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Dedication

I dedicate this book to you. 

Thank you for taking time to pick it up, 
to read it, and to think about how 

it can help you in your life.
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Disclaimer

This book is filled with imperfections. You might notice many ways 
in which it could have been written better. Maybe my grammar is 
off; or my sentence structure is incorrect; perhaps I even dangled a 
participle here or there.

It is simply a book that comes from my heart. 

It is real and imperfect…just like life.
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You are constantly telling yourself a story; about yourself, about 
others, about what’s possible in your life. You may not realize it, but 
a narrative is occurring in your mind, every moment of every day. 
That narrative influences what you notice, how you interpret what 
you notice, and what you do based on that interpretation.

This book is about how to choose a story that works for you, rather 
than continuing to live one that might be working against you. 
You do not need to believe a story that was either given to you by 
someone else, or that was created due to circumstances from your 
past. You can decide to write any story you want.

Here’s some of my story and how I did exactly that.
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Begin

The Latimer Family, 1967
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Begin

“Me too.” 

That’s what my mom called me when I was little. I was the third of 
four children born to Helen and Gerry Latimer in a tiny mining 
community in northern Canada. With two older siblings close 
to my age, I frequently exclaimed that I, too, wanted to—go to 
the movies, walk to the candy store, play outside after dark—you 
name it, I wanted to be part of it too! I am sure I was the bane of 
my siblings’ existences. They were uber-cool to me, though, and I 
wanted to be cool like them. I wanted to be “in.” I did not want to 
miss anything.

I did not feel very cool. At all. I spent most of my childhood feeling 
like everyone else had it all together, and I was the only one who 
was making it up (mostly, badly). 

My younger brother, Devin, was four years younger than me. That 
meant he was truly the baby of the family and I was the proverbial 
middle child. Never was my lot more pronounced than when the 
family ventured out in our 1969 station wagon for the long drive 
to Saskatchewan to visit relatives during the summer. Any guesses 
who got stuck sitting on the bump in the middle of the back seat? 
Devin lounged in the front seat while my mom fed him grapes 
(literally), and Desi and Dene vied for maximum room by elbowing 
me while I balanced in the middle. 

I do not recall feeling very good about myself as a youngster. I am 
sure I had my moments. I don’t think I was a sad child, I just wasn’t 
very confident or sure of myself.

One vivid memory (several, actually) occurred around sports. Track 
and field day featured all grades in our K-12 school in Lynn Lake, 
Manitoba, celebrating the pending summer vacation by participat-
ing in a day filled with athletic events that mostly caused pain and 
embarrassment to kids like me.
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One day in Grade 5, I ran home for lunch and told my mom how I 
was feeling bad that I had no ribbons, while other kids seemed to 
be drowning in their 1st, 2nd and 3rd place ribbons. This likely tore 
at my mom’s heart; she was about as athletic as her daughter. By the 
time I returned to school after lunch, I was wearing an assortment 
of home-made ribbons pinned to my T-shirt. Years later, I wondered 
what the teachers and older kids thought of my ribbons. I don’t 
remember outward ridicule; I just remember feeling good. Other 
kids had ribbons. Well, now I could say, “Me too!”

Mom was that kind of mom. She had heart. She could be strict 
when she needed to, but mostly she wanted to help us all to live a 
full, happy life.

Dad was a gentle giant. He worked a lot, leaving mom to do most 
of the parenting. He was present, though, at pivotal times—times 
that really told us who he was. One morning when I was 16 or so, I 
sat over the toilet trying to expel what was causing me great misery 
after a night of drinking bubbly wine (does anyone remember Baby 
Duck?). Dad was getting up for work and noticed I wasn’t feeling 
well. He came into the bathroom and rubbed my back. When things 
calmed down he told me to get some rest so I could get over the ‘flu’ 
more quickly. I don’t know if dad knew what was really going on 
at the time (as a parent now, I am pretty sure he did) but he never 
mentioned a thing about it again. He didn’t tell mom and he didn’t 
punish me. Dad was cool. He loved kids. A couple of years later 
when we moved to Leaf Rapids, we would watch dad chatting with 
the neighborhood kids who gathered around him as he barbecued 
in the back yard. He’d get them involved in a quick game of ‘pick 
up the rocks,’ and he’d reward each handful of rocks with a slice of 
wiener or a hunk of cheese. 

We were past being enticed into doing much for a wiener or a hunk 
of cheese, so dad used to have us fill a wheelbarrow full of rocks 
before we could go out on a Friday night. We’d complain, but we 
always had a little smile on our faces. We had to love his creativity at 
getting those rocks off the lawn before he set out to do the mowing.
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Our lives were filled with fun times, lots of family around, and two 
loving parents who showed how much they believed in us and cared 
about us on a regular basis. As we grew up, we siblings became 
very close. I considered – and still consider – Dene, Desiree and 
Devin to be good friends. Sure, we scrapped when we were young. 
But, the good times, the times of connection and camaraderie, far 
outweighed the hassles of siblinghood!

One day when I was in Grade 11, dad sat me down at the kitchen 
table. He and mom wanted to talk to me about leaving home for 
Grade 12. My parents wanted me to be able to experience a school 
in a larger city. The quality of education in the North was question-
able at times back in those days, and mom and dad thought this 
might help to prepare me for university or college life. When dad 
suggested the University of Winnipeg Collegiate, I was excited and 
a little afraid. A part of me was thinking, “Me too…I want to go 
away and experience something new,” and another part of me was 
filled with fear. 

As word got out to some of my friends and acquaintances in town, 
some were supportive and congratulatory and many were not. I 
recall one friend saying she highly doubted I’d be able to meet the 
educational challenges at The Collegiate. It was, after all, designed 
to prepare students for the rigors of university life. The year was a 
shorter year, like university, and the academic demands were high. 
Plus, she and others said, I would likely not be able to survive being 
away from my family. Many people had left the North, only to return 
within a month or two, feeling homesick and too lonely to stay away. 

“Well, not me!” I thought. Rather than being dissuaded by those 
comments, I felt propelled even more to accept the opportunity 
presented to me and to excel at it. I decided I was going to prove 
them wrong. I was going to be successful, and that was that.

Dad took me to Winnipeg to get me settled into Sparling Hall, the 
residence at the University of Winnipeg. Not only was this my first 
time away from home, it was my first time sharing a room with a 
complete stranger. And, I was 16.
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A few days before classes started, a note slid under my door in the 
dorm. I had been waiting to meet my new roommate, but she hadn’t 
arrived yet. The note was about a volleyball practice happening in 
the gym. I had noted on my application that I played volleyball 
at my previous high school, so the coach of The Collegiate team 
invited me to try out.

I arrived at the practice, and it was my first confirmation that I was 
indeed different than everyone else there. I showed up in the same 
attire I wore playing for the Leaf Rapids high school team—a T-shirt, 
cut-off jean shorts, and bare feet. Yes, bare feet. 

The coach immediately informed me that I needed to go shopping!

A few days later was the first day of school. All I knew was that I 
was to go to the main floor of Wesley Hall for Orientation. I arrived 
just before the 9 a.m. time requested.

I was overwhelmed. I had never seen so many beautiful people in 
one place in my entire life. Hundreds of students packed the main 
floor. Many of them seemed to know each other. And, they looked 
really good! They were flanked in the latest fashions, and everything 
from their hair to their shoes caused me to stare. I was envious. I 
wished that I, too, had a friendly face in this enormous hall. I wished 
that I, too, had the confidence they all seemed to have. I wished that 
I, too, had some style. 

I stood against a wall and stared at my feet. 

Once we were split into various classrooms, we were informed that 
we were going to complete an IQ test. I do not recall what I was 
thinking at first, but whatever it was turned to anxiety pretty quickly. 
What a nightmare! Out of the corner of my eye, I could see other 
students turning pages and filling in answer boxes, meanwhile I 
was struggling to comprehend many of the questions. I was so glad 
when the invigilator said that time was up . . . although I did worry 
about how well I did.
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The next day my roommate arrived. She seemed very nice and 
settled into her half of our tiny room. Maybe things were looking 
up, I thought.

Another note slid under my door. This time, it was a request to 
meet with the dean.

Dean Vanderstoel was a thin man, and he sat across from the biggest 
desk I had ever seen. He asked me what I thought of the IQ test. 

“It was okay,” I said, not really knowing what to say. 

Dean Vanderstoel told me my performance on the test was so poor 
that he was worried I might not be able to be successful completing 
the demanding Grade 12 curriculum. I wanted to cry. 

“I can’t go home. I can’t prove them all right. I can’t fail,” I thought.
 
The dean told me he believed that if I developed good study habits, 
and asked for help when I needed it, that I would do just fine at The 
Collegiate. I told him, “Me, too!” 

So that is what I did. I studied and studied and studied and I sought 
out extra help whenever it was made available to me. 

I graduated the next April with a “Student of Distinction” honour on 
my Grade 12 diploma. I was proud of myself. When I went back to 
Leaf Rapids to work for the summer, I noticed that something had 
changed. I realized shortly after that what had changed was me. I 
was a different person from the girl who left eight months before. 
That experience changed me. While I was sad that my relationships 
with my northern friends were not the same, I was glad that I had 
the experience away from home. Now I just had to figure out what 
to do with the rest of my life!

Over the summer months, I decided to pursue a lab technology 
course at Kelsey Institute of Technology in Saskatoon. To this day 
I have no idea why I chose that program—the sight of body fluids 
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makes me weak at the knees! I did, however, have a bit of a crush 
on my high school science teacher, so that might have been part of 
the motivation. The course started in January of 1979, and I was 
enjoying being able to spend time at home and work while I saved 
up for college. 
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STRATEGY

LEARNING: Develop an attitude of “Me too.” Look for 
what you want and move TOWARD that. When you are 
moving TOWARD what you want, you will not be fixated 
on (magnifying, reinforcing) what you don’t want.                      

Answer these two questions; “Who Are You and What 
Do You Want?” 

When you answer the first question, “Who Are You?” 
think about what words you would like others to use to 
describe you when you are not there. That perspective 
gives you great insight into your core values, and into 
what really has meaning for you in your life. 

When you answer the second question, “What Do You 
Want?” think about what you want to attract into your life. 
What experiences, people, connections, and opportunities 
do you want to be a part of your life? What would you 
like to say when you are describing your life to someone 
who doesn’t know you? 
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Lose

Helen and Gerry, 1978
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Lose

“Gerry, wake up!” 

My mom’s voice awoke me with a start. It was 3 a.m. on New Year’s 
Eve in 1978. We’d only been in bed for an hour or so. Dad’s brother 
Ron and their mom, our Grandma Latimer, were joining us in Leaf 
Rapids for the New Year’s Eve ball that evening.

I ran down the hall to mom and dad’s room. I could hear a slapping 
sound, but it did not register what it could be. I’ll never forget the 
image I saw when I rounded the corner to peer inside. Ron stood 
over my dad who he had pulled to a sitting position on the bed. 
Ron was slapping dad in the face trying to wake him up, while 
mom yelled hysterically. 

“Oh, my God! Gerry, wake up!” 

Dad sat there, his eyes were shut, and his head was tilted to one side. 
He wasn’t responding to Ron’s slaps or mom’s cries. I remember 
that he looked very peaceful. He looked like he was still sleeping. 
I knew, of course, that he was not.

Living in the North certainly had its challenges, and health care and 
emergency services were among them. We called for an ambulance 
and got a recording. We called again. And again. After 30 minutes—
while our neighbour, whom we summoned earlier to help because 
she was a nurse, continued to give Dad CPR—the ambulance driver 
walked to our house. Yes, I said walked. He asked if someone could 
give him a ride to the ambulance station. “What??” we thought, but 
without hesitation my older brother jumped into our car and drove 
the gentleman to the ambulance station. 

The ambulance was frozen solid and took what seemed like forever 
to start. Once it did, the driver headed to our house. By now, 55 min-
utes had passed since mom woke up to the sound of dad gasping.
 
I remember being huddled in the living room. The ambulance driver 
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arrived and I can still feel the -40 C wind blow into our house as he 
and my brother lugged the stretcher in. A few minutes later they 
brought dad out from the bedroom. I couldn’t look. I was afraid to 
see him that way. The attendant looked lost. He then told us that 
his oxygen tank was empty (I guess the last volunteer ambulance 
attendant forgot to get it filled). Mom and Dene left with the ambu-
lance. The rest of us stayed behind and waited.

Two hours later, mom and Dene came home. Mom looked at us 
and said, “He’s gone.” 

I remember hearing screams and heart-wrenching sobbing. My 
younger brother, Devin (just 14 at the time), was hysterical. He said 
he wanted to run away. I hugged him and said. “Me too.”

Dad died of a massive coronary. I knew instantly that life would 
never be the same.

I decided to forgo college and stay behind to help mom get back on 
her feet. I got a job at Sherritt Gordon Mines Ltd. in the personnel 
department. Dad had worked with Sherritt for most of his career, 
and was the pit superintendent when he died. I know his senior 
position had a lot to do with me getting this job.

Shortly after I started work, I had a chance to clean out dad’s office. 
Among all of his papers, I found letters he had written to various 
universities over the years. He really wanted to pursue an engineer-
ing degree, and distant education was not as common in those days 
as it is now. Reading those letters and talking to some of dad’s friends 
after he passed, I came to understand that dad was extremely stressed 
in his job. I remember thinking that it was such a shame that dad 
died before he was able to achieve his dream, and that he was taken 
from his family far too early (he was just 45).

Then, over the next year or so working at the mine, I encountered 
many people who seemed very unhappy with their jobs. 

“Why would people spend so much of their lives doing something 
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they disliked so much?” I thought. 

It was over that year I decided I was going to do what I could to 
help people find meaning in work, to be happy at work, and to be 
able to have work be about making a living, not a dying. Work, I 
thought, does not have to be a four-letter word!

In the fall of 1980, mom relocated to Winnipeg to get Devin into 
a high school there and to begin to more mindfully move on with 
her life after dad.

I headed off to the University of Lethbridge to pursue my bachelor 
of management degree. 
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LEARNING: Turn adversity into fuel for positivity. 
When you are challenged by something that happens in 
your life, look for what you’d like to create that will make 
a positive impact in the world.                   

Use the A.C.T. Strategy. Accept your current reality, 
Choose a vision of what you want to create, and Take 
action to move TOWARD your vision. 

When you use this strategy, don’t miss a step. Write it out 
(or say it out loud—to yourself or to a friend).

I accept  . . .  (state the negative situation). 
 
“I accept that my father passed away far too early.”

I choose . . . (What do you want to move TOWARD? 
What do you want to create?).

“I choose to be part of creating a world in which people 
can be happy and healthy at work.”

I will . . . (What action will you take that will help you 
move toward your vision?).

“I will learn as much as I can about how to help create 
healthy workplaces; apply for positions that allow me to 
influence work culture; and seek opportunities to teach 
what I learn to others on a regular basis.”

STRATEGY
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Learn

University Graduation, 1984
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Learn

Shortly after arriving at the U of L, I noticed the same familiar 
feeling I had at The Collegiate. I felt like a bit of a fish out of water. 
Everyone seemed to know a ton of people. Except me. And my 
friend Karen. I was so grateful to know at least one person. For the 
next four years, we were inseparable. 

Just like at The Collegiate, I had to study hard to be successful. Most 
of my nights were spent at home on my typewriter, on the phone 
with Karen discussing statistics class, or in the library doing research. 

I didn’t have a social life. Although Karen and I went out from time 
to time to a university pub, we generally left alone and ended up 
at a late night eatery where we indulged in a pizza and a bit of self-
deprecation about what losers we were. I remember attending a few 
socials and the odd party, where I spent most of the time against a 
wall, staring at my feet.

I wanted to do well in university. It was important to me. It was 
important because I was still hearing the voices of doubt from the 
people up north. I had to prove them wrong. I had to prove myself 
right.

It wasn’t easy. I was not one of those blessed people who seemed 
to just get it. I had to study. I had to work at it. I remember, in my 
second year, I had to complete a course in basic computer program-
ming. Well, it sure didn’t seem basic to me.

Not only had I never seen a computer before I went to university, I 
had absolutely no idea how they worked. 

One of our assignments involved writing a program to make reser-
vations on an airplane. We had to write the code to show the avail-
able seats, and to change seats from available to not available when 
someone booked them. To some people, especially today, this might 
seems like a simple task. Not so much for me. I spent many nights in 
the computer lab writing and re-writing my program. And crying.
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One evening, after a very long time in the lab literally pulling my 
hair out, I talked to my mom on the phone. I told her I was strug-
gling and wasn’t sure I was ever going to get it. Mom said a few 
encouraging things, and then she followed up with a letter. I don’t 
know if I ever told her how much her letters meant to me, but they 
made a huge difference to my energy and perseverance. She always 
said things that made me smile . . . “Things will get better,” “This 
too shall pass,” “Even Einstein failed math!!”

University was when I was first exposed to psychology. I loved 
it. I was immediately attracted to the study of human behaviour. 
I thought it was a subject that would be very useful to a human 
resource professional. One class in third year was called “Personal-
ity.” I did very well in the class and was asked to be a tutor for the 
next semester’s new students. I was honoured. I felt right at home. 
I instantly knew that I had a desire, and maybe even some talent, 
for helping others.

I had to work during university, and was lucky to get a job in Stu-
dent Services right on campus. The staff was great and I think they 
appreciated my strong work ethic. They were mostly academics; 
people I admired.

One night we had a staff party, and a game of charades ensued. 
The topic was book titles. I started to sweat as it got closer to my 
turn; I barely recognized any of the titles. Everyone else seemed to 
be familiar with the titles. I was very quiet. Finally, when it was my 
turn I drew the slip of paper from the bowl. It said, “Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern are Dead.” I stared at the slip of paper. How on 
earth was I going to act this out? Was I even reading English? 

I felt like the 10-year-old with homemade ribbons, like the oddball 
staring at her feet in the main hall at The Collegiate, and like the 
pathetic loser stuck in the computer lab until all hours of the night, 
crying over a machine that just would not work!

I was mortified. I joked my way through trying to spell out the 
title. Of course, time ran out and I got to sit down, thankfully. That 
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experience was not an uncommon one for me in university; I often 
felt like everyone else was a lot smarter, more informed, and more 
interesting than me.

I graduated four years later with a bachelor of management degree 
with a major (they called it a “concentration” at that university) 
in human resource management. I was determined to change the 
world! I had learned about great academics, about revolutionary 
leaders, about inspiring people who had made positive, transforma-
tive changes in the world of work. And, I thought, so will I.
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LEARNING: Turn the doubts of others into fuel for 
success. Did others judge you? Did they set limits on you? 
Show them (and yourself) that they are wrong.                  

Focus on a positive outcome.

Use this set of questions to help you specify your outcome 
and get clarity on what might be getting in your way (as 
well as getting some ideas about how to go about achiev-
ing it). Answer the questions in order. Give yourself some 
time to answer. Either write your own answers down, or 
ask a friend to read the questions out to you and record 
your responses (in writing or on a recording device).

What specifically do you want? (If not stated positively, 
ask again)

How will you know when you have reached the outcome? 
(What will you see, hear, and feel that will indicate that 
you have reached the outcome?)

How will an observer be able to detect that you have 
reached the outcome? (What will they see? What will they 
hear?)

What will having this outcome do for you?

STRATEGY
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What stops you from having it now? What else stops you? 
What else? (Keep asking until there are no more responses)

What are you willing to do in order to get your outcome?

What are you willing to stop doing (something that you 
have been doing that has prevented you from having your 
outcome) in order to get your outcome?
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Leap  

Sweet Kelly, 1986
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Leap

It was a cold winter night in December of 1984. Having recently 
graduated, I was grateful to have landed a job at NovAtel Com-
munications, a start-up telecommunications company, as a human 
resource generalist. It was an exciting time. I was part of growing 
the company from five employees (when I signed on) to more than 
200. I was 23 and enjoying life, especially the part about having an 
income! 

My friend and roommate, Karen, and I headed out to a local bar. 
Late in the evening I noticed a gorgeous blond across the room. I 
was smitten. As the evening rolled on, we were clearly checking 
each other out and we made our way closer to each other. The short 
time we hung out that night convinced me how much I wanted to 
see him again. Not only was he physically beautiful, he was funny 
and really, really nice. His name was Kelly.

I was leaving in a few days for Manitoba to spend the holidays with 
my family. Kelly and I exchanged phone numbers and decided to 
get together when I got back.

When I returned from my trip, we went on a date and we fell 
instantly in lust and, I think, in love. We could not seem to get 
enough of each other. 
 
For the next year our relationship flourished. We had great friends, 
went to tons of parties, and enjoyed just being together. We could 
barely keep our hands off each other. Since I had a roommate, we 
spent a lot of time at his place laughing, talking, eating, and making 
love. It was glorious. 
 
Kelly was not fulfilled in his job working for a plumbing company. 
He needed to have a career—one that he enjoyed and could build a 
life doing. We had started to talk about a future together. Kelly found, 
applied for, and was accepted into a program in Calgary in which 
he could become a sound technician. He was a talented drummer, 
and his true desire was to work in the music business.
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He moved to Calgary, and lived with his older brother and family 
while he went to school. It was hard on him, and we found the 
distance was putting a strain on our relationship. We decided that 
I would move to Calgary. I got a job in employee relations at the 
Energy Resources Conservation Board, and away I went. We moved 
in together so he could finish school and I could make sure the bills 
were paid.

We decided we wanted to get married. We got engaged at Christmas 
of 1986 and started planning a July, 1987 wedding. Every now and 
then we would wonder if we should wait until he was done school, 
but that quickly was brushed away by our love for each other and 
our desire to build a life together.

The wedding was beautiful and we were supremely happy. Being 
married just brought us even closer.

The recording training ended. And then the reality of employment 
set in. Kelly looked long and hard and could find nothing in this 
field. The agency where he took the training had promised help with 
securing employment, but that promise quickly dissolved once Kelly 
tried to take them up on it.

Six months later, we knew it was time to do something else. Kelly’s 
other area of interest was radiology.  With his mom being a nurse, 
and he being such a kind and caring guy, health care was a good fit.

He had to complete a few high school classes before he could be 
accepted into the radiology program, and he started a part-time job 
at an oil company to help with our expenses while he finished his 
entrance requirements.

Those first few months of marriage were wonderful even though 
times were financially a bit strained. We had a habit of leaving each 
other notes every day.
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I looked forward to coming home each day and seeing what note 
might be waiting for me.  Often they were short poems and the like; 
they always brought a smile and a warm glow.

Some were longer, starting a chain of equally long responses . . .

And others shorter, followed by quick-witted come-backs . . . 

Der
I am so glad you 
married me.
I love you.
See you tonight.
Love, Kel 
(yer husband)

Kelly
How did I get 
so lucky to 
meet you. 
Love ya tons!
Hugs, Deri 
(yer wife)

Deri is my beautiful wife

She’s sweet and kind and is the love of 
my life

No matter what, she makes me smile

Especially ‘cuz she has such great style 
(I mean, she married ME, right!!!!)

Check out my handsome hubby, Kelly

He rocks even though his feet are smelly!
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One day, eight months into our marriage, I arrived home from work 
to find this note:

I stared at it. Then I re-read it as I was sure I was missing something. 
Suddenly, I was fearful. I looked out our apartment window, and 
Kelly’s car was gone. I looked in the laundry room and his work 
clothes were still there; he did not go to his part-time job that day.  

I started to panic. I ran outside and searched the parking lot for his 
car. I came back upstairs and read the note again and again. I looked 
all over our very small apartment, thinking I might see him or at 
least find a clue about what was going on.

I waited, thinking he would call or come back. When I heard nothing 
by 7 p.m., I called his older brother Gary. I asked if he had seen or 
heard from Kelly. I read him the note. He became very concerned. 
Kelly and I knew very few people in Calgary, so Gary and I didn’t 
even know where to start looking for him.

I did not sleep all that night. I called in to work and spoke with my 
manager. I was distraught and she knew it. I told her as much as I 
knew, and said I would not be in to work. She said she would come 
over that night and help me drive around and see if we could find 
Kelly’s car.

We drove around and realized just how big Calgary really was. I was 

Der

I wish you never met me.

I’m a drug addict.

I can’t control my life any more.

Please forgive me.

I love you.

Kel



32  

a mess. I just couldn’t understand how we could be in the honey-
moon of our relationship and he would leave a note like that. My 
boss’s husband came along for the drive. 

He said, “Imagine how hard it is for him, out there all alone and in 
obvious distress.”
 
It was the first moment I began to think something horrible might 
have happened to Kelly.

That night I called my family and mostly cried. My sister Desiree 
said she would come the next day.

After that, I called all the hospitals—he wasn’t in any of them. I also 
called a help hotline. I read Kelly’s note to the hotline attendant. 

“Do you think he did something bad?” 

I couldn’t bring myself to say the “S” word. She said all the right 
things to me. 

“Let’s not assume anything.  He might just need to get away for a 
while. He does not sound suicidal. Call the police.”

I remember looking out the window of my apartment, wondering 
where he was. I looked at all the cars going by, all of the people going 
to work, and I wondered how the world could go on like normal 
when mine was in crisis.

When my sister arrived, we called the police. An officer came by 
to take our report and told us that since Kelly was an adult, he had 
a right—under the law—to disappear. He told us that if Kelly was 
found, they could tell us he was okay, but not tell us where he was 
if he didn’t want to be found.  

I remember being perplexed by that. I mean, I wanted to talk to him 
and tell him that no matter what he was going through, we could 
get him help and that things would get better. Of course, I mostly 
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wanted to know that he was okay; even if they couldn’t tell us where 
he was, I would welcome just hearing that he was okay. 

During the next few days, my sister did her best to keep me fed, 
watered, and occupied. I stayed stuck to the phone. I couldn’t stand 
the radio or TV on—no noise whatsoever. I just wanted to listen 
for Kelly’s voice, the sound of his key in the door, the sound of him 
phoning me to say he was coming home.

During this time, my sister started searching our apartment for 
clues. She found some. In one of Kelly’s jackets were a bunch of 
white pills—the symbol indicated they were codeine. He had been 
addicted to morphine after a motorcycle accident before I knew 
him, and he’d just had a small operation to repair a bowel obstruc-
tion (a remnant from his motorcycle accident surgery) and he was 
prescribed codeine for pain. Why, we wondered, did he have loose 
codeine pills in his pocket?

Then she found in one of Kelly’s school binders a page that went 
something like this:

I was frozen. Like the note he left for me days before, I felt like I was 
reading something from a movie, not from my life. And definitely 
not the kind of note I expected from Kelly. Go out with a bang? 
Kelly hated guns. I remember when we first met, he told me about 
his dad taking him and his brothers hunting when they were young. 
He said he could still remember looking at a deer down the barrel 
of his gun, and hoping it would run away. It seemed to physically 
hurt him to even talk about it, all these years later. Kelly would not 
say “go out with a bang!”

Booze 
Money
Hotel
Flight
Go out with a bang!
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On day five, we finally left the apartment. I didn’t want to leave the 
phone—even for a minute. My sister said it would be good for us 
to get out of the apartment, even for an hour or so. She bought me 
an answering machine and she recorded the message. 

“Kelly, if this is you, please let us know that you are okay.”

We found a coffee shop nearby and went in. In the corner there was 
a person reading tea leaves. We arranged for a reading. We told her 
about Kelly. 

“I think he’s gone somewhere that he knows, maybe from his child-
hood. I feel that he is okay. He just needs some space,” she said.

I wanted so bad to believe that. We’d already had people looking 
around Pincher Creek (the town where he grew up) and asking to 
see if anyone saw him.

Desi convinced me to go out again on day seven, just for an hour or 
so. I could not stand to be away from our apartment. I was hardly 
eating, drinking, or showering.

When we got home that day, the answering machine was blinking. 
It was Kelly’s sister-in-law on the message. 

“Desi, give me a call.”  

I thought it was strange that she asked for Desi.  Desi dialed, and 
this is what I heard:

“Hi, it’s Desi.” Her eyes widened. “WHAAAAAT????!!!!!” 

Then Desi looked at me and started to stand up and move away 
from me.

“Oh my god,” she said. “When? Where?”

I started screaming.
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Kelly was found in his father’s trailer in Pincher Creek. No one 
thought to look inside because Walter’s car was there (people in 
Pincher Creek didn’t know Walter had given Kelly the car to use 
for getting back and forth to school). When someone finally talked 
to Kelly’s brother and told him the car was there, Gary told them to 
break in and look around, as that car was the missing one.

Kelly’s childhood friend found him. He had been dead for a week.
  
The best we could determine after the fact was that Kelly drove to his 
dad’s trailer that very first day he went missing. His dad had been in 
Calgary visiting Gary, and when he heard that Kelly was missing, he 
decided to stay in the city until we found him. It looked like Kelly 
had a drink of whiskey, and he wrote another note. 

 

He then went into his father’s bedroom, sat on the floor, inserted 
one of his father’s shotguns into his mouth, and pulled the trigger.

I think I screamed for hours. My sister had been talking to an old 
friend in Calgary who lost his young wife in a car accident a year 
before. She called him and asked if he might come over to talk to me. 
He came over and suggested I might get some help with sleep from 
the emergency room. He drove us there and I got a prescription.

Desi called the family, and everyone started making arrangements 

To my wife, mother, father, brothers, 
family and friends,
I am so scared right now.
I want you to know that I am sorry.
I can’t go on.
I hope that you will forgive me.
I love you all.
Love Kelly
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to come to Calgary. Kelly’s family worked with mine to make funeral 
arrangements. I was useless. I did not function very well for several 
days. Mostly, I cried.

Before the funeral, the police officer we had been working with to 
find Kelly dropped in to my apartment. My sister told him I had 
been taken to the emergency room when I heard the news about 
Kelly, and the ER doctor gave me a prescription for sleeping pills. 
The next day the officer returned and took me into the bathroom. 
He told me to flush the pills down the drain. He said I could easily 
become addicted and it was best not to start using this as a crutch. 
He said even though I was upset right then, I would be okay and 
would be able to fall asleep on my own eventually. 
 
That day the officer took me for a ride (away from my apartment 
and the family that was gathered there). He was empathic, and he 
also gave me a great pep talk. He said to be careful and to look after 
myself. He said that sometimes when there is a suicide; it can lead 
to other suicides in a family. He asked if I was suicidal. I said I was 
not. He said, still, I should talk to a professional after an experience 
like this.

He took me to the police station and I met with someone from 
victim services. I remember the officer staying there with me while 
the victim services person asked me a few questions. He was sort of 
like a father figure; he really seemed to care about me. He drove me 
home and wished me well (along with saying some other positive 
words about how I was going to be okay, I was young, and I would 
be able to move past this).

The days following the news of Kelly’s death are a bit of a fog. I 
remember my family arriving over the next couple of days. Mom 
arrived from Winnipeg and Dene and his family came from Ontario. 
Devin was travelling overseas, and word was sent to him about 
what happened.

As plans for the funeral began to take shape, someone called my 
employer to check on life insurance. It turns out, and this is really 



37  

interesting given that I worked in human resources at the time, I 
had no life insurance for Kelly. Although we were married, I had 
not made an adjustment to my benefit coverage. With us only being 
eight months in to it, I guess it slipped my mind. I mean, don’t we all 
think “that’ll never happen to me” when we are young?  I certainly 
had not considered that I would be a widow at 27.

Widow.  I could hardly think about that word, let alone say it. I 
did not see it relating to me at all. Those early days were extremely 
uncomfortable for me (another reason I am glad I did not still have 
the sleeping pills). I felt a constant state of angst and panic. Discom-
fort is the best way to describe it. Shame is what it was.

Word started to get out that Kelly had died. Extended family and 
friends started to call, all horrified, of course, that a young newlywed 
was dead. When the first call came, the person left a message on the 
machine looking for a call back. I remember breaking down and 
shuffling around in my chair.
 
“What is it?” my mother asked. 

It was hard for me to articulate. I did not want anyone to know that 
Kelly took his own life. I tried to express that. My mom somehow 
knew. 

“No problem,” she said, wanting to spare me any more pain. “We 
will tell them it was an accident.” 
 
That worked only temporarily (none of us was thinking this 
through). Questions started to come. “How did it happen?” “Was it 
a car accident?” “Where did it happen?” I honestly do not know how 
my family handled those calls. It must have been horrible for them. 
I believe they started screening calls, except for a few exceptions.

The funeral took place in Lethbridge. Again, I do not remember 
much about it. I just cried non-stop. I still had the uncomfortable 
feeling, combined with an overall sense of numbness. Numb dis-
comfort. Numb pain.  
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I heard the pastor say some things, most of which meant nothing 
to me. She had little to say about Kelly, other than that he was 
young. Of course, none of us were in much shape to give her any 
detailed information about him. Plus, we were certainly not in a 
place of being able to say we were celebrating his life. There was no 
celebrating at this funeral.

After the service, we drove to Waterton National Park, a favourite 
spot of Kelly’s. We stopped our cars at a high spot in the mountains. 
We had decided to sprinkle Kelly’s ashes there.

Kelly’s brother had picked up the ashes and they were in his car 
for the drive. I remember when we all assembled in our spots to 
sprinkle the ashes, Gary opened his trunk to get them. And there, 
in a plastic bag, was what was left of Kelly. It looked like remnants 
from a campfire—burned wood and, I guess, Kelly’s body. I wanted 
to run away, to wake up from this nightmare, to go to sleep to avoid 
it. Again, that uncomfortable feeling ignited.

Devin, who had made his way back to Canada just after the service, 
drove me and mom back to Winnipeg. On the 12-hour drive, I lay 
across the back seat of my ’79 Dodge Charger the entire way. When 
we stopped along the way, I tried to eat and could not swallow. 
 
Once in Winnipeg, I started to feel a bit better. I talked constantly 
to my family—Devin in particular as he also was staying with mom. 
I started to feel stronger. I decided to quit my job in Calgary (they 
had provided me with a leave of absence) and stay in Winnipeg. 
I sold everything I owned (which wasn’t much) and left Alberta.

I couldn’t get my mind around Kelly choosing to shoot himself. He 
was the gentlest person I’d ever met. Devin and I sat up for many 
nights that spring, speculating that perhaps this was not a suicide. 
Maybe someone did this to him? Maybe he was involved in drugs in 
a big way and someone made him write those notes, and ultimately 
pull the trigger. We even made a trip to the police detachment in 
Pincher Creek to share our theory. The officer looked at us blankly. 
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“It was a suicide,” he said. “If you want to see the pictures I will 
show you.”  

We declined.  That was enough of a rude awakening for us to realize 
that we were just searching for some kind of explanation that made 
more sense to us—more sense than Kelly making the conscious 
choice to die.

I started searching for work.  Each day I would get dressed up and 
drop my resume off for jobs that were advertised in the Winnipeg 
Free Press. I had interviews, and a series of two with MAST (Mani-
toba Association of School Trustees) looked promising. I was not 
even sure I wanted the job as it was a part of human resources that 
was not my most favorite, but I knew that I wanted—no, needed—
work. I needed something else to focus on in my life. And I knew 
I needed to move on. When MAST called me to say that they had 
selected another candidate, I felt a sense of dread wash over me. 
What now? Will I ever find work? After a short time, I literally 
picked myself up (from where I had slumped on the floor) and 
focused on what I needed to do to carry on. I knew I did not want 
my mom to come home and find me in a ball on the floor. I had to 
get up. I had to carry on.

A few days later, I got a call from Northern Telecom Canada Ltd. 
I set up an interview for the next day. I was more than 40 minutes 
early. I parked and sat in my car staring at the building. I thought 
it was beautiful. 

“I wonder, will this be the right fit for me?” 

The interview went very well. I truly connected with the interviewer, 
Doraine Empson, the lovely, kind, generous person who would be 
my manager.
  
A couple of days later the phone rang. It was Doraine offering me the 
job. I will never forget that day. I believe that call from Doraine saved 
my life. I often thought about that over the years as I made phone 
calls—affirmative and negative—to candidates applying for jobs at 
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my place of employment. Maybe they were feeling like me that day.

Over the next few weeks, I tried to get information on suicide. It was 
dismal in all respects. In 1988, there really was nothing available in 
bookstores or libraries. I called some organizations that listed suicide 
counselling in their services area, but mostly I found that I was being 
referred to support groups. No way was I signing up to go talk to a 
bunch of strangers about how my husband had just killed himself.

Working at Northern Telecom brought focus, direction, and friends 
into my life. It also brought a benefits package that included an 
employee assistance program. I noticed that the EAP provided for 
some sessions with a psychologist. I knew that I wanted to feel better 
overall. I also knew that I did not want whatever the discomfort was 
that I was feeling still at that time, to be with me for my whole life. 
I wanted to figure it out.

I made an appointment with Dr. Maurice. I wanted to make sure it 
was truly confidential. I knew the service itself was as I worked in 
HR and knew that we did not receive information about who was 
using the service. I also wanted to make sure that no one would 
see me going to his office. Dr. Maurice said it was very discreet—I 
would arrive at one door to a small waiting room. Patients leaving 
would head out another door. So, there was no chance of bumping 
into anyone.

That was important to me. I wanted to figure this all out and I didn’t 
want anyone to know that I needed help doing it.

Well, it was another cry-fest shortly after we got through the simple 
small talk. I could hardly get out the words to tell him how ashamed 
I was that my husband committed suicide. He wanted to die. He 
wanted to be out of this world, away from me. He chose this. How 
horrible was I that he could not stand to be with me? What was 
wrong with me? How come I did not know something was wrong? 
What was wrong with me? 

As I talked and talked, I realized that I was also ashamed about being 
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ashamed. Who was I to be so worried about myself when beautiful, 
gentle Kelly was dead? What a horrible, mean, self-centred person 
I must be? Maybe I really am an evil person that Kelly had to get 
away from.

Dr. Maurice let me talk. Then, he started to ask questions. He asked 
about my family, and my upbringing. Quickly Dr. Maurice seemed 
to see a link between why I was struggling with so much shame (and 
shame about my shame) and my life growing up in a small town in 
northern Manitoba.

In Lynn Lake and Leaf Rapids, everyone knew everyone. And, 
everyone knew everyone’s business. And everyone talked about, 
judged, and critiqued everyone else. I remember it really irritating 
my mom. And it mattered to her. Because she knew all eyes were 
on us, she was extra diligent about us “looking good.” The message 
was pretty loud and clear that we had better watch our behaviour 
because “what would the neighbours say” if they saw us coming in 
late from a party, or behaving like hooligans out and about town.

I had not realized how ingrained that was in me until my meetings 
with Dr. Maurice. I cared—a lot—what people thought of me. It had 
been trained into me. And, I did NOT want people to judge me; for 
seeking professional help, for marrying someone who chose death 
over life, or for being ashamed of someone who was so sad that he 
chose death over life . . . with me.
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LEARNING: Never regret choices you made, even when 
they don’t turn out positively. Look for what you can 
learn from every experience—about yourself and about 
life in general.              

Practice Self-compassion: 

Sit quietly. Place your hand over your heart. Express com-
passion to yourself as you might to someone else. You 
could say something like, “This is a difficult time right 
now. I am doing the best I can.”

Treat yourself as you might treat someone else in your 
life who is experiencing something tragic. Be gentle with 
yourself.

STRATEGY
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Choose

Marrying Randy, 1993
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Choose

I continued to be desperate for answers. I found only one book at 
the time that helped me: Why am I afraid to tell you who I am?  by 
John Powell. I read it at least 20 times. It was sub-titled, “Insights on 
self-awareness, personal growth and interpersonal communication.” 
Little did I know at the time, this book contributed significantly to 
how I decided to live my life and craft my career.

I decided that honesty was my prime value moving forward. I 
wanted to be completely honest with myself and others around 
me, and I wanted people in my life to afford me the same respect. 
Kelly hid something from me. I still to this day do not know exactly 
what that was. But, I want to make sure I do everything I can to be 
open, authentic, transparent and real in all of my relationships—for 
better or worse.

At about the same time as my discovery of this wonderful book, 
which I still have, my new senior manager asked me out for lunch. 
Doraine was my direct manager and Bob was her manager. We 
chatted about my time at university in Lethbridge, and about the 
jobs I had held since graduating. He mentioned that he knew I was a 
recent widow, and offered his condolences. Then he said something 
that still rings in my ears. 

“I envy you,” he said. 

I stared back at him blankly. I could not imagine how my position 
was at all enviable. I felt like a vacuous being, devoid of feeling—
hollow, really. 

“You know Deri, you—having been through this horrific experience 
so early in life—have been given an opportunity. The opportunity 
is one that often only comes on one’s deathbed or near the end of 
life. You have been given the chance to decide what kind of life you 
want to live. To purposefully choose what you want to do, how, and 
with whom. That sort of wisdom often only comes with age, when 
many of us look back on our lives and wonder, ‘What if . . . ?’ You 
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get the benefit of that now, at the age of 27. Don’t let it go to waste.”

It took me a few days to process what he said. He envied me? Really? 
I’d trade places with a lot of other people, or turn back the clock 
several months if I could right now. But I knew that was not possible 
and I kept hearing Bob’s words repeated in my mind. 

Then I decided he was right. I was going to turn this devastating 
experience into something good. I did not know how I would do 
that exactly, but I knew it started with me and my attitude. I knew it 
started with smiling, being nice to people, doing good work, making 
new friends, and being authentic. 
 
Randy was a manager on the production floor at Northern Telecom. 
The first summer I worked there, I spent a lot of time with all the 
managers who were hiring upwards of 10 staff per week.  When I first 
arrived in Randy’s office to go over resumes and set up interviews, 
he asked me to have a seat. He then engaged in small talk. The usual 
questions about where I was from, what brought me to Winnipeg, 
and how long I had been in the city came up quickly. We covered 
the small talk gamut for a good part of that first meeting. I instantly 
liked him. I could sense his kindness and genuineness immediately.    

We started getting together for casual dinners and movies, and 
I found myself smiling—laughing even—often in his company. I 
wanted to spend time with this man. He was a good man, I could 
tell. Very early on, when it seemed like our friendship was turning 
into a relationship, I told him about Kelly. I remember being so 
worried about telling him. I worried that he would judge me, that 
I’d never hear from him again, that he would tell everyone else and 
it would be akin to me wearing a scarlet letter (W for widow, and 
M for mean person whose husband couldn’t even talk to her, but 
chose to die instead). 

“What a terrible thing to have to go through,” he said. 

His response was congruent with the great person I had come to 
know. There was no judgment, just compassion. No condemnation, 
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just empathy. I felt so good that night. I am not sure that Randy 
knows just how much his response to me, really meant. It was my 
salvation.

We decided to get married. It was 1993 and we knew we both wanted 
to start a life together, and to start a family. I was over the moon 
with happiness. 
 
Our wedding was understated, untraditional, and super fun! We 
made the event all about our families and our friends as they were 
the most important elements in our lives. We were very much in 
sync and I could not wait to begin my life with Randy.
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LEARNING: Stay open to what might be right in front 
of you. Forgive yourself. Choose to trust.              

Let it Go

Record your negative thoughts on a piece of paper. Bring 
forth all of the internal dialogue that is haunting you. 
Write down every negative thought you have ever had 
about yourself.

Take that paper and burn it or tear it into tiny pieces. As 
you do, say, “Let it go” to yourself.

When you notice a whisper of one of those negative 
thoughts return, say, “Let it go” to yourself. 

Repeat this process as often as required, to rid yourself 
of the negative thoughts that can haunt you.

STRATEGY
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Bounce

Ali and Max, 2006
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Bounce

One of the things Dr. Maurice mentioned was that one day I might 
want to destroy what I had left of Kelly. He mentioned that, for 
some people and in some circumstances, getting rid of those items 
that bore strong memories could help with being able to move on.  

I knew I wanted to move on. I wanted to look ahead. I knew that 
Kelly would always be a part of me. Out of respect for Randy and 
his feelings, as well as my desire to move on, I took out the items I 
still had of my time with Kelly. I had his beloved drumsticks, a few 
personal notes he had written to me (including his final one), and a 
ton of photos (including our wedding). I decided it was best to get 
rid of it all. One Sunday morning, I looked at it all for one last time.

Randy and I honeymooned in Greece, and within a week or two of 
our return I found out I was pregnant. I was ecstatic! 

“You see, Deri?” the little voice in my head assured me. “You can 
have a happy life. You can move on.”

Ali was born on June 3, 1994. How is one ever the same after giving 
birth to a child? When the doctor laid her on my chest and said, “It’s 
a girl!” I experienced a combination of astonishment, amazement, 
and pure sweet love. Astonishment because all the way through the 
pregnancy, I was not convinced that I actually had a baby in there; 
amazement because after all the time taking classes and preparing 
for labour and delivery, there it was—over; and pure sweet love 
because I looked at her as pure innocence and I sincerely hoped I 
would be able to raise this child to be a happy, loving, engaged, and 
productive human being—that and the fact she was just simply the 
most adorable thing I had ever laid eyes on.

Life was good. We had tons of friends who were also having kids, 
and we loved being parents. We got the fantastic news that we were 
expecting again in 1997.

Max arrived in March, to a spectacular snowstorm in Winnipeg. 
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We did not care. He was perfect, and Ali was the typical helper as 
an almost three-year-old. Like I had experienced with Ali, I was in 
awe of this beautiful baby boy I had been blessed to parent. 

I loved—and still love—being a mother. Our lives were filled with 
lots of laughs, great friends, and work that we loved to do. I worked 
very little when the kids were young, mostly teaching at night at the 
University of Winnipeg. I wanted to be there and have all of those 
early childhood memories right along with them. I had listened 
when the women at Northern Telecom would talk (before I had 
children) about how they wished they had spent more time with 
their kids. I listened. Like my senior manager, Bob, said, I had an 
opportunity to be more awake, present, and thoughtful in my life. 
And I believe, for the most part, I was.

In 2005 I had just co-authored a book with a number of other pro-
fessional speakers in Canada, and I was invited to be interviewed 
on the radio. I asked the host what she might ask me. 

“Oh, general questions about your life: what you do, why you do 
what you do, and a bit about the new book.” 

I was excited and terrified. Was this the moment? Was this the 
time when I would tell everyone what really happened to me? I 
had never—to that point—shared my story about Kelly with any-
one other than very close friends. I’d never shared it in a work-like 
setting. And yet, as I prepared for the interview, I realized it had 
everything to do with why I do what I do, why I believe what I 
believe, and why I live as I live.

Then I realized something. Ali and Max don’t know. They don’t 
know their mom was married before their father. They don’t know 
their mother’s first husband died by suicide. Since the moment Ali 
was born, I knew this day would come and I wondered how I would 
handle it and what I would say.  
 
Although I had two weeks to prepare for the show, I chose to tell 
Ali and Max the night before. I was hyperventilating. They were 
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in bed, and as was our tradition, I was heading to their rooms to 
read and tuck. I went into Ali’s room and asked Max to join us. Ali 
was already in bed and reading a book. Max positioned himself 
on the end of her twin bed. I kneeled on the floor, eye level to Ali’s 
reclined eyes, with Max’s lower stature making us about even too. 
We bantered a bit. Then Ali, always the keen observer, looked at 
me. She knew something was up. 

“I have something to tell you guys,” I said. “There is something about 
me that you don’t know.” 

Ali rested her book on her chest and put her hand on the arm I had 
draped lengthwise on her bed as I leaned in.  

“A long time ago, before I met dad, I met and married another man.”

“Really? What’s his name?” came the first question. “Well, where is 
he?” came the second.

“His name was Kelly and, sadly, he passed away.” I said.

Ali’s arm-rubbing was getting stronger, and both she and Max kept 
their eyes fixed on me.

“Oh…how did he die, mom?” 

It all seemed to be going very quickly. My heart was palpitating and 
my breath was short and quick. I felt kind of dizzy.

“Unfortunately, he took his own life,” I said.

There, it was out.

“Oh…” said Max.

I could see that they were both taking it all in.

“Why would he do that, mom?” asked Max. The curiosity of a child, 
asking a very logical question to which there is no logical answer.
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“I really don’t know. He must have been very sad or confused at the 
time. He had a lot of people in his life who loved him and would 
have helped him. We did not know that he was struggling until it 
was too late to help him.”

“Oh…’ Max reflected.

“That is why I am always talking to you guys about how important it 
is to be open and honest with important people in your lives. Don’t 
keep things inside. When things seem to be bad; always know that 
they will turn around and get better soon. And, getting things out 
is far better than keeping things inside”.

“Oh, okay,” said Max.

Ali had been perfectly still the entire time. Finally she spoke. I’ll 
never forget what she said.

“Are you okay, mom?”

“Yes, dear. I am okay. Especially because I have you two and dad 
in my life.”

That was it. We hugged and chatted a little more, but really, that was 
it. I realized something very important that night.

People who care about me just care. They just love me and want 
me to be okay. They don’t judge me. They don’t think I am an awful 
person. They just care about me. I realized that this secret I’d been 
carrying all these years was much scarier and more horrible because 
I had not shared it more fully. I had even more resolve to do some 
good in the world because of it.

Lo and behold, this did not come up on the radio show. I did not 
share the story of Kelly that day. 

Life went on, and it was many years before the time came for it to 
come out in a big way.
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LEARNING: People who love you just love you. That is 
all. So, if you are a kid and you feel like your parents are 
being hard on you, remind yourself that they are coming 
from a place of love. If you are an adult and you think 
others are judging you, choose to believe that they are not 
(and if they are, they are not people you want to spend 
much time worrying about).

Appreciate Yourself

Think about all the roles/aspects of your life. Are you 
a Parent? Child? Partner? Spouse? Friend? Co-worker? 
Leader? Volunteer? Community Member?

Choose two or three from the above list. Write down your 
accomplishments in each of those roles or aspects of your 
life. What’s good? What have you added? What have you 
done, of which you are proud?

Read over your list. Read them to a friend. Congratulate 
yourself.

STRATEGY
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Answer

One of my favourite shots with Dene, 1993
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Answer

“There’s something wrong with Dene. He hasn’t been off the couch 
in days.” 

My sister-in-law’s call came in December of 2000, weeks before the 
holidays. She described how Dene came home from work three 
days before and told her he’d been demoted. I knew Dene was not 
happy with his boss and the way things were being managed in the 
mine. Dene often talked about what he observed to be disrespect 
for the guys he managed, and he believed the health and safety of 
those employees was regularly compromised. 

Apparently that day Dene and his manager had words and Dene—I 
later learned for the third or fourth time—said something like, “I’m 
not going to take this. Put me back on the tools.” (Apparently, ‘back 
on the tools’ is mining code for back to the trade. In Dene’s case, the 
trade was that of an electrician.) I guess on that day his manager had 
reached his limit. He said to Dene, “That’s what you want? You’ve 
got it. You are back on the tools.”

Dene told Debbie what happened, and then he lay on the couch. 
Three days later he was still there. 

“And he is just staring at the back of the couch. Not moving. Not 
eating,” Debbie said.
 
After several phone calls, Debbie coaxed Dene to the phone. He 
spoke in short statements and answered like he did not hear what 
I said.  

“Hey big brother, kind of a crappy day the other day, eh?” I said.

“Yah, I messed up,” he said.

“You’ve been saying for months you were unhappy in your job, 
Dene. Maybe this is a blessing in disguise.”
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“Yah.”

“Try not to look back and beat yourself up over this, Dene. If it is 
done, it is done. Look ahead and decide what you want.”

“I dunno.”

“Do you want your job back? Is that what you’re saying? If so, then 
take some time to prepare what you would like to say, and now that 
a few days have passed, you’ve both calmed down and might be able 
to sort this out,” I said.

“No, it’s done. I messed up.”

The conversation went on and on like this. I was trying to offer 
suggestions and support while listening and affirming, and Dene 
continued to blame himself for messing up.

Eventually Debbie talked Dene into going to the hospital emergency 
unit. After a short time, Dene was checked out and offered a pre-
scription for Paxil. Dene seemed to be doing well on the medication, 
and after a month or so he returned to work on the tools.  

The next year there were ups and downs with Dene. Sometimes he 
seemed okay when we talked on the phone. Other times he did not. 
I remember calling once, about 9 p.m., and for the fourth or fifth 
time, I detected a slur in his speech. 

“Have you been drinking, Dene? You seem to be slurring.” (Remem-
ber, my top value was transparency and honesty.) 
 
“No, I’m just tired,” he replied. 

That seemed logical. As I thought about it, Dene’s voice seemed to 
slur a lot—just a bit of a slur.  Even their voice machine message 
sounded like a slur. I figured it must just be the way he talked.

The summer of 2005 was particularly difficult. Dene decided to 
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take his oldest son, Michael, to Lynn Lake for a fishing trip, and he 
invited the other boys in the family to go. Randy and Carlos (Desi’s 
husband) joined the trip, as did a cousin of ours from Vancouver.

During this time, Dene was manic. At least, I think that’s the word 
to describe it. He was loud, joking, and very big in presence. He 
overtook the room when he entered. There was, however, what 
seemed to be an underlying anger.

I first noticed it when he talked about his job. He was still on the 
tools and quite clearly disliked it. He described how he was just 
putting in time, and how he didn’t care about his job at all. 

“It’s a pay cheque,” he said.  

While this may have seemed okay at first—he worked hard all his 
life and had a right, I suppose, to goof off a little—it just was not 
my brother. Dene always had an incredible work ethic. He cared 
and he wanted to contribute. This seemed very incongruent with 
the Dene I thought I knew.

When they all returned from the trip, they stopped for an overnight 
at our house. We sat at our dining room table one night—Dene, 
Michael (Dene’s son), Randy, and I. Dene was very loud and obnox-
ious. I inquired about how he was doing (with Paxil, with how he 
was feeling). As usual, he did not have much to say. 

“I’m fine,” he barked. 
 
I told him that he did not seem fine. I reflected back the aggression 
I was seeing. I asked if he was seeing his counsellor (according to 
Debbie, he was not). 

He said, “I don’t believe in that crap. I’m fine.” 
 
And so it went. The details are sketchy to me, but I know I was wor-
ried about him. I just hoped he would return to his old self soon.
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Between 2005 and 2011, Dene left the mine (that he detested so 
much) and started working for mining contractors overseas. He had 
mentioned years ago that he would always like to do that.  He seemed 
happy, spending time in Kyrgyzstan, Indonesia, and Nunavut. He 
was gone a lot, but I think it worked for him and Debbie who were 
now empty nesters.

The years passed, and then in 2011, Dene hit another wall. The call 
came from Debbie again.  She said Dene was in the hospital. When 
he arrived home from one of his trips, he seemed to be unable 
to function. He couldn’t sleep or eat. The final straw came when 
Debbie discovered a sign that Dene may have made an attempt to 
end his life.
 
This time Dene was transferred to Thunder Bay. It was a larger centre 
and had more resources available to help treat him. We all thought 
that now, finally, he would get the help that he needed to overcome 
this thing that was haunting him.

Dene was there for several weeks, and we were grateful for that. He 
had been in and out of hospital several times before; each time we 
believed he was not ready to be released. He still seemed unwell. 
Perhaps this time would make all the difference.

I was sure I could fix this. If I just learned enough, I could find the 
answer and we could all carry on with our lives. 

I decided to register for a class through the Canadian Mental Health 
Association called Mental Health Education for Families. It was 
both comforting and frightening to be in that class. It was my first 
exposure to any kind of course on mental health and I was very 
saddened to hear some of the other stories in the room. 

Stories like the one coming from Joe and Marnie, whose 27-year-
old son lived in their basement and barely engaged in life. Each 
night they left the course wondering if they would find him alive. 
Stories like the one from the 50-year-old gentleman, Jason, who 
talked about his brother’s struggle with mental illness that was so 
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severe, he still lived with his parents at age 47. Now that his parents 
were aging, Jason knew he would have to take over looking after 
his brother. And stories like Lesley’s, who found her sister Laurie 
hanging from a belt in her basement.

I came to the course looking for hope; I came looking for answers. 
How did this happen? What causes depression? How can it be pre-
vented? What can family do? Where are the success stories? What 
can I do to fix this for my family?

I soon realized there were no real answers. There was some informa-
tion that could be shared with family members, about spotting the 
onset of depression, about coping with the depressed person’s behav-
iour, and about accessing resources in the community. It became 
apparent in listening to everyone else in the room (most of whom 
had been dealing with their family member for a long time) that 
this was not a quick fix. And it was not an easy one.

Each week throughout this course, I passed along anything I learned 
to Debbie (and the rest of the family). In fact, I kept a steady stream 
of resources, information, and articles to help us all learn about this 
very frightening situation in our family. I recommended resources in 
Ontario that Debbie could access. I suggested she see a counsellor to 
sort out her own feelings, and I suggested the same to Dene’s sons. I 
knew they were confused about what was happening to their father, 
and I could only imagine that they were also frightened about what 
this could mean for them and their own mental health. 
 
I shared information about the positive impacts of mindfulness 
meditation. I had started practicing myself the year before, and 
the research on how it could help people with depression was very 
promising.

I decided to go one weekend and visit. I needed to see my brother. 
Plus, I knew I could be a support for Debbie. I had been spending 
hours on the phone with her since this happened, trying to provide 
support and encouragement for her. For a while she called me daily, 
sometimes multiple times a day. She was seriously struggling with 
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her own feelings of confusion, sadness, grief and, possibly, anger. 
 
My trip to Thunder Bay was difficult, but I remained hopeful about 
my brother. Dene seemed agitated and unfocused. He reported that 
he did not participate in any of the group therapy that he attended. 
He also said he not say much in his individual sessions with the 
psychiatrist. He said he didn’t believe in ‘that crap’. He didn’t think 
it would help. No matter how much we tried to encourage him, we 
got nowhere.

He seemed truly lost. And we felt helpless.

I brought along some of the exercises I use in workshops to shift 
thinking and adjust emotions. I thought they might help, and I 
was pleased to see that they matched the exercises the psychiatrists 
had provided for Dene. They included exercises on changing your 
thoughts and strategies on being grateful and giving back to others. 
They worked for me, the research I read said they worked for others 
(even those with depression), and they seemed congruent with a 
common practice for treating mental illness: cognitive behavioural 
therapy. 

We walked Dene through a couple of the exercises. He wrote what 
we encouraged him to write. But on his own, he just stared at the 
page. The thought “This is bull and it’s not going to work” seemed 
to overpower our encouraging words.

I knew Dene was thinking about Ernie. Ernie worked with Dene 
in the mine in northern Manitoba many years before. Dene talked 
about Ernie from time to time. 
 
“He’s got depression you know. It’s bad.”

I remember seeing Ernie once. In 2002 a bunch of us travelled to 
Lynn Lake to bury our dear grandmother Hazel who passed away 
at the ripe old age of 97. On our way back we stopped in Thompson 
for gas. At the gas station, Dene chatted with a couple also filling 
their tank. We didn’t know who the people were but we weren’t 
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surprised that Dene knew someone—he liked to chat with people 
and he knew a lot of people in the North. When he got back to the 
car, he told us it was Ernie and his wife to whom he was speaking. 

“How is he doing?” we asked. 

“Still not good,” Dene replied. 
 
We chatted a bit about it, as I recall. I noticed that Dene seemed 
affected by seeing Ernie. The next time I remember hearing about 
Ernie, it was when Dene told us that he had died. By suicide. 
 
“He couldn’t get over it,” Dene said. 
 
We all shared how sad it was that a man would want to end his life 
when he had a wife and family who loved him and wanted him well. 
Again, Dene seemed affected, as is expected for anyone hearing 
about a friend’s death. But at the time we all expressed our sympathy 
to him and our warm wishes for Ernie’s family, then we carried on.   

I don’t think Dene ever got Ernie out of his mind. So my last night 
in Thunder Bay, I asked the question I had been wondering. 

“Are you thinking that you are like Ernie, Dene?”  

“I don’t know.”

“You aren’t Ernie, Dene, and your destiny does not have to be the 
same as Ernie’s,” I told him. 

“I just don’t know what is going to happen,” was the familiar response.

I knew that I only had so much time with Dene face to face. I wanted 
to do what I could to make an impact. I begged him to reach out 
for help, to just start talking. I reminded him of how devastating 
Kelly’s death had been.  

“When you hurt, we hurt. Would you intentionally choose to hurt 
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your family?” I asked.  

“Of course not,” he said. 

“Then please get help and get better.”

“Ya, I know.”

I’ll admit that I both wanted to hug him and to slap him. I was both 
worried about him and really angry with him. I am not proud of 
those feelings, but they were real at the time. I could not understand 
why he was not getting the help that appeared to be right under 
his nose. 

The next morning before my flight, I went by the hospital to have 
coffee with Dene. I noticed that he seemed to be looking around, 
wondering who might see him there. “I don’t want anyone to know I 
am in here” he said. I realized in that moment that Dene was feeling 
exactly the same way I felt when I did not want anyone to know 
that Kelly died by suicide. He was experiencing shame. I knew that 
it wasn’t a good feeling. 
 
“Don’t worry about other people, Dene. You are not well right now 
and you are here to get better. This is no different than if you were 
here for heart disease or cancer. You have an illness, and you need 
help to treat it.”

Even as I said those words, I knew that our society was not quite at 
the point yet where mental illness was treated like any other illness. 
I knew that my brother was embarrassed. I knew that he worried 
that people would judge him. I had to admit to myself that I was 
still struggling with many of those thoughts and feelings myself.

I could tell nothing I said resonated with Dene. I wondered if the 
negative thoughts he was having were so deep that what anyone 
said to the contrary made no difference. Still, I had hope. I had to 
believe that Dene, like anyone else, was able to change. After all, 
without that belief, I would lose hope. And without hope, what’s left?
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Dene was released from the hospital, and soon after said he was 
going to head to a job in B.C..
  
“Are you sure, Dene? Perhaps take some time off.”  

“I am okay, and besides, I haven’t worked in months and I need to 
get back to work.”
  
Perhaps it will be best, I thought. Perhaps it will be good for him to 
focus on something else. 

When he was back home from completing his contract, Dene did 
not seem to participate in life. Debbie couldn’t even get him out 
for a walk. He just smoked. And drank. The calls from Debbie kept 
coming. Mostly there were about how angry and frustrated she was 
with Dene and his drinking.

We understood how she felt, and had similar feelings ourselves. 
Really, our emotions were a mix of fear, anger, and compassion; we 
all bounced from one to the other repeatedly.
 
Dene was hospitalized again. This time he received a diagnosis of 
depression with psychotic tendencies. It seemed very difficult to get 
information about what that meant. Debbie seemed unable to get 
high quality information from the hospital staff at all. Confiden-
tiality, we supposed, was the reason. While we can all appreciate 
that individuals have rights to confidentiality, we wondered about 
a family’s rights; what are they? We needed to know about Dene’s 
condition. Could he hurt himself? Could he hurt anyone else?

As had happened before, Dene was released in short order. He prom-
ised the doctors that he was not a danger to himself or others. After 
that things went back to normal for Dene. The new normal, that 
is. Dene rarely took part in family gatherings, and when he did, it 
seemed he was noticeably uncomfortable. 

Debbie and I talked on the phone a lot. The story seemed to be 
the same over and over. I’d offer what suggestions I could. It was 
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clear that things were not good in their home. They lived largely 
separate lives.

One call announced Dene was going to work on a job in B.C.. I was 
concerned. How could he work if he was drinking every day? He 
could kill someone. I also knew that I was not in control of any part 
of what happened. I expressed my concern but I knew Debbie just 
wanted him doing SOMETHING. Dene was on that job just a few 
days when Debbie tried to call him and could not reach him. She 
tried over and over in the next 24 hours. She was panic-stricken.  

You see, Dene and Debbie had talked on the phone every day since 
they first got together—every day for 33 years. Even when they lived 
in the same city, they touched base on the phone. Not being able 
to reach Dene, as had been their routine, was of great concern to 
Debbie, especially considering his mental state.

I tried to encourage her that maybe he was just away from his 
phone. We were all very worried, though. Dene was not himself. 
Desi called the mine and spoke to Dene’s boss. He said Dene left the 
day before because he told them his mom passed away. Our mom 
was comfortably living in Riverview Health Centre in Winnipeg. 
She has dementia and Dene had not seen her in more than two 
years. Hearing this, Debbie was in full panic.
  
“What have I done? Did I drive him to this? Was I too hard on him?”  

We did our best to reassure her. I remember this call came just 
before I was heading out to shoot a motivational video. I had to 
try to appear happy and energized when I knew my brother was 
missing and we all thought he was likely dead.

Dene arrived home the next day. He said that he just couldn’t stand 
to be at the mine. Debbie was glad he was okay, and she was angry 
that he would do this to her and to the whole family. He did not 
seem remorseful. As I look back and reflect, I now think he was 
likely not capable of feeling remorse at the time. 
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Dene returned to the pattern of drinking in the garage.

I decided to head to Collingwood for a visit. Debbie was talking 
about leaving Dene and I thought this might be my last shot at try-
ing to influence Dene to get help. I just could not believe this was 
happening to my brother.

Debbie told me the day before I arrived, that she would not be home 
when I got there. For the first time in my entire life, I was afraid to 
see my brother alone.

I walked up to the front door and rang the bell. I could hear Tia, 
the dog, in the background. My heart was pounding; I felt like I was 
meeting a complete – and somewhat scary – stranger. 

Dene opened the door.  

“Hello,” he said. 
 
“Hi Dene. I just wanted to make sure you were home before I got 
my stuff out of the car.” (I totally made that up. I knew he was home. 
He rarely left, according to Debbie. I just felt awkward and unsure 
of what to do. A part of me also hoped that he wasn’t home. That 
would be easier. I could then just wait until Debbie got back, and 
I would not have to make awkward conversation with a brother I 
felt I no longer knew.) 

“Do you need help?” Dene asked.  

“No thanks, I’ve got it.”

Dene came out and took my suitcase anyway. We chatted awkwardly 
about the drive and about the rental car I was driving.

Dene showed me to my room in their home, I took off my coat, and 
then went to the washroom. I was still killing some time. I didn’t 
know what to say to him. When I came out of the washroom Dene 
was in the living room watching golf. I joined him. We chatted about 



66  

Tiger Woods and about how nice it was in California or wherever 
the golf was taking place. I asked how Tiger was doing, who was 
winning, anything I could think of to kill some time.

Then I saw a vehicle pull up in the driveway. It was Michael, Krystal 
and their two kids. Yahoo!  A distraction had arrived. I ran outside to 
greet them. I am sure Dene was as happy as I was that someone else 
was there to fill the awkward space between us. You see, normally, 
when I saw my older brother, I would have run into his arms and 
given him a big kiss. He’d have said something really nice—which 
he always did—about how good it was to see me. I’d say the same 
and then we’d chat away about our families, and about what was 
going on in our lives. Now we seemed like strangers who couldn’t 
wait for our visit to be over.

After a fun visit with Michael and his family, Debbie and I started 
doing dishes and cleaning in the kitchen. Dene started picking up 
some of the kids toys. I was now feeling more comfortable and 
I knew I had to say something about the elephant in the room. 
I noticed all through the visit and over dinner, Dene was on the 
periphery. He seemed uncomfortable. He seemed to take himself 
out of the visit. At dinner Debbie mentioned a plan for the next day 
to go to a market. 

Michael asked Dene, “Are you going to make it, dad?” 

“Yeah,” Dene said.

The energy between them told a story. Debbie had shared that Dene 
rarely joined them anymore for family events or get-togethers of 
any kind.  

Drying a pot, I said “So, Dene, can you please tell me how you are 
doing?” 
 
“Well…okay I think.”  

“Really? Can you tell me more about that, because you do not seem 
okay to me,” I said. 
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“Well, I think I am doing okay,” Dene said, looking at Debbie.
  
“Dene, can you come over here for minute; I’d really like to talk to 
you.” 
 
Dene came over to the island where Debbie and I were finishing 
dishes. He could not really stand still, but walked around where we 
were, shuffling paper and seeming generally agitated.

“Dene, I am wondering why you will not see a counsellor. Can you 
please explain that to me?” I asked. 

“Well, I don’t think it makes any difference. I‘ve always thought that 
was all crap,” he said.  

I told him that everything I had read indicated that people with 
depression required more than just a prescription for medication; 
they need some counselling too.  

“I don’t understand why you won’t at least try to find a good counsel-
lor so you can find out why this keeps happening to you. Something 
is going on below the surface, and it will likely keep you down until 
you figure out what it is.”  

“Well . . .” was the typical response.

 “Can you help me understand, Dene? Will you at least try to go to 
counselling?” I asked.  

“Well…I don’t see that happening,” he said. 
 
“Hmmm, okay, so what you are saying is that you won’t try some-
thing that could dramatically change your life for the better? Is that 
what you are telling me?” I challenged. 

“Well . . .”

“Debbie told me she is on the verge of leaving you, Dene. I fear for 
your life if that happens.”
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“Me too,” he said. 
 
“Then please help me understand why you won’t try to help yourself. 
Sitting and drinking in the garage is not going to help you get better.”
  
“Well . . .” was all he could muster.  

And so it went. I felt like a broken record, saying so many of the same 
things I had said before to him. I could tell he was not convinced.

The next day we all went to a market. It was a beautiful day, and while 
he was a bit quiet and withdrawn, Dene came for the whole day. 
He seemed to try to engage and to be a part of our conversations. 
Debbie was so pleased. She said it was the best day she’d had in a 
long time. That night, Dene and Debbie and I talked a bit. While he 
was in the conversation, he was not very active in it.  

“Oh yeah,”  “Is that right?” and other one or two word responses were 
all I heard from Dene. At least he was there, though. And, although 
I was leaving the next day, I decided not to go over everything we 
went over the night before.

The next day I left early to drive back to Toronto. Debbie and I 
were up early and had breakfast. Debbie woke Dene (he had been 
in the habit of sleeping very late, likely due to the medication he 
was on which included sleeping pills) just before I left. Again, he 
seemed uncomfortable and not really there. He took my suitcase 
out to the car and he and Debbie stood there to say goodbye. As 
I hugged him, I started to cry. I felt I had lost him. He was just a 
shell of his former self. And I feared for him. It was like watching 
a train wreck about to happen, in slow motion, and not being able 
to do anything to stop it.

The drive back to Toronto was thoughtful. I wanted desperately to 
see my family and hug them all. I had only been gone 48 hours, yet 
I wanted them to know that I missed them and valued them.  

A few days after I arrived back from Collingwood, Debbie called. 
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She’d had enough. 

She asked Dene to leave.

He was in a hotel.

She gave me the phone number. 

The next day, I called Dene’s room. I knew he would answer if he 
was there, because unlike at home, he did not have caller ID and 
he might think it was Debbie calling – maybe with good news that 
he could go back home. (Dene had stopped answering the phone 
at their house many months before. And now, it seemed, the only 
person he wanted to talk to, was Debbie.)

Dene was bombed. His words were slurred and incoherent.  

“Dene. What’s happening, my brother?”  

“Oh, I’m just going out for a drive,” he said.  

I begged him not to drive. 
 
“Dene, you are intoxicated. Please, please, don’t get behind the wheel 
and drive. I am begging you. You need help, Dene. Seriously, is this 
how you want to live?”  

“Well . . .” was the typical refrain. “No, I want to go home, but Deb-
bie won’t let me.”  

I reminded Dene about how he ended up in this situation. “You 
need help. Please. And, please do not risk your life or anyone else’s 
by driving drunk.” 
 
“Okay, I won’t drive. I will wait till later,” he said.

I searched online for mental health intervention services. I had 
applied months before to Intervention Canada and left a desperate 
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plea for help. I heard nothing from them. My recent search landed 
me on a website from the U.S.. I left a note for them stating our 
situation with Dene. I got an instant response. My heart leapt with 
hope. I called the person who contacted me and I was the happiest 
I had been in a long time about my brother. They could help us. 
And they were available very soon to help.

Simultaneously, Debbie called us with a contact she had made at 
a Recovery Centre near Collingwood, that could also help Dene. 
Debbie arranged for someone from the centre to go to Dene’s hotel 
room. They would take him for detox in Toronto for a week, then 
to the Recovery Centre for 45 days.

Dene did not want to go, of course.  

“Why did you do this? Why are you doing this to me?” Dene asked 
Debbie. 

“You need help,” she told him. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

We were all relieved that he was finally going to get help. At least he 
would dry out. We had a better chance of reaching him if his mind 
were clear of alcohol.
  
We wondered if he had been using alcohol over a longer period of 
time than we had imagined. It was possible, we knew. We didn’t 
really care at this point, we just wanted him to get the help he needed. 
We believed in him and we refused to accept that we would lose 
him to this. 

While he was at the Recovery Centre, we got the news that Dene 
was not participating in the counselling or group sessions. While we 
were disappointed, we hoped that might change during the course 
of his time there. We knew that it might take time, and we hoped 
that 45 days was long enough for him to begin to get well.
 
Michael and Jeffrey went to visit at Christmas. They said it was a 
tough visit. Dene was disheveled. He looked un-showered, unshaven 
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and worn out. I could not believe they were describing the same guy 
who I remember always smelling of ‘Irish Spring’ soap and never 
allowing himself to wear socks that had even a small sign of wear 
and tear. This was not my brother.

Later, as we neared the 45 days, we heard that Dene was starting to 
participate a bit in the group sessions. We had hope again!

The counsellor at the Recovery Centre called Jeffrey when they 
were getting ready to start making arrangements for Dene’s exit. 
They would get him set up in an apartment and help him find a job. 

Then, Debbie got a call. Dene – out of the blue – abruptly left the 
Recovery Centre.

“What? Why would he do this? What was he thinking?” 

We could not believe this had happened. It was like a bad movie.

I want to scream. What is happening to my brother????  

One of the most frustrating elements of this entire ordeal was what 
looked like a lack of support from health care and law enforcement 
for the family of the person with a mental illness. Since Dene was an 
adult, no one would share any information with us. He had rights 
and those rights are protected. How, I wondered, can a person who 
is behaving irrationally, who is making choices that are destroying 
his life and all that he cares about, possibly make choices for himself 
where his health and wellness are concerned? How can he advocate 
for himself?

This experience got me thinking about Kelly again. And I thought 
about the police officer who helped me when we got the news of 
Kelly’s suicide. I realized they are all doing what they can to protect 
everyone concerned. I thought I would try to find the officer. Here 
is the email I wrote to Calgary Police Department:

In March of 1987, I lived in Calgary. My husband of eight months 
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at the time went missing. We called the police to help in finding him, 
and a police officer came to my apartment a few times. Kelly was 
missing for a week, when we heard that he was found dead (suicide) 
in Pincher Creek, Alberta.

The police officer who I talked to only a few times was wonderful. 
I have wanted to say thank you to him for years, and am just now 
reaching out to see if he is still around so I can do that.  
It’s been over 20 years so I realize he may have retired or moved on 
since then. I am sorry that I do not have his name. It was a horrible 
time for me and I moved back to Manitoba right after it happened. I 
really did want to forget it all at that time.

Here is what I recall:

•	 I lived in an apartment on Macleod Trail - the main street 
going toward downtown—about halfway between down-
town and the Chinook Centre.

•	 My husband’s name was Kelly Karp. Mine was Deri Karp.
•	 When he arrived, the officer talked to us (my sister who 

had just arrived from Manitoba and me) about the fact 
that, since Kelly was an adult, he had a right to disappear.

•	 He told us that if Kelly was found, they could tell us he was 
okay, but not where he was if he did not want to be found.

•	 When my husband was found dead (March 28, 1987) the 
officer came over to my apartment to offer condolences and 
see how I was doing.

•	 During that visit, the officer saw that I had been taken to 
the emergency by my sister when I heard the news. The ER 
doctor gave me a prescription for sleeping pills.

•	 The next day (or so) the officer returned and took me into 
the bathroom and told me to flush the pills down the drain. 
He said I could easily become addicted and that it was best 
not to start using this as a crutch. He said even though I 
was upset right then, I would be okay and would be able 
to fall asleep on my own eventually. 

•	 That day the officer took me for a ride (away from my 
apartment and the family that was gathered there). He was 
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empathic, and he also gave me a great pep talk. He said to 
be careful and to look after myself. He said that sometimes 
when there is a suicide it can lead to other suicides in a 
family. He asked if I was suicidal. I said I was not. He said, 
still, I should talk to someone professionally.

•	 The officer took me to the police station to speak with 
someone from victim services. He sincerely seemed to care 
about me. He stayed there with me while the victim ser-
vices person asked me a few questions.

•	 The officer drove me home and wished me well (along 
with some other positive words about how I was going to 
be okay and be able to move on).

I want to thank this gentleman. I have thought about him often and 
thanked him several times in my head. I’d really like him to know that 
his words and actions meant so much to me as a young, frightened, 
woman. I am so grateful that he told me to flush those pills down 
the drain.  

I realize this is a long shot. However, I would love to hear if he is still 
around and might get this message.

If he is not (or you cannot tell who he might be), I hope you share this 
message of gratitude with your officers, as a reminder to them about 
how many positive impacts they have on people, that they might not 
even realize.

Thank you.
Sincerely, Deri Latimer
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LEARNING: There is only one thing in this world that 
you control…and that is, of course, yourself. You can 
influence and encourage others, but each person is in 
charge of the choices they make, and the consequences 
that follow. This can be especially difficult when a family 
member is in distress. When the distressed state becomes 
prolonged, you might find your own state of resourceful-
ness being affected. This is a good time to remind yourself 
of what you own and what others own. You can only own 
what you own.

Practice The Three O’s of Optimism (Ownership, Occa-
sion, and Opportunity):

Remind yourself about what you OWN in this situation 
(your thoughts, feelings and behaviours), and what other 
people own (their thoughts, feelings and behaviours).

Reassure yourself that this is one moment in time, an 
OCCASION, and not a permanent state.

Look for the OPPORTUNITY in this situation, the posi-
tive frame to give you hope that you can deal with the 
challenge before you.

STRATEGY
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Love

The Latimer Family, 2000
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Love

For a long period of time, we had no contact from Dene. We were 
frantic. Was he okay? Did he know we loved him? Has he got even 
a little sense of hope?

Of course, we knew that, as an adult, he could disappear if he wished. 
Law enforcement will not divulge where a missing person is, if 
that person does not want to be found. They will tell you that the 
person is okay, but they will not tell you where they are located. It 
reminded me of 20 years before when Kelly was missing. I could 
not understand it then, and I found it difficult to understand now. It 
somehow seemed wrong. When someone is ill, their family should 
be able to advocate for them, I thought. I do know that this is much 
easier and more straight-forward in theory than it is in reality.

We loved him. We cared about him. And he was not well enough 
to even know that was true.

He had seemed so devoid of hope the last time I saw him. It was 
something I had never seen in him – and that I hope never to see 
in another human being.

Hope is the belief that things will get better – it is not a wish, but 
rather a true belief that circumstances will improve. It is central to 
our very survival as human beings. It is hope that is at the source 
of every story of survival and triumph. I knew my brother needed 
it – and I wasn’t sure he had it. 

Even if I did have contact with him, I knew I could not MAKE 
Dene have hope. So, I thought I had to make sure that I could do 
something to positively impact my own sense of hope.

I received an email notifying me that I had been nominated to deliver 
a TEDx talk. I had been a fan of TED (www.ted.com) for many years, 
and I was honored to even be considered for the opportunity. The 
selection committee asked me to submit my proposed talk. 
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TED is an organization dedicated to the power of sharing ideas – to 
change attitudes, and to change the world. The client who nomi-
nated me was one of the very few people who knew my history. I 
had never publicly told the story about Kelly, and no one beyond 
my close friends and family knew about that part of my past. This 
client thought I had something to say that could change attitudes – 
and change the world. I hoped she was right – and I wanted to do 
everything I could to honour the TED stage. I knew this would be 
the most important talk of my life.

The theme of TEDx Manitoba that year was ‘play’ and I decided to 
speak on play, work, and mental health. I called the talk, ‘Choose 
Life’. I knew that sharing my story about Kelly would resonate with 
many people, and the fact that my big brother was also currently 
suffering with a mental health challenge propelled me even more 
to share this talk. 

A few weeks later I received word that I had been accepted to deliver 
a talk. I was thrilled and terrified at the same time. I wrote and then 
rehearsed my talk hundreds of times. I kept changing my mind 
about what I would say. As the date of the talk approached, I became 
incapable of sleeping. I was consumed with the talk. I choked in 
every rehearsal. Talking about the night I shared my story with my 
children always brought me to tears. ‘How will I be able to do this 
in front of a live audience, knowing that it will be live-streamed, 
recorded, and become part of the TED archives for all time?’ 

It was the most difficult and exhilarating experience of my life. It was 
difficult because, like writing this book, it brought back memories 
that were painful to relive. It was exhilarating because I knew that 
in ‘coming out’ and putting my face to this issue, life would change 
forever. I knew life would change for me. I hoped it would change 
for my brother and for many other people in the world too afraid 
to speak up about their mental health journey.



78  

          

LEARNING: Love might mean never giving up on 
important people in your life. It also means not sacrific-
ing your own mental health in the process. Keep a strong 
support system around you as you experience challenges 
– and opportunities - in your life. 

Stay connected. Maintain regular (weekly) contact with 
at least one person in whom you have complete trust. 
Share your story. Be there for that person to share theirs 
with you.

STRATEGY
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Help

Sticking Together, 2011
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Help

The email arrived with a THUD into my inbox. “He’s on his way” 
was the subject line. It was from Debbie and it announced Dene’s 
impending arrival in Winnipeg.

Devin, Desi and I met Dene’s plane. It was now the end of June and 
we had no contact with Dene in the preceding three months. 

As we waited at the arrivals gate, we discussed how nervous we all 
were. How will he be?  What will he say? 

Devin said, “What if he didn’t get on the plane? What if he changed 
his mind and just walked out of the airport?”  

We knew it was possible, and we might not have even been all that 
surprised had it happened.  

People started coming down the escalator and we were pretty sure 
this was Dene’s flight. I found myself searching everyone’s face, 
thinking I might not recognize my own brother. Finally, I saw him. 
He looked down and saw us standing there. We all smiled. He smiled 
back. And he shook his head.  

“Hi, brother,” I said.  

“Hi,” he said back.  

We hugged. He shook his head again.  

“Unbelievable,” he said, as though he was as surprised as anyone 
about what he had been experiencing over the last number of years.

We drove to Desi’s house. She had offered him a chance to stay with 
her and work with Carlos (her husband) on a renovation project. 
The work, we all thought, would help Dene keep busy and focused 
on something productive. In time he could begin getting his life 
in order. 
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After a week or two, I invited Dene for coffee. I asked him if he was 
comfortable sharing his story with me, and if he would be comfort-
able if I shared it with other people. He said yes to both.

I wish I could report that our discussions revealed some deep, 
underlying reasons for Dene’s ordeal over the last 10 years or so. 
It seemed like it would make it all so much easier to understand if 
he was molested, or bullied, or abused in some way and had kept 
it hidden all these years.

That wasn’t the case. Dene said he recalls a happy childhood (which 
was certainly my experience), great school experiences, good work, 
and a happy marriage and family life. He said he truly did not think 
he was unhappy or that he was hiding anything from us.

As we chatted, I noticed a bit of a pattern around the times that 
Dene became unwell. The pattern had to do with Dene becoming 
fixated on something that he seemed unwilling, or unable to let go. 
We talked about how he might want to pay attention to the cues in 
his mind and body, in case he experiences them again in the future. 
I told him I would let him know when I notice agitation (an outward 
cue that I thought was connected to his ruminating thoughts) and 
he said he would like that.

I was proud of my brother. He was sincerely taking steps to improve 
his life, and he was putting his defences to rest and opening himself 
up to letting others help him in the ways that they could.

I told him about my TEDx Talk. I will never forget the email I got 
from him after he watched the talk:

That was a very inspiring video. You did a fantastic job 
to say the least. It will be something I watch and cherish 
for the rest of my days. I hope that those days will be filled 
with joy and happiness and I enjoy each and every one of 
them. The other side is a place I hope I never experience 
again. One day at a time. Love you, Dene
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I felt so good that day.

Not as good as a few days later, when Dene forwarded me an email 
chain between himself and another electrician:

First the preamble from Dene to me:

The reason I am forwarding this is to let you know that 
honestly you do not have to worry about your older 
brother. I am and will be fine. I was totally a basket 
case for a couple of years and hopefully those days are 
behind me now. I am not sure where this complex road 
of life will lead me but I will take it one day at a time.

Hi Chris
Just letting you know that I am alive and well. I just had 
the worst two years of my life. Went through a major 
bout of depression. I was in the early stages when I met 
you in Edmonton. It got steadily worse and I hit bottom 
about a year ago.

I separated from my wife of 34 years. I do not blame her 
at all, I was a complete f*** up. I am presently working 
and living in Winnipeg and enjoying life to the fullest. I 
sincerely hope all is well with you, and I sincerely apolo-
gize for my actions when we were working together in 
Edmonton. Take good care. 

Hi Dene,
Thanks for writing, and please, no need for apologies. I 
totally and completely understand. My wife deals with 
depression and has pretty much her whole life, so I have 
a pretty good understanding of what it is like. When we 
were in Edmonton, I really did not notice that you were 
in trouble. It is all okay, Dene, I am just happy to hear 
from you.
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Hi Chris,
Great to hear from you. Really not sure where the future 
will bring me, but honestly looking forward to it. The 
last two years every night I went to bed and hoped and 
prayed the next day would never come. I basically gave 
up on myself, family and life all together. 

I hope our paths cross again someday. You were one 
bright light I remember from those dark days. If you 
are ever talking to Tom P. please say hi. He was another 
friend that I let down.

Hi Dene,
Please do not worry about letting people down brother. 
I talked to Tom P. a few months ago and he loves you 
man, as well as me, we love who you are as a person 
Dene, forget about that other stuff, it don’t mean s***. I 
must say Dene you are one of the best people I have met 
in this lifetime, and I have met A LOT of people, you are 
at the top my brother J

I have always looked up to you and had respect for you 
Dene, so don’t ever sell yourself short, you had a real, 
major impact on my life, and in a real positive way, so 
whenever I hear anyone say your name, I always say, 
Dene Latimer – LOVE THAT GUY WITH ALL MY 
HEART, cause it’s true, it is who you are that counts more 
than what you do, at least, that’s been my experience.

Then, Dene forwarded this email to me, and I smiled even more!

Hi Chris, 
When I was talking to you a couple of weeks ago, I men-
tioned I was reading a book about depression and would 
forward it just in case your wife was interested. The name 
of the book is The Mindful Way through Depression. I 
basically just started reading it but find it quite good so 
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Chris was helping Dene and Dene was helping Chris. And Dene, 
who always thought counselling was ‘crap’, was seeing a counsellor 
AND he was telling his buddy about it. This was a good day, indeed!!

One more email Dene forwarded to me really helped me to under-
stand a little bit more what it must have been like for Dene (and 
maybe it is a brief glimpse into what it is like for others).

far. My brother read it and he said it really helped him 
with a bout of depression he had about five years ago. 
There is also a website I will send to you from a counsel-
lor I have an appointment with tomorrow. I will send 
whatever I can.

Hi Dave,
It was great talking to you. I sincerely hope we get a chance 
to hook up soon. My apologies for letting my emotions get the 
best of me. Honestly I am fine. Like I said I have always been 
an emotional guy, especially when it comes to people that are 
close to my heart.
 
When I was transferred, I did not realize but I was not in good 
shape mentally. When the transfer happened something popped 
and I went through a real bad six months. I was diagnosed with 
depression. Thankfully I came out of it and life continued on. 
Debbie told me shortly after that she did not think she could 
handle another one. I laughed with her and said that she did 
not have to worry about it because it would never happen again. 
This was in 2001.
 
In 2011 I was working in Edmonton for a mining contractor 
getting equipment ready for a project in Northern B.C. I quit 
sleeping and I noticed that my work was starting to slip, I had no 
ambition, and didn’t care about anything or even have the abil-
ity to do normal tasks. I was not smart enough to do anything 
and the depression returned worse than the first episode. The 
only thing I did or felt I could do was drink. I did not sleep, eat 
or shower, I just drank. Debbie did everything humanly possible 
to help me but I did nothing in return.  
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A year ago she came to her wits end and we separated, 
I did not even care at the time, I just continued drink-
ing. Thankfully with a lot of work from the inside and 
going off of the prescription drugs and no alcohol I found 
myself again. 
 
Today I am totally enjoying life, my emotions have 
returned and I like myself again. My appetite has 
returned, I cannot stand a day without a shower etc....  
Both times I went through my depression my emotions 
were gone completely. The way I am looking at life today 
is I am going to enjoy each and every day I have here, 
I will never take anti-depressants, smoke pot or drink 
alcohol again. I know it will kill me mentally and if I 
want to live that is what I have to do. I just want Debbie 
to be happy and if that is not with me in her life, I will 
be happy for her.
 
Take good care my friend, I will always be someone who 
loves you till I die. I have nothing but the utmost respect 
for and will always look up to you, you are a very special 
person.
 
Happy Holidays to you and your family. Cheers, Dene
 
 When I read this message, I see resilience. I hear a person who is 

looking forward, who is choosing to create a happy life for himself 
and who is taking it one day at a time. I feel happy.

I don’t know what the future holds, any more than anyone else does. 
What I do know is that each of us, every day, is choosing to create 
our lives in one way or another. 

When you experience a bad day, remind yourself the next day that 
you are starting anew. When you experience a good day, do the same. 



86  

          

LEARNING: Turn your problem into an opportunity. 
Once you are through the storm, look for ways to help 
other people. You’ll find that the real benefactor is you!

Embrace Service and a Sense of Purpose.

Ask yourself:

What can I learn from this experience?

What have I learned that I can share with others?

Who will benefit from my service in this area?

How can I serve in a way that brings me joy?

STRATEGY
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Live

Dene decorates his apartment 
with positive words, 2015
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Live

What does it mean to truly ‘live’? I suppose we might each have our 
own way to answer that. 

I think it means that you are there, you are present, every moment 
of every day.

I think it means that you think things, feel things, and do things 
– on purpose.

I think it means that you choose mindfully.

You can choose your story and change your life. 

My story could have been:
I’ll never make it in the big city.
I am not smart enough.
My dad worked hard and was rewarded by an early death.
I am not worthy of love.

Instead, I chose this story:
I can achieve great things with hard work.
I am as smart as I want to be when I put in the effort to study.
My dad worked hard and did not know that he could make other 
choices that might have extended his life.
I am worthy of love.

Dene’s story could have been:
I am broken.
I am weak.
I have let people down.
I will not recover.

Instead, he has chosen this story:
I am whole.
I am strong, and I can learn to handle whatever comes along.
I am human, and my family loves me.  
I recover every day.
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I have been blessed with two of the most wonderful children in 
the world. Ali is 20, has recently moved out on her own, and is 
completing her combined degree in Linguistics and Deaf Studies. 
She is a resilient, strong, and independent girl. I am proud of the 
young woman she has become. Max is 18, and registered to attend 
university in the Fall. While he is not sure of his career direction 
right now; I am confident he will choose something that adds joy 
to his life. He is witty, playful, and one of the most positive people 
I know. 

Like all parents, I often wonder how I am doing at this—the most 
important role I’ll ever have. Instead of pondering it too long, I 
choose a story that helps me be the best parent I can be to these 
two very special people.

I have chosen a story about parenting:
I learn something new every day.
I am imperfect, and that is okay.
My intention is always good.
I constantly come from a place of love.
I would not trade this experience for anything in the world.

Everything I do, I do for Ali and Max. I hope this book is a reminder 
to all of the Ali’s and Max’s out there to choose your story, and create 
the kind of life you desire.

I mean, let’s face it, you are making it all up anyway. Why not choose 
a story that works FOR you!



90  

          

LEARNING: Appreciate the small steps you are taking, 
and that others are taking. When you look for the small 
changes, you magnify them, and they grow.

Practice Mindfulness

When you awake in the morning, stay in bed for a few 
seconds. Remind yourself that you have the gift of a new 
day. Make a statement of intention for the day. Say some-
thing to yourself like, “I wonder what will be good today!”

When you are completing your morning routine, do it 
mindfully. Feel the warmth of the shower against your 
skin, smell the soap, tune in to your body.

Regularly, throughout your day, pause and tune in to 
your breath. It is always with you. Notice it. Appreciate 
it. Engage with it.

STRATEGY
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What is positivity?  It is a way of being, a way of life. It is a reminder 
to us all that happiness, wellness, and effectiveness at work and in 
life are all a matter choosing positive activities (thoughts, feelings 
and behaviors).

Positivity Speaking is focused on helping individuals and organiza-
tions co-create their life at work and beyond. Some of the keynote 
speaking topics we deliver are:

  The Neuroscience of Leadership
  The Power of Positive
  Develop Personal Resilience
  A Mindset for Success
  Co-create Team Culture

Check out our website at www.derilatimer.com, and connect with 
us on social media:

        • subscribe to the Positivity Speaking blog
        • follow us on Twitter @derilatimer
        • link up on Linkedin: Deri Latimer
        • ‘like’ our community page on Facebook,   
             Positive Mental Health is Everybody’s Business 

We’d love to hear from you!

http://www.derilatimer.com
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Positive Mental Health is Everybody’s Business!

We started a community on Facebook a couple of years ago. The 
idea was (and is) that your mental health matters – to you and it 
matters to everybody else! 

What follows are a few random thoughts about what we believe to 
be true:
        

√   We are all connected. If you are not well, that affects me.     
      And vice versa. 

√   We are all part of an ecosystem and our thoughts, 
      feelings and behaviours are intricately interrelated.

√   We all have mental health, and we need to start talking  
      about it as much as we talk about physical health. 

√   We want to prevent mental illness as much as we want to  
      prevent physical illness.

√   When we experience illness of any kind, we need to focus  
      on getting well (not on hiding the illness we have because  
      we fear how others will perceive us).

√   We all can make choices every day to positively  
      impact our mental health, just as we can make       
      choices every day to positively impact our physical 
      health.            
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Choose your story.
Create your life.

Deri Latimer


