kept his ashes with me for six years, I eventually took him home to Gananoque, on the shores of the Thousand Islands, to be buried with my father, my grandmother, grandfather, great-grandparents, and other ancestors from Ireland—at least one representative from every generation since the first of my family got off the boat in the 1850s.


“My noon, my midnight, my talk, my song;


I thought that love would last forever: I was wrong.”
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One week before the funeral, Duncan closed his eyes for the last time. The afternoon before, he was taken to intensive care, unable to move, burning up with pain, exhausted and emaciated from diarrhea and constant vomiting. The doctors circled round to carry out some procedure that I didn’t understand, installing a central line.


“Is it the end?” I whispered to the doctor who’d been called, as he rushed in with his motorcycle helmet still in his hand.


“No, he’s nowhere near the end.”


I didn’t see how that could be true. I put the stuffed bear that Jamie, my youngest son, had sent, into my husband’s hands. He reached up, wordless, and caressed the side of my breast.


I left the room, walked down the stairs of the clinic, and out the front door into the sunshine. It was a perfect July day, hot and cloudless, unusual for England. The song, “You Get What You Give,” by the New Radicals, popular that summer, rang through my mind as I walked along Marylebone Road to the train station. The flowers blooming alongside Park Crescent at the end of Portland Place seemed more colorful than they should, the sky more blue. I felt giddy and tearful, no longer grounded, safe, and secure. But I was not going to be able to just drift off into space. Duncan was still here.


Why was I leaving the clinic so early? I had no one to go home to, no one waiting for me. As I pondered this, a message came into my mind as clearly as if someone had actually spoken it: You can go now.


Was the message for Duncan, telling him he was free to leave this earth, or for me?


I walked to Euston Station, took the train home, and went to bed. The phone rang on my bedside table the next morning at 6:00 a.m. It was someone from the clinic. I didn’t catch the name.


“You should come.”


“Has something happened? Is he gone?”


“You need to come.”


I got up without hesitation, dressed quickly, and drove to the train station. It took me almost two hours to park, buy my ticket, ride the train all the way back to Euston Station, and walk to the clinic. When I arrived, I was taken to a small waiting room I’d never seen before. I was told that Duncan was downstairs in a special room.


The surgeon who’d had the motorcycle helmet the day before came into the room and sat down. “Your husband is on life support.”


I was confused. This same doctor had told me just the day before that Duncan was nowhere near dying. Also, after his first surgery I had signed a Do Not Resuscitate Order.


“Did Duncan ask for life support so I would have time to say good-bye?” I asked.


The doctor didn’t really answer my question, only responded, “I’ll have a nurse take you into the room as soon as the priest leaves.”


As though in a fog, I was led down a short hallway and into a room set up with machines that monitored Duncan’s heartbeat and breathing. His face was covered with an oxygen mask.


“He’s not in any pain,” the nurse said. “He can’t hear you or respond to you, either.”


That’s not true, I thought. When my Nana was near the end, the nurses cautioned us to be careful of what we said. Hearing is the last sense to go. I walked over to the side of Duncan’s bed away from the machines, leaned over and said very clearly into his ear, “Duncan, it’s Karen. If you can hear me, blink two times.”


He blinked two times. He couldn’t move or talk, but he could hear me. The nurse busied herself with the machines and then said she was about to turn them off. I had a few moments and Duncan would be gone.


I couldn’t help him or stop the inevitable, but I could be with him. Leaning in closer, I whispered into his ear, “Don’t be afraid.” I told him the truth—that I loved him—and then a lie, “I’ll be all right.”


I stood by the side of the bed while the the nurse shut down the machines. As she did so, a bell rang and Duncan’s eyes turned toward the sound. Then his piercing black eyes returned to stare at me. His alarm lifted goose bumps on my skin as his eyes closed for the last time.


The nurse took Duncan’s mask off and said, “I’ll leave you with him for a few minutes.”


When she was gone, I again moved up close to his head, sat bewildered, and then yelled, “You said you would never leave me!”


Silence. There were no tears then, just stunned disbelief. When I returned to the waiting room, three friends had gathered there, expecting to visit Duncan.


“He’s gone,” was all I could say.
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His death had to be registered with the City of Westminster. July 20, 1999, was another hot, vibrant day, so I walked the short distance up Marylebone Road. The registrar understood that I had just come from Duncan’s bedside, and her gentle voice reflected her concern. She gave me the application form. After filling out name, address, and occupation, there was a section for cause of death. I copied “Ruptured oesophagus and Carcinomatosis Stomach” from the death certificate, and left the office with a large brown envelope containing five beautiful, stamped, vellum copies of the death registration.


I took the train, then drove home, having turned down a friend’s offer to stay at her house that night. I had to spend the night in our home, in our bed. I made phone calls to the funeral home and to friends and family members letting them know the end had come.


Throughout our years together, Duncan would phone me at least three times a day. Sometimes more. My sons and I used to joke that Duncan should have had a phone receiver grafted to the side of his head. Even while he was in the hospital, we would talk on the phone when I wasn’t visiting.


When the phone rang that first evening of widowhood, I picked up the receiver. There was a deep, thick, empty feeling in the receiver as I repeated, “Hello? Hello?” Nothing. I hung up. The phone rang a couple of minutes later. Again the phone sounded hollow and empty. I held the receiver nervously and whispered, “Duncan? Duncan?” Nothing. I hung up. He never phoned again. Over the months to follow, the kitchen echoed with the lack of ringing.
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I stood there looking over the chapel, the outer edges growing murky. My feet floated above the floor. I gripped the solid edge of the wooden podium and choked out the poem’s last lines.


“The stars are not wanted now: put out every one,


Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun,


Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood;


For nothing now can ever come to any good.”


I could hear comments, whispers, and questions as I finished and stood there, listening to “Shine On You Crazy Diamond,” the Pink Floyd song that Duncan had chosen. People started to file out of the chapel to stand, uncertain, on the flagstone outside.


“She looks surprisingly well.”


“She sounds angry,” said one of the monks, a critical edge to his voice.


“Well, she is. Her husband just died.”


As I followed the crowd outside, their words echoed through my head. Angry? You have no idea.


I sat in the chauffeur-driven limousine with my family while Duncan was carried out to the hearse to be driven to the crematorium. An entourage of about fifty cars wound its way through the small country roads from Tickford to Milton Keynes. I had come to love the green English countryside. The roads were edged with bent wood fences and blackberry brambles that wound precariously around thatched cottages that refused to stay neatly in rows. I sat in the limousine, amazed at the spectacle. Duncan would have approved of all this pomp and circumstance for his farewell.





The Farewell



The hearse stopped at the side of the crematorium. Attendants carried the coffin into the small chapel and placed it on a platform in front of a set of double doors. I sat in the first row with my family and close friends, staring at the coffin, trying to picture Duncan contained inside. The chapel was filled with those who had followed from the funeral.


Duncan’s friend Bob stepped to the podium at the front of the chapel. I had seen him writing the eulogy the night before at our home. Bob was staying at the house along with my mother, Greg, and Jamie. He was a good writer and a sincere friend so I trusted he could capture Duncan’s qualities, both good and bad.


“To give warm praise, this is the purpose of a eulogy,” Bob began. “And now, along with all that has been said and thought, it is my great honor to have been asked by Karen, Greg, and Jamie to eulogize Duncan Edward Streeter, Dr. Duncan Streeter—my friend, Duncan.”


As I sat there listening, I drifted back to February 1981, when I’d first met Duncan. My marriage to my first husband, Joe, my boys’ father, had recently fallen apart after years of insults, lies, and bullying. Well, not fallen—sort of imploded. For five years I’d been in anguish, watching him try to rid himself of us. The marriage counselor said we had the worst marriage she had ever seen. At the end, Joe repeatedly bashed my head into the living room wall. I screamed at him to leave the house and he did, for the last time. His attack left me with a concussion and dislocated shoulder, and it all happened in front of our sons, three and five years old.


After several months of struggling with no child support and a job that barely paid all our expenses, a good friend suggested I come along to a group session she was attending on rebirthing. Rebirthers in Calgary held a potluck dinner once a month for those who wanted to learn what it was about their birth that made them the way they were. Rebirthing originated in California, home of fashionable therapies. It seemed perfect for my quest to create a new life for my boys and myself; I thought it might help me figure out why I’d married a man who was so selfish and angry that he would turn to violence.


The rebirthing coach asked us to lie on our backs on the floor with our eyes closed and do deep breathing. This meditative practice was meant to guide you back to the point of your birth, to help you to tap into the memories stored in your body. You could then correct the birth experience and stop harboring resentment. Or so they said.


Afterward, the workshop leader talked about the benefits of rebirthing, and then we waited for the potluck meal to begin. As I stood by the table of baked goods, casseroles, and organic salads, a strikingly handsome older man—he looked as though he was in his early forties—approached me and asked, “What did you bring?”


“Bread I bought at the bakery—no time to cook, I’m afraid. And you?”


“The dolmades are mine.”


“You made them?”


“No, I bought them from a Lebanese restaurant. I’m half-Lebanese,” he explained. “Try one.” He held out a small green leaf-wrapped bundle between slim, finely formed fingers.


That first evening I learned about Duncan’s Lebanese mother, his father, who was of Scottish descent, and his six-year-old son. He told me how he’d hoped to spare his son his own fate—his parents divorcing when he was young—but hadn’t succeeded.


Duncan’s eyes were black as a moonless night—not dark brown but black, with barely any distinction between the iris and the pupil. His hair was thick and dark, waved in soft kinks. He had a roundish face and a black moustache. His body was square, and he had short, shapely legs. Many years later, I recognized the influence of his mother’s Lebanese heritage when we visited Lebanon and then Syria. In Palmyra, a man on the street began to speak to him in Arabic. Dressed in a white, full-length thobe, Duncan looked like he belonged there—it was no wonder the man thought he was a local. The same thing happened when he was in Bahrain on business. Though a bit embarrassed that he couldn’t speak the language, he was proud that his heritage was so obvious he was taken for a native.
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Bob continued with the eulogy. “Duncan welcomed demands upon his loyalty, his knowledge and, yes, his wisdom. He came to Brookton University full of hope, expecting to work with world-class colleagues, determined to meet the expectations of his director and especially his esteemed colleague, Frederick Klassen. And he rose. He ‘arrived’ at Brookton.”


I noted Bob’s compliments as I sat on the hard pew of the chapel, safe between my mother and youngest son, hearing the sounds of Duncan’s colleagues clearing their throats, sniffling into tissues. Then I returned to my memories.


The first night we met, I told Duncan, “I separated from my husband only two months ago.”


“I separated from my wife six months ago” Duncan replied. “You know, you can look on it as a gift.” He handed me his business card. “Call me and I can lend you some books. They’ve really helped me.”


Was that a line? It was much too early to think about dating, but Duncan seemed so much older than I was. Maybe he did just think of me as someone he could help. Why not? We both worked in downtown Calgary for oil companies—I could call him and we could meet for lunch.


Bob continued, “Duncan would not settle for a declining convalescence. He charged forward into the depths of darkness—trying again and again to pierce the armor of death. He loved life. He loved Karen with a burning passion; he loved Greg with a patient hope that a father has for a son who has great potential. Wise, incisive, generous, warm, full of praise. How easy it is to give Duncan warm praise! Thank you, Duncan.”


Bob finished his thoughtful admiration of Duncan, his friend, and stepped away from the podium.


My mind concentrated on the chapel and the colleagues, friends, and family who had gathered for this last good-bye, as the doors behind the podium opened and the coffin moved on a conveyor belt into the space behind the doors. The doors shut. Tears formed in my eyes and ran down my cheeks. It was true, then. He was gone, to be reduced to ashes.
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The sandwiches and tea were served in our garden. I was glad I’d had the small pond dug at the edge of the stone patio at the beginning of the summer. I’d always wanted a pond. The yellow marsh marigolds and purple water irises were at their peak. The flowering almond tree we’d planted was no longer in bloom, but the leaves were full and dark green. The arbor in the corner of the garden was hung with baskets of pink fuschias and partially covered by clematis and night-flowering jasmine. I often came out in the evenings to sit on the wooden bench in its shadow.


The dark pink star lilies Duncan and I had planted the previous autumn were in bloom, and I’d filled the pots on the patio with pale pink, yellow, and mauve annuals. He’d never liked to spend much time outdoors, and had only agreed to help me plant the lilies in hopes that I would appreciate his effort to mend the rips in our marriage. I had appreciated the help, but there’d been too many tears for even the most beautiful flowers to heal.


I sat on my garden patio and talked and drank tea with a couple Duncan had known from their graduate days at Case Western in Cleveland. They thanked me for spending so much time with them, but, in fact, I couldn’t bear doing a round of well-meaning small talk with all the guests. I felt the weight of loss crushing me, and the need to grasp at air so I wouldn’t faint. I was hiding in plain sight.


After the last guest left, I laid the small dark casket, ashes inside, on the fireplace hearth, along with the two framed pictures from the funeral, and surrounded them all with bouquets of flowers. A shrine.


At last, it was over. Finished. The lid closed on that part of my life. I was free.


Of course, at the time, I didn’t realize that chains are not broken that easily. The handcuffs were not gone. I couldn’t see then that it would take years before I could walk away a free woman, released from what Duncan and I started all those years ago.





The Beginning



In Calgary, Canada, seventeen and a half years before his funeral, I phoned Duncan after our first meeting to arrange a lunch date. Before we could meet, however, he called me and asked me out for a Friday night movie and a meal, dinner at his townhouse.


That Friday, he cooked chicken with an almond coating and a side of spaghetti with tomato sauce. I later found out it was one of the few dishes he could make, but that night I was impressed. Over dinner, he explained he was already seeing someone but was angry because she was in Montreal with another man. I wilted at the thought that I might be just a revenge date. Duncan told me that a friend of his, also divorced, wanted a “main squeeze” and the freedom to see other women, so that was what he wanted too. “I was married a long time and now I want to have some fun.”


I can’t say that Duncan forced himself on me, exactly. But it was clear he wanted sex, with little romance. He chided me for my hesitancy, my naiveté. That should have been the first warning sign, but I was still so numb from all the years of criticism and public put-downs from Joe, I just tucked it away, both noting it and ignoring it.


“I’m a very intense person,” he said as I dressed the next morning. I was not really sure what he meant—then.


I have already said that Duncan was handsome; he was twice mistaken for Burt Reynolds. He ate Middle Eastern food, the names of which I could barely pronounce. And he told me he was bisexual. I was too inexperienced to see what the implication of that even was, so to me, it didn’t pose a problem. In the summer he wore tight T-shirts, shorts, and small neckerchiefs tied at the side of his neck. He was attractive, intelligent, and transparent in a way I had never encountered before. He had a PhD in organizational psychology, an executive position at an oil company, and a love of opera, especially Caruso or Maria Callas singing Puccini, Donizetti, or Verdi. On Saturdays he did tai chi and on Sunday nights attended a poetry and drama group.


After my husband Joe left, it was clear I couldn’t pay the mortgage on our house on my own. The boys and I moved to a fourplex I could just barely afford, hoping that in time he would start to pay the child support he’d promised. I had to sell my reliable Datsun because I couldn’t afford the hundred-dollar monthly payment, so I drove a gigantic old clunker, named Miss Piggy by her previous owner, a single mother who’d moved from Calgary to Toronto after meeting the man of her dreams.


Each morning began in the same way. Miss Piggy would only start after I opened the hood, took off the large air filter, and used a screw driver to hold the carburetor open while I ran to start the ignition—with my sons, by now four and six, squirming in the back seat. When my mechanical efforts didn’t work, I had to bundle the boys into a cross-town bus that connected with another bus in the center of Calgary, then walk them over to the day care, from which my oldest son went to school—a detour that ensured I was late for work most days. After our separation, Joe almost immediately started dating a woman whose children were at the same day care center, so our boys saw their dad when he dropped off the other woman’s children in the mornings. For many months, it was the only time they did see him.


In some ways, it was a relief to meet Duncan. The lukewarm sexual response I’d had to the father of my children left me wondering if I was just naturally frigid. Unresponsive. Was it any wonder he went to others? But when he did, I froze more. It had never occurred to me that I could be different with another man. Someone who wore black shirts with black ties, a riverboat gambler, Bat Masterson and Palladin all rolled into one. Duncan. My lover, my savior, my erotic fascination. Who, the more I got to know him, excited my imagination. Who rang me late at night for phone sex. Despite telling me he just wanted fun and casual dating relationships, Duncan wanted me by his side, to be his muse, to share his life, to be what he wanted in a woman.


And, in some ways, he brought out the best in me. One night after we’d attended a lecture given by two personal development gurus, Duncan turned to me to ask, “Well, what did you think?”


I gave my opinion of the talk and threw some comments out for him to consider. “I get that these men are a bit avant-garde, but does that make them relationship experts? They dress alike in matching black outfits and say they have an open relationship, yet they have to be present before either of them can have a sexual relationship with someone of the opposite sex. I don’t get it.”


I was shocked as I listened to myself talk. In my marriage to Joe, I’d never been asked my opinion, except about what we should eat for dinner or what color we should paint the living room.


“Wow, I didn’t know you could think like that,” Duncan said admiringly.


Shocked, I mumbled, “Neither did I.”
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In very short order, he loomed too large in my life. I did feel swamped with my life, my work, and my children and I needed help—but not necessarily Duncan’s kind of help. Usually he wanted to educate me, rescue me, have sex with me, and dress me in black sequined outfits, but sometimes he surprised me. One evening he phoned just as I walked in from work. “Can I come over? I have something for you.”


He showed up at my door with the perfect gift for a mother of two with a full-time job: a portable dishwasher.


Despite his stated desire to have fun as a single man, Duncan told me his fantasies of marrying again, to someone young enough to have at least six children. On his bedroom wall was a reproduction antique portrait of a man who married at age sixty and had ten children. This didn’t appeal to me, and yet after that I looked into having my tubal sterilization reversed. My doctor said it wasn’t possible, and I was grateful for that—but unhappy that I was letting Duncan and my doctor dictate what I already knew: two children were enough for me. Why couldn’t I just say that?


One evening I was at home, my boys asleep in their beds. I wanted to be alone, so I’d taken my phone off the hook. Reading in bed, I heard a knock at my window. I opened the curtain. It was Duncan. He had tried to phone but couldn’t reach me. I let him in.


My friends’ reactions were definitive.


“Why would you just be at his beck and call?”


“Why does he have access to you whenever he wants?”


“What if you had a visitor there already?”


“Get rid of him.”
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About six months into our relationship, we drove to Lake Louise for the day. I was feeling very hemmed in by Duncan and wanted to either end the relationship or at least cool things off.


“I don’t want to continue seeing you. I don’t think I’m ready for a relationship.” I mumbled my words fearfully, nervous that Duncan wouldn’t listen to me. We walked on in the snow.


He darkened. “No, wait. I understand. I’m ready to commit. I want to be with you.”


My stomach churned. I didn’t want to be spoken for, committed, or controlled less than a year out of my marriage to Joe. But I answered, “Oh, all right then.”


I didn’t realize until many years later, after we’d moved to England, that my reactions were not based on logic or rational thinking. I was afraid—afraid that I was always wrong, guilty even, if I wanted what was best for me. This feeling was so much a part of me that it was simply my normal state; I was full of a frantic desire to do what someone else wanted me to do so I wouldn’t be “wrong.”


I’d always tried to be a good girl—valedictorian of my high school class, anxious to remain stain-free so I could go to communion at Sunday Mass, a person who did the things I was asked to do by my parents, teachers, and priest. I argued with people who wanted to rule my life, but I always gave in. So on the outside I looked strong, sometimes even difficult—but the truth was, I was easily led. Like my mother, I knew my own mind, but had no strength to oppose those who were more forceful than I was, and this had led me to make some bad decisions in the past. Now, with Duncan, I had the feeling that I was going to do the wrong thing again.


Despite all my misgivings about Duncan, I knew I fulfilled his fantasies and I liked that. Taller than him, slim and dark-haired, I could look stunning in a skin-tight red satin gown, standing quietly at the side of a crowded party with a glass of champagne in my hand. An attractive image was part of my shield against the world.


I wanted to be like my father’s mother. A professional woman, she wore mink and diamonds, drank vodka martinis, and smoked cigarettes in jeweled cigarette holders held by fingers dipped in scarlet nail polish. So different from my mother, whose sense of hurt and defeat were summed up in a story she told me many times about meeting an old school acquaintance when I was a baby. This woman looked into my carriage admiringly and asked, “How did you ever have such a good-looking baby?” I could see Mom shrink every time she repeated this story.


It didn’t seem to matter that she’d been such a talented figure skater that she was offered a place in the Ice Capades. “Too far from home,” she explained. Her goal was marriage, a nice home and children. When she found out after my birth that she could have no more children, she and my father adopted my sister and brother to give her the perfect family she desired.


Duncan joked that people would see us and assume there could only be two reasons I was with him: his money or his large manhood—and they knew he didn’t have a secret fortune. Of course, this comment reflected badly both on his sense of self-worth and his understanding of my values. However, there was some truth to his statement. I was very vulnerable as a single mother, struggling, a geological technician not earning enough to give my boys the life they deserved, and Duncan’s executive salary offered a solution to my money problems.


Putting up boundaries with Duncan was difficult. He phoned me at work one day and I picked up the phone quickly, in the middle of scanning a document.


“Sorry, Duncan, I don’t have time to talk.”


He raised his voice in complaint. I apologized again and hung up. He phoned again, and continued to argue. I hung the phone up. He rang again, yelling this time. I left the phone off the hook. The phone protested. You can’t take company phones off the hook. I picked up the receiver and immediately hung it up. He rang again, and again, and again. I ran to the washroom. Three telephone messages were on my desk when I returned. The phone rang again. Defeated, I sat down. With tears running down my face, I spoke with him, whispering, my back to my colleagues. He stopped complaining when he got what he wanted. Another warning sign that I ignored.


Duncan had started therapy when his marriage broke up to help him sort through his feelings. His ex-wife Vera attended several sessions as well. When I felt I needed someone to talk with, Duncan recommended Megan, the same therapist he and his wife had gone to. During my appointment with her, she warned me that Duncan had caused his wife’s main problem—her alcoholism—or had at least contributed to it. I stiffened, rejecting this. My father was an alcoholic and I was not prepared to accept that other family members could have been responsible for his problem, so I dismissed her words.


Was I avoiding the truth?
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Duncan had an incredible energy and appetite for life. I had never met anyone who wanted me like he did. I liked the feeling that someone needed me in his life so badly he would risk baring his faults to me, as Duncan did when he behaved in a demanding way, and soon I craved that feeling. He was passionate about life and, when he got what he wanted, romantic and attentive.


He was a smoldering-eyed, take-charge bad boy, but I sensed an even darker side as he dressed me up and showed me off. I was caught in a web of sexual and intellectual attraction. I tried to ignore the drawers and bags full of Playboy and Hustler, though I did ask him to keep them out of sight when my sons visited his home.


The first summer I knew him, we took a short vacation to the States. We stopped in a town in northern Washington State that had one main street, dusty sidewalks, a single gas station, a tired-looking general store—and an adult store. We parked the car and he turned to me.


“I’m going in. If you don’t feel comfortable, you can wait in the car.”


I followed him inside, relieved that no one looked my way when we entered. I tried not to look at the covers of the magazines. Tried not to breathe. There was a tawdriness in the air that I didn’t want to have inside me. Duncan moved around the shelves and studied the magazines displayed on the walls. He spied a door at the back of the store and seemed to know where it led. He lowered his voice and said he wanted to watch films in the back cubicles.


A short hallway was lined with a row of doorways, each covered by a curtain. He brushed one aside to reveal a tiny room. I looked twice at the soiled cushion before I sat down very slowly, trying to rest the least possible amount of my bottom on it while he put quarters into a machine. Through a glass window he watched video clips. When the film stopped mid-action, he had to feed more quarters into the machine. When he’d seen enough, we left the shop, and I could breathe again.
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From the time we met, Duncan dropped hints into our conversations. He’d done some swinging. He’d put an ad in a swinger’s magazine. Nowadays, when people want to have different kinds of sexual adventures, they look on the Internet, but back then they purchased local magazines in porn shops. Through these magazine ads, Duncan had met at least two women who’d become his swinging partners—not girlfriends—and he’d done this while still married. He said he’d gone out when his wife was too drunk to talk. He rationalized that he’d been lonely and needed human contact, but hadn’t wanted to end his marriage. Sexual exploration had been his solution. But if that were the real reason for the sexual adventures, why did he want to continue exploring now that he was with me? I could see myself slipping down a slope, falling into the mud below where my shoes were getting stuck so I couldn’t get back up.


A conference Duncan was attending in New York City gave him the opportunity he wanted to introduce me to the swinging scene. He arranged my flight from Calgary to New York, met me at JFK Airport with red roses, and whisked me off to Broadway that evening to see Raul Julia starring in Nine. He got front-row seats for Evita, as well as tickets to Dream Girls, and made a reservation in SoHo for us to hear live jazz. At a tiny, expensive restaurant, I tapped my spoon on the hard caramel topping of crème brûlée for the first time. For a girl who’d grown up in the country, this was exotic.


One evening we met up with an old friend of Duncan’s, a management consultant who worked in New York for the same oil company as he did. Giorgio was handsome and charming—and flamboyantly gay. Duncan asked if he would take us to a well-known gay nightclub. Giorgio looked astonished and whispered to him, “You can’t take Karen there.” Duncan looked disappointed that we wouldn’t be going.


Back at the brownstone bed and breakfast just off Central Park, where we were staying, Duncan said he wanted to go to a swinger’s club called Plato’s Retreat. I had never heard of it and had no idea it was famous. We walked along West 34th, a street lined with warehouses, and went into a door that was painted black with a large “509” in gold on the outside. The club had a dance floor, sauna rooms, and a swimming pool with waterfalls. I later learned that during its heyday, in the ’70s, Plato’s Retreat was considered the world’s most infamous sex club, popular with celebrities, porn stars, and well-to-do couples looking for a quick fix for their stalled libidos. There were separate rooms for people wanting to find others to hook up with. A couple asked Duncan and I to party and Duncan turned them down. I breathed a sigh of relief. In another room, a man started to put his hand on my back. Duncan told him to stop and, turning to me, said, “Can we leave?”


I relaxed. Duncan liked the fantasy of this club, not the reality. But an image flashed through my mind as we left the club. Dangerously, I was floating along like flotsam in a stream, letting someone else decide what I was going to do, when I already knew what I felt.


When we were back in the brownstone B&B, Duncan observed me closely and said, in a very serious tone, “You’re so normal.”
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When we returned home to Calgary, Duncan still wanted to find couples that would swing with us. Each time he contacted someone and they refused, I counted myself lucky that I had escaped.


I was caught like a fish. Suspended on a line over the water of everything my family, church, and upbringing had taught me to avoid. Dangling in the murkiness of my own confusion about who I was and what was driving me. Years of not being seen or protected in my family and the hopelessness of my first marriage cemented what was already part of me: an overwhelming sadness at feeling that I always do the wrong thing.





Farther Down the Rabbit Hole



One year after Duncan and I met, in February 1983, my sons and I moved into his modern townhouse condominium with a corner fireplace and mezzanine over the living room. We positioned my burgundy velvet love seats on either side of his stone fireplace. My restored and refinished oak table, given to me by my great uncle, took up the center of his dining area, flanked by my antique pressed-back chairs. We moved Duncan’s table with the loose legs and peeling paint out into the garage. I persuaded him to take down his pictures of suffering, Christ-like faces, give them back to his ex-wife, and put up some of my colorful, inspiring paintings instead. I wanted my sons to be surrounded by good art. My furniture and his space came together, but there were some large wrinkles to iron out.


When we moved in, Duncan agreed to get rid of his pornography. He loaded garbage bag after garbage bag into the trunk of his car and drove them to a dumpster in an industrial site to dispose of them. He asked if I was comfortable with him keeping one pocketbook-sized magazine, and I said I was. He kept it in the drawer of his night table where I found it after he passed away fifteen years later.


The day after we moved in together was Valentine’s Day. As soon as my boys went to bed that night, I decorated the fireplace with candles and chocolate hearts. I waited and waited. Duncan came home at about 11:00 p.m.


“Where have you been?” I asked, disappointment in my voice.


“I told you we had Marilyn Ferguson as guest speaker today at work. She asked me to go to dinner with her.” Duncan couldn’t resist the lure of famous people.


“It’s Valentine’s Day.” Hurt and angry, I stomped off, then stopped on the stairs and turned back to say, “I’m going to bed.”


What had I done by moving in with Duncan? I’d already moved twice since the end of my marriage. I didn’t want to disrupt my boys again. I needed help.
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I went to see Megan, the therapist, again. I explained to her that I felt trapped. I was afraid of Duncan’s anger and persistence. I told her about him wanting to swap with another couple and that Duncan wanted to continue looking for someone to do this with. I never wanted to do it, but I’d made myself dependent on him. I was afraid that if I opened any discussion with him, it would turn into a shouting match—something for which he had unlimited energy.
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