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The	first	six	stories	in	this	collection	originally	appeared	

in	the	Globe	and	Mail's	"Facts	and	Arguments."	

The	original	artwork	accompanying	

"Eugenia"	and	"Dorothy"	

was	commissioned	by	the	Globe.	



These	stories	are	for	my	Grandchildren,

that	they	will	have	a	path	to	find	me.
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Mr.	Jones	
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Here	is	what	I	know	about	Mr.	Jones.	I	am	writing	it	down	today

because	over	the	past	year	all	I	know	of	him	is	gradually	fading

from	my	mind.	His	face,	which	I	once	knew	well,	has	already	lost

some	 of	 its	 detail.	 I	 have	 come	 to	 feel	 that	 my	memory	 of	 him

holds	the	last	proof	that	he	ever	existed.

	

I	met	Mr.	Jones	on	a	bright	sunny	June	day	when	I	was	twenty.	A

middle-aged	 gentleman,	 he	 stared	 back	 at	 me	 from	 a	 lustrous

silver	plate.	He	looked	as	if	he	was	sitting	outdoors,	perhaps	in	a

portable	photographer's	 studio	with	a	simple	backdrop.	He	was

alone,	no	wife,	children,	pets	or	props.	The	 light	from	the	sky	of

150	years	ago	 reflected	 from	him	and	 formed	an	 image	on	 the

plate,	to	be	perfectly	preserved	for	over	a	century.

	

Mr.	Jones	was	a	small	silver	image	held	in	an	ornate,	embossed

leather	case.	It	had	a	brilliance	and	depth	which	has	been	lost	by

the	 photographic	 processes	 of	 today	 and	 although	 I	 knew	 of

daguerreotypes,	I	had	never	seen	one	until	that	day	at	an	antique

market.

	

I	became	interested	in	photography	in	my	teens.	Later,	as	I	began

photographing	 people	 and	 then	 studying	 their	 images	 in	 the

darkroom,	 I	 became	 convinced	 that	 there	 were	 times	 when	 a
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piece	of	the	person’s	soul	had	been	captured.		Maybe	it	was	the

way	 a	 face	 came	 up	 from	 a	 blank	 piece	 of	 paper	 in	 the

developing	 tray	 under	 soft	 amber	 light,	 the	 ghostly	 image

appearing	like	magic.

	

What	 struck	me	most	 that	day	 thirty	years	ago	was	 the	 intensity

with	which	Mr.	Jones	stared	into	the	camera	lens.	He	was	looking

at	me	with	 an	 expression	 of	 sadness	 and	wisdom	 that	 spanned

the	 generations	 between	 us.	 It	 seemed	 as	 though	 his	 soul	 had

been	captured	by	the	camera.	I	bought	it	without	thinking	twice.

	

I	nicknamed	him	Mr.	Jones	and	in	 time	he	 took	up	residence	on

the	shelves	above	my	desk.	I	never	knew	his	hopes	and	dreams,

whom	he	loved	and	who	loved	him,	where	he	was	born	or	how

he	 died,	 but	 over	 the	 years,	 his	 very	 presence	 gave	 me

confidence.	 I	 saw	 that	 even	 though	 he	and	all	 those	who	 knew

him	 had	 been	 gone	 for	 almost	 a	 century,	 his	 amazingly	 lifelike

gaze	brought	him	back	to	life	above	my	desk.	

	

Like	many	people,	it	wasn’t	until	mid-life	that	I	began	to	confront

my	own	mortality.	Mr.	Jones	and	I	spent	many	a	dark	afternoon

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA



	5	

or	 solitary	 evening	 standing	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 cliff	 wondering

what	 was	 in	 the	 abyss	 below.	 In	 some	 ways,	 he	 began	 to

represent	 what	 I	 feared	 most.	 All	 that	 he	 had	 become	 was	 a

nameless	image	trapped	on	a	silver	plate.	It	was	as	if	his	passage

on	 the	 face	 of	 the	 earth	 had	 no	 meaning	 at	 all.	Was	 love	 the

reason	 he	 had	been	placed	 here?	Was	 it	 accomplishment?	Did

he	leave	monuments	behind,	now	also	fallen	and	gone?	Was	he

here	as	a	precursor	to	the	afterlife	or	was	this	just	another	life	led

in	an	eternal	merry-go-round	of	reincarnation?		Perhaps	it	was	just

biology;	he	had	his	time	and	now	he	was	gone.

	

Time	passed	and	 took	 its	 toll	 on	 the	daguerreotype.	After	many

years	above	my	desk,	Mr.	 Jones	was	 looking	old	and	worn.	He

had	 endured	 several	 house	moves,	 hundreds	 of	 sun-baked	days

and	 years	 of	 changing	 seasons.	 The	 shiny	 silver	 plate	 had

become	 tarnished	 and	 was	 in	 need	 of	 a	 cleaning.	 One	 rainy

afternoon	my	 daughter,	 Addie,	 and	 I	 were	 polishing	 silverware

and	I	 thought	it	would	be	a	good	time	to	spruce	up	Mr.	Jones.	 I

suggested	that	silver	polish	and	a	gentle	burnishing	would	quickly

bring	him	back	to	his	former	lustrous	self.
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When	 the	 silver	 polish	 had	dried	and	 then	been	wiped	off,	we

stared	 down	 in	 shock.	Mr.	 Jones	 was	 gone.	 The	 delicate	 silver

image	was	no	match	for	the	polish	and	he	had	disappeared.	The

last	vestige	of	Mr.	Jones	had	departed.

	

I	 returned	what	 remained	 to	 the	 place	 above	my	desk;	 a	 blank

silver	plate	in	an	elaborate	case,	which	now	somehow	confirmed

one	of	my	worst	fears.	Mr.	Jones	was	perhaps	my	age	in	1845,

about	 fifty	 years	old.	Any	memory	of	 his	 life	 here	on	 this	world

had	 long	 since	been	 forgotten.	 I	 had	been	 the	 sole	guardian	of

his	remaining	presence	and	now	that	 too	was	gone.	Was	 I	also

destined	for	this	fate?	Will	all	that	I	am	someday,	like	Mr.	Jones,

be	trapped	in	a	meaningless,	fading	photo	album,	to	be	browsed

through	by	some	new	generation	of	antique	seekers	 in	 the	dusty

corner	of	a	shop	somewhere?

	

A	 friend,	 hearing	 the	 story	 of	 Mr.	 Jones'	 plight,	 had	 quite	 a

different	take	on	his	fate.	Maybe	I	had	done	Mr.	Jones	a	favour.

Perhaps	 his	 expression,	 which	 I	 could	 never	 fully	 fathom,	 was

actually	an	appeal	to	let	him	be	on	his	way.	Was	that	what	had

happened	in	the	few	seconds	it	took	to	remove	Mr.	Jones'	image

from	the	silver	plate?	Did	we	release	his	soul?	Had	he	been	freed

from	 his	 purgatorial	 shrine	 above	 my	 desk	 and	 allowed	 to

continue	his	journey?
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Time	 passes.	 Beneath	 the	 trees	 outside	 my	 office	 window,	 the

shadows	of	 September	branches	blend	with	 those	 cast	 from	 the

soft	light	filtering	down	through	a	June	sky.	Years	pass	and	come

together.	Deep	 light	 from	a	 July	afternoon,	 the	cool	half	 light	of

the	November	 sun	 seem	 to	merge	and	weave	 in	and	out	of	my

consciousness.	 But	 what	 shines	 through	 it	 all	 is	 a	 bright	 silver

mirror.	 I	 look	 up	 and	 see	 it.	 Although	 Mr.	 Jones	 is	 gone,	 his

former	home,	sitting	above	my	desk,	is	a	constant	reminder	of	the

passage	of	time,	light	and	energy.	Its	silver	face	reflecting	the	low

December	light	onto	the	crossroads	I	am	standing	at.
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The	Beach



	11	

For	years	I	have	dreamt	of	the	drop-off.	A	wide	and	empty	beach.

Shallow,	warm	water.	 The	 voice	of	my	 sister	Anne	back	on	 the

shore.	I	feel	the	texture	on	my	feet.	Hard	sand	formed	into	ripple

patterns	that	come	after	days	of	endless	waves.	I	wade	out	a	long

way	 until	 the	 sand	 disappears	 and	 the	 water	 turns	 deep	 blue.

There	is	nothing	beyond.	As	I	approach	the	edge,	the	sand	turns

soft	and	I	am	sliding	down	the	underwater	precipice.		

I	am	nine.	I	cannot	swim.

	

In	the	early	1950s,	my	dad	was	a	young	forester	and	worked	for

a	 company	 that	 held	 the	 logging	 rights	 to	 the	 land	 south	 of

Algonquin	Park	in	Ontario.	 It	was	on	one	of	his	survey	trips	 that

he	came	 to	know	of	 the	 lake,	all	but	 forgotten,	with	a	couple	of

rustic	 cabins	 once	 occupied	 by	 loggers	 on	 the	 unique	 sandy

beach	of	its	eastern	shore.

	

After	my	sister	Anne	and	I	were	born,	our	family	left	 that	part	of

the	province	and	moved	 to	 the	city	but	each	July	we	returned	 to

the	 lake	 and	 spent	 many	 perfect,	 endless	 days	 on	 the	 beach.

Clear	and	hot,	the	sun	always	seemed	just	overhead.	Hours	spent

in	the	water	and	on	the	sand.	The	simple	cabin	with	a	hand	water

pump	in	the	kitchen,	wood-fired	stove	and	bunk	beds.	My	mother

sitting	on	driftwood	at	the	edge	of	the	beach,	always	watching.
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But	 it	was	 the	drop-off	 that	held	both	 fear	and	mystery	 for	us	as

children.	The	sand	extended	a	long	way	out	from	the	beach,	very

shallow	for	 the	whole	distance	and	 then	came	 to	an	abrupt	end

where	 it	dropped	off	 into	 the	cold	depths	of	 the	 lake.	When	we

were	 young,	 the	 warnings	 from	 our	 parents	 about	 its	 dangers

were	 repeated	 carefully	 every	 year,	 every	 day;	 stay	 in	 close,

don’t	go	near	the	drop-off.

As	we	 got	 older	we	 began	 to	 explore	 it,	 first	 in	 a	 home-made,

glass-bottomed	 boat.	 By	 putting	 our	 faces	 up	 against	 the	 glass

and	 surrounding	 them	with	 our	 hands,	we	 could	 see	 down	 into

the	depths	past	the	drop-off	as	we	passed	back	and	forth	over	the

edge.	From	clean,	bright	sand	 to	dark,	murky	bottom	and	back.

We	 discovered	 ancient	 sunken	 logs,	 clam	 trails,	 the	 occasional

small	fish	or	school	of	minnows.

Over	the	years,	we	became	braver	and	began	tempting	the	drop-

off	on	our	own.	Standing	on	the	edge,	we	gathered	our	courage

and	jumped	out	into	the	unknown,	turning	and	splashing	wildly	to

get	 back	 to	 the	 sure	 footing	 of	 the	 sand.	 The	 years	 brought	 us

confidence	 and	 although	 swimming	 out	 over	 the	 edge	 became

part	 of	 our	 days,	 the	 drop-off	 always	 remained	 a	 mystery,	 a

temptation,	a	dark	place	that	I	visited	many	times	in	dreams.
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Time	 passed	 and	 one	 September	 afternoon	 not	 long	 before	 I

turned	 fifty,	Anne	and	 I	 returned	 to	Haliburton.	 Forty	 hot,	 bright

Julys	had	passed,	but	for	the	lake,	our	absence	had	been	just	the

blink	of	an	eye.	 The	beach	was	empty	and	although	 it	 had	not

changed,	the	waning	September	light	gave	it	a	different	quality.	It

took	some	time	for	our	memories	to	catch	up	with	what	we	were

seeing.	Remarkably,	 the	cabin	was	still	 there.	Although	boarded

up	for	the	winter,	from	a	distance	it	looked	just	the	same	as	it	had

decades	before.

	

The	feel	of	the	hard,	rippled	sand,	the	warmth	of	the	water	close

to	the	beach.	I	waded	out	as	I	had	done	many	times	in	my	dream

and	 then	 I	was	 there.	The	drop-off	was	 just	as	 it	had	been.	As	 I

came	 closer,	 the	 water	 grew	 colder,	 the	 sand	 less	 firm.	 I	 now

understood	 why	 I	 was	 there.	 I	 had	 come	 back	 to	 the	 lake	 to

retrieve	 some	of	what	 I	 had	 left	 there	years	before.	My	youthful

energy,	 optimism	 and	 strength.	 But	 ultimately	 perhaps	 it	 was

courage	that	I	was	looking	for.	

I	felt	strongly	that	the	lake	had	somehow	held	these	for	me	during

my	time	away	and	I	just	needed	to	ask	for	them	back.	I	stood	on
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the	edge	of	 the	drop-off	 for	a	 long	 time,	balancing	between	 the

warm	sandy	beach	behind	me	and	the	cold,	dark	and	welcoming

unknown	before	me.

	

A	few	months	later,	for	my	fiftieth	birthday,	my	sister	Anne	made

me	a	 quilt.	 It	 tells	 the	 story	 of	 our	 lives,	 the	 squares	 taken	 from

fabrics	that	we	wore	as	kids.	There	is	a	small	photograph	of	me,

printed	onto	 fabric	and	sewn	 into	a	corner	of	 the	quilt.	 It	 shows

me	that	day	at	the	lake,	poised	at	the	edge	of	the	drop-off.	At	first

glance,	I	seem	to	have	a	look	of	hesitation	in	the	way	I	stand.	Part

of	me	wanting	to	come	back	to	the	safety	of	the	beach.	The	other

wanting	 to	 know	what	 lies	beyond;	 just	 a	 simple,	 slow	dive	out

into	the	depths	beyond	the	drop-off.	But	it’s	more	than	that.	When

I	look	closely,	the	expression	on	my	face,	even	in	the	September

light,	 shows	 that	 the	 lake	 has	 given	 me	 back	 what	 I	 had	 left

behind	and	now	needed.

I	am	fifty.	I	am	swimming.
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Eugenia
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I	 have	 had	 the	 small	 framed	photograph	 for	 as	 long	as	 I	 can

remember.	 It’s	 a	 family	 portrait	 of	 a	 mother	 and	 her	 eight

children.	 The	 mother	 sits	 on	 a	 wicker	 chair	 with	 the	 younger

children	 in	 front	 and	 the	 older	 ones	 standing	 behind.	 The

youngest	girl,	 sitting	off	 to	 the	 left,	 is	my	grandmother.	 I	often

study	 their	 faces	 and	 have	 always	 been	 amazed	 at	 how	 the

character	 in	my	grandmother’s	 face	had	already	been	 formed

at	 the	 age	 of	 seven	 or	 eight.	 Although	 we	 didn’t	 meet	 until

decades	 later,	 I	 would	 have	 easily	 recognized	 her	 from	 this

picture.

They	are	posed	formally	in	front	of	a	brick	Victorian	farmhouse,

the	front	porch	curved	in	the	way	that	was	the	style	of	the	time.

It	appears	to	stand	on	a	knoll,	a	flagstone	path	leads	up	to	the

front	door.	Behind	them	at	the	base	of	the	house	are	gardens.	It

must	have	been	a	day	in	early	May	as	Lily-of-the-Valley	appear

to	be	blooming	in	patches	around	the	foundation.

	

In	 1915,	 several	 years	 after	 the	 picture	 was	 taken,	 the	 area

around	 my	 grandmother's	 farm	 was	 flooded	 to	 create	 Lake

Eugenia,	 as	 a	 reservoir	 for	 the	 hydro	 company.	 Although	 the

house	 site	 was	 never	 under	 water,	 after	 the	 flood	 the	 farm
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became	an	island	and	the	family	was	moved	off	and	resettled.

The	 farm	was	 accessible	 only	 by	 boat	 and	 rarely	 visited.	 The

house	and	the	barn	were	 torn	down	and	in	 time	 the	memories

of	the	homestead	faded.

	

Years	passed.	A	brother	drowned	 in	 the	 lake,	another	died	 in

the	Great	War.	Grandma	grew	up,	became	a	school	 teacher,

married	 and	 lived	 for	 many	 years	 on	 Willard	 Avenue	 in

Toronto.	She	had	a	 child	who	became	my	mother	and	by	 the

time	I	was	born,	she	was	on	her	own,	a	widow	at	fifty.

	

Although	 I	 knew	 her	 as	 an	 independent	 city	 woman,	 when

pressed,	Grandma	occasionally	told	us	grandchildren	stories	of

her	childhood	on	the	homestead	"up	in	the	country."	She	talked

about	gathering	wild	 leeks	 in	 the	 spring	as	 they	were	 the	 first

green	 thing	 the	 family	 had	 to	 eat	 since	 the	 previous	 fall.	 She

told	us	 that	 she	was	 the	one	 in	charge	of	 the	gardens	around

the	 house	 and	 the	 planting	 of	 Lily-of-the-Valley,	 her	 favourite

flower.	 She	 said	 their	 other	 name	 was	 “Ladders-to-Heaven,"

something	 I	 didn’t	 understand	 at	 the	 time.	 What	 Grandma

didn’t	 talk	 about	 was	 the	 flood.	 How	 it	 would	 have	 been	 to
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watch	 as	 the	 world	 she	 had	 known;	 the	 fields,	 the	 trees,	 the

places	 she	 played	 as	 a	 child,	 gradually	 disappeared	 under

water	forever.

	

As	children,	my	sisters	and	I	spent	quite	a	bit	of	time	“up	in	the

country”	visiting	 relatives;	 the	great	aunts	and	uncles	 that	had

all	 settled	 nearby.	 The	 lake	 and	 the	 surrounding	 area	 had

remained	the	same	and	were	all	very	familiar	to	us	as	we	grew

up.	But	 the	 island,	 the	homestead	and	 that	part	of	Grandma’s

life	remained	a	mystery	to	me.

	

For	many	years,	 the	photograph	and	 the	 image	of	Grandma’s

face,	 had	 invited	me	 to	 the	 island.	One	 long	 spring	 evening,

twenty-five	years	after	Grandma	died,	 I	 canoed	out	 to	 the	old

farmstead.	 I	 found	 a	 landing	 place,	 made	 my	 way	 through

thick	 brush	 and	 overgrowth	 and	 found	 the	 rows	 of	 ancient

maples	which	once	lined	the	old	concession	road.	The	road	led

to	 a	 forgotten	 driveway	 that	 ended	 at	 a	 broken	 flagstone

walkway.	The	old	house	was	long	gone;	all	that	remained	was

an	indentation	in	the	ground	showing	where	it	had	once	been.
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I	have	always	felt	that	when	the	houses	we	live	in	are	gone,	the

essence	of	 the	people	 that	once	 lived	 in	 them,	 their	memories,

lie	 in	 the	 foundations.	 In	 the	stones,	 in	 the	ruins.	This	wasn’t	a

visit	to	a	strange	place,	it	was	about	reaching	out	to	my	past.

	

I	had	brought	the	photograph	with	me	and	as	I	stood	in	front	of

the	old	foundation,	 I	positioned	myself	at	 the	same	spot	where

it	had	been	taken	a	hundred	years	before.	Holding	the	picture

out	 in	 front	 of	 me	 in	 just	 the	 right	 way,	 everything	 came

together.	 The	 contour	 of	 the	 land,	 the	 pathway	 leading	 up

through	 young	maples.	 Small	 locust	 saplings	 in	 the	 yard.	 The

dimple	of	 the	 foundation	now	replaced	by	an	ornate	Victorian

House.	 Light	and	 shadows	 from	 the	photograph	blending	with

the	landscape	to	make	a	seamless	diorama.

	

In	 those	 few	 moments,	 I	 spanned	 a	 century;	 two	 dimensions

turned	 into	 three.	 My	 grandmother	 was	 a	 girl	 of	 seven,

standing	 with	 her	 family,	 now	 looking	 at	 me.	 A	 soft	 breeze

stirred	 her	 hair.	 She	 spoke	 to	me	 in	 a	 quiet	way	 and	 I	 knew

why	I	had	come.
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It	was	the	fragrance	that	brought	me	back.	I	let	the	picture	drop

away.	 The	 saplings	 became	 the	 gnarly	 old	 black	 locust	 trees

towering	 above	 me.	 The	 homestead	 disappeared.	 Below	 and

around	me	I	now	saw	what	I	hadn’t	noticed	before.	The	Lily-of-

the-Valley	 that	 my	 grandmother	 had	 planted	 as	 a	 child	 had

spread	out	from	the	foundation	for	as	far	as	the	eye	could	see.

I	 was	 standing	 in	 Grandma’s	 gift.	 Ladders-to-Heaven,	 their

small	white	blooms	 releasing	a	 subtle	 scent	 into	 the	 spring	air

that	left	me	longing	for	the	past.
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Ba n d a n a
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In	 the	 film	 I	 am	walking	 slowly	 toward	 the	 camera.	 I	 am	 in	 an

empty	field,	and	although	it	looks	like	the	prairies,	I	am	at	home

on	our	 farm	in	Southern	Ontario.	The	sun	 is	high,	 it	 looks	 like	a

hot	 July	afternoon.	 I	approach	 the	camera	with	 some	hesitation,

probably	being	directed	by	a	voice	off	screen.	I	am	dressed	from

head	 to	 toe	 in	 cowboy	 gear.	 Vest,	 chaps	 and	 a	 hat.	 Pearl

handled	six-shooters	at	my	side	in	a	rhinestone	encrusted	holster.

And	around	my	neck,	flapping	in	the	breeze,	a	red	bandana	with

white	stars.

	

Before	getting	close	enough	 to	make	out	 the	details	of	my	 face,

the	shot	abruptly	cuts	to	a	scene	of	my	four	sisters	on	a	forgotten

beach	from	my	childhood.	They	stand	knee	deep	in	the	water,	a

long	way	from	shore,	waving	to	 the	camera,	preserved	perfectly

for	decades	on	8mm	movie	film.

	

When	 my	 father	 was	 about	 to	 turn	 eighty,	 as	 part	 of	 our	 family

celebration,	 I	organized	 thirty	years	of	 family	 films	and	 transferred

them	 from	8mm	movie	 film	 to	digital	 files.	 I	 found	 that	 I	was	quite

familiar	 with	 them	 from	 many	 family	 viewings	 over	 the	 years;

Christmas	 mornings,	 birthday	 parties,	 trips	 to	 the	 beach,

graduations,	first	dates,	first	cars,	the	biggest	storm,	the	fastest	race.



	28	

Usually	it	was	my	father	who	shot	the	movies,	and	like	the	rest	of

his	life,	they	are	carefully	planned	and	organized.	They	are	taken

like	 still	 photographs	 with	 motion	 added	 almost	 as	 an

afterthought.	 Occasionally	 my	 mother	 would	 take	 the	 camera,

and	 everything	 would	 change.	 Amongst	 the	 sometimes	 wild

camerawork,	 there	were	 often	 short,	 insightful	 glimpses	 into	 the

family	in	a	more	candid	way.	Sometimes	we	patiently	sat	through

long,	awkward,	badly	composed	shots	or	the	extreme	close-up	of

her	eye	as	she	looked	into	the	lens,	checking	to	see	if	the	camera

was	still	running.	

	

As	 part	 of	 the	 transfer	 process,	 my	 parents	 spent	 a	 couple	 of

afternoons	with	me	recording	narration	for	the	films	as	we	viewed

these	memories	 of	 the	 past.	 There	were	 some	 regretful	 tones	 as

they	 spoke	 and	 happiness	 too,	 but	 also	 a	 clear	 affirmation	 that

what	they	saw	on	the	screen	was	the	reality	of	those	years.	

On	one	of	these	afternoons,	as	they	watched	and	I	recorded,	we

came	 to	 the	 shot	 of	 me	 as	 a	 young	 cowboy.	 As	 the	 scene

progressed,	Dad	said,	“That	has	stars	on	it,	that	bandana…that’s

the	one	 I	had	as	a	kid."	 I	hadn’t	known	 this	but	at	some	point	 I

imagine	Dad	passed	it	on	to	me	just	as	I	had	passed	it	on	to	my

own	sons	when	they	inevitably	became	cowboys.
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Growing	up,	it	was	a	huge	event	when	a	new	movie	came	back

in	 the	mail	 from	processing	at	Kodak.	On	 the	 following	Sunday

night,	Dad	would	set	up	the	screen	and	projector.	We	would	all

take	 our	 places,	 the	 lights	would	 go	 off	 and	we	would	 see	 the

events	of	the	last	number	of	months	flash	by	us	in	three	and	a	half

minutes.	 There	would	 always	 be	 at	 least	 one	 replay	 of	 the	 film

and	 on	 particularly	 amusing	 scenes	 there	 would	 often	 be	 a

projector	reverse	and	replay,	with	much	accompanying	laughter.

The	new	 film	was	usually	 followed	up	by	a	 screening	of	 two	or

three	other	films	from	earlier	on,	so	in	time	we	knew	them	all	very

well.

	

As	I	edited	and	watched	over	and	over,	I	gradually	realized	that

many	memories	from	my	childhood	were	not	actual	memories,	but

memories	 of	 films;	 the	 home	movies	Dad	had	 shot	 and	we	had

seen	 many	 times	 as	 we	 grew	 up.	 No	 wonder	 my	 childhood

seemed	idyllic.	Smiling,	happy	faces,	waving	to	the	camera	from

a	perfect	world	in	which	only	good	things	happened.	My	cowboy

days	are	remembered,	not	because	I	actually	remember	them	but

because	 they	 have	 been	 recorded	 on	 thin	 strips	 of	 film	which	 I

have	seen	so	often	they	have	now	become	my	truth	of	the	past.
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In	time,	I	too	recorded	the	events	of	my	own	family	as	they	grew

up,	now	however,	on	video.	Like	the	films	of	my	own	childhood,

they	show	the	highlights,	not	the	reality	that	lies	beneath	the	world

we	 see	 on	 the	 screen.	 As	 with	 most	 home	 movie-makers,	 we

chronicle	 the	 happy	 events	 which	 seem	meaningful	 at	 the	 time,

but	 when	 we	 look	 back,	 it	 is	 usually	 the	 things	 that	 happened

between	 the	 highlights	 that	 have	 the	 real	 importance,	 the	 real

meaning	in	our	lives.	

	

Fifty	years	later,	all	that	remains	of	my	cowboy	days	is	preserved

on	 digital	 files.	 Those	 and	 the	 red	 bandana.	 It	 sits	 folded	 in	 a

drawer	of	my	desk.	Approaching	eighty	years	old,	it	has	always

been	with	me.	Today	 it	 is	well	worn	with	 ragged	edges,	having

now	been	used	by	three	generations	of	cowboys.	Other	than	the

movies,	 it	 is	 the	last	 tangible	thing	that	proves	 that	 I	was	once	a

cowboy,	a	child.	Every	once	in	a	while	I	take	it	out	and	unfold	it

to	its	full	size	and	hold	it	up	as	if	in	a	light	breeze.	A	fading	red

background	filled	with	white	stars.
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Dorothy
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Dorothy	and	I	 lived	in	a	turn-of-the-century	public	school	building

that	 had	been	abandoned	 in	 the	1970s.	 Too	expensive	 to	 heat

they	said.	At	some	point	 it	was	used	as	a	storage	facility	by	the

school	district	but	ultimately	it	was	vacated	and	stood	empty	for	a

number	 of	 years.	 In	 time	 it	 was	 converted	 into	 eight	 residential

apartments	on	four	floors.	I	had	known	the	building	for	years	and

watched	with	considerable	interest	as	it	was	brought	back	to	life,

thinking	that	I	might	live	there	one	day.

	

As	a	child,	Dorothy	lived	in	the	neighborhood	and	had	attended

public	 school	 there	 in	 the	 1920s.	 When	 the	 renovation	 was

complete,	she	sold	her	house	and	was	the	first	person	to	move	in.

She	had	lived	there	for	six	years	before	I	arrived.	

	

When	I	came	to	the	building,	it	was	Dorothy	who	showed	me	the

ropes	 of	 condominium	 life	 and	 in	 time	we	became	 friends.	 She

was	an	articulate	and	interesting	story	teller	so	I	would	often	visit

her	apartment	and	encourage	her	to	talk	about	her	life,	her	family

and	 in	 particular	 her	 experiences	 as	 a	 student	 in	 our	 building,

eighty	years	before.	

	

In	 different	 ways,	 this	 place	 was	 a	 sanctuary	 for	 us	 both.	 For

Dorothy	it	was	a	refuge	at	the	end	of	her	life.	For	me,	a	place	to
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escape	a	badly	ending	marriage	and	ultimately	a	place	to	heal.	I

had	been	searching	for	home	for	many	years	and	it	surprised	me

that	not	long	after	moving	in,	I	felt	that	I	had	found	it.	A	place	of

peace	and	hope.		

	

Dorothy	was	 the	 oldest	 resident	 in	 our	 small	 building	 and	 I	 the

youngest.		She	lived	two	floors	above	me,	in	what	used	to	be	the

old	math	and	science	room,	while	I	was	in	the	room	once	used	to

teach	home	economics.	Our	suites	were	identical.	When	I	visited

Dorothy	it	was	like	being	in	my	own	apartment	but	with	different

colours	 and	 furniture.	 The	 views	 from	 the	 windows	 showed	 the

identical	 cityscapes,	 from	 just	 a	 slightly	 higher	 perspective.	 A

parallel	dimension	that	I	stepped	into	on	my	visits	upstairs.

	

Dorothy	enjoyed	talking	about	the	old	days	at	the	school.	Stories

about	 her	 teachers	 and	 friends,	 about	 different	 events	 that	 had

happened	in	the	very	spot	where	she	now	lived.	What	she	wore,

what	they	played,	the	brightness	of	the	sunlight	coming	in	the	big

windows	 on	 the	 south	 side	 of	 the	 building.	 She	 talked	 about

going	home	for	 lunch	just	 two	streets	over	and	 the	distant	sound

of	 the	 voices	 of	 the	 children	 in	 the	 schoolyard	 as	 she	 walked

back.	She	remembered	when	the	now	ancient	maples	in	front	of

the	building	had	been	planted	on	Arbor	Day,	1922.	Gnarly	and
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fragile,	one	winter	the	city	declared	them	a	safety	hazard	and	she

watched	from	her	windows	as	they	were	cut	down.	

	

I	 came	 to	 treasure	 living	 in	 a	 building	 where	 generations	 of

children	had	sat	and	learned,	grown	up,	and	in	some	ways	had

also	 taken	 refuge.	 Outside	 on	 the	 walls	 here	 and	 there	 were

names	 and	 initials	 scratched	 into	 the	 brick	 and	 preserved	 as	 if

they	 had	 just	 been	 made	 the	 week	 before.	 "KR	 loves	 RG."

"Thomas	 and	 Maggie	 forever."	 Romances	 that	 had	 blossomed

and	ended	almost	a	century	before.

	

I	had	been	ill	and	one	winter	needed	to	undergo	chemotherapy.	I

spent	many	 long	 days	 lying	 on	 the	 couch	 in	 the	 living	 room.	 It

was	in	a	corner	of	the	building	with	large	windows	on	both	sides.

On	sunny	days	 I	could	bask	 in	warmth	as	 the	sun	 traveled	 from

one	side	of	the	room	to	the	other	through	the	afternoon.	The	hours

passed	as	I	watched	the	clouds	change	colour.

I	had	always	had	a	strong	sense	of	the	children	that	for	decades

had	 learned	 in	 this	 room,	 in	 this	school.	Something	of	 them	had

been	 left	behind.	 It	was	during	 this	 time	 that	 I	came	 to	draw	on

their	 strength,	 their	 youthful	 energy.	 Their	 optimism	 and	 hope.

Their	voices	were	in	the	walls.
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In	 time,	 it	was	 decided	 that	 I	was	 to	 have	 treatment	 in	 another

province	and	I	was	away	from	the	old	school	for	almost	a	year.

When	 I	 returned,	 things	 with	 Dorothy	 had	 changed.	 Macular

degeneration	 had	 taken	 her	 eyesight	 but	 she	 continued	 to	 live

independently,	making	her	way	around	her	familiar	apartment	by

memory	 and	 touch.	 She	 told	 me	 that	 during	 the	 day	 she	 could

sometimes	see	dim	patches	of	light	where	her	windows	were.	

Without	the	distraction	of	sight,	Dorothy’s	sense	of	everything	else

around	her	became	more	acute.	The	murmuring	of	neighbors,	the

creaks	 and	 groans	 of	 our	 old	 building	 and	 the	 stillness	 around

her.	When	I	 imagined	Dorothy	feeling	her	way	through	her	own

sanctuary,	 it	 was	 not	 difficult	 for	 me	 to	 understand.	 Two	 floors

down,	 I	 drifted	 through	 the	 same	 rooms,	 following	 the	 same

hallways,	feeling	the	same	corners	and	walls.	

	

On	what	was	to	be	our	last	visit,	Dorothy	had	asked	me	upstairs

to	 lend	a	hand	with	something	she	could	not	see	 to	do.	We	sat

and	chatted	 for	a	while.	On	 this	day,	she	reflected	on	spending

the	 last	 part	 of	 her	 life	 in	 the	place	 from	which	 she	had	 started

and	how	comforting	that	was	for	her.
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Dorothy	was	a	very	pragmatic	person	and	in	all	of	our	talks,	she

had	never	mentioned	 that	 she	perceived	 the	 children’s	presence

as	I	did.	Instead	she	talked	about	how	she	valued	the	memories	of

all	her	old	friends	and	teachers,	about	feeling	close	to	them	now.	

The	afternoon	drifted	on.	The	sun	moved	and	cast	hard	shadows

over	 the	rooms	 that	Dorothy	could	no	 longer	see.	She	was	quiet

for	a	moment	and	had	closed	her	eyes,	feeling	the	warm	October

sun	coming	through	the	windows.		After	a	time	she	turned	toward

me	and	quietly	said,	"I	hear	their	voices	everywhere."
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Cobalt
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It	has	become	my	daily	routine;	I	descend	two	floors	beneath	University

Avenue	in	Toronto.	I	am	led	through	a	maze	of	corridors	to	a	radiation

suite.	 I	 undress	 and	 am	 bolted	 to	 a	 table	 beneath	 a	massive	 linear

accelerator.	 The	 heavy	 lead	 doors	 close	 and	 the	 lights	 dim.	 An

electrical	 relay	 trips	somewhere	behind	me	and	 the	hair	on	my	arms

and	legs	stands	on	end.

	

When	 I	 was	 first	 told	 I	 needed	 to	 have	 radiation	 treatment,	 I	 was

apprehensive.	 I	 had	 been	 a	 cancer	 patient	 before	 and	 considered

myself	well-versed	 in	different	kinds	of	chemotherapy	protocols,	knew

their	 success	and	 failure	 rates,	 side	 effects,	 how	 they	worked	on	 the

body.	Radiation	was	a	whole	new	experience,	something	I	knew	little

about.	 It	 was	 to	 be	 given	 in	 tiny	 daily	 doses	 over	 a	 period	 of	 five

weeks,	 in	 fractions	 that	added	up	to	what	 I	hope	will	be	 the	dosage

needed	to	kill	any	residual	cancer	cells.

	

A	couple	of	days	before	beginning	treatment,	a	mask	was	made	of	my

head	 and	 chest.	 It	 will	 be	 placed	 over	 me	 to	 ensure	 that	 during

treatment,	I	can	be	secured	in	a	precise	position.	A	sheet	of	wet	plastic

mesh	 was	 placed	 over	 my	 head	 and	 chest	 and	 adjusted	 so	 that	 it

molded	 to	 the	exact	 form	of	my	body.	 It	quickly	hardened	and	was

removed;	a	perfect	duplicate	of	me.



	44	

On	the	first	day	of	treatment	I	have	no	idea	what	to	expect.	Once	I	am

lying	down,	a	 technician	brings	 in	my	mask,	 places	 it	 over	me	and

clamps	 it	 to	 the	 table.	 Encapsulated,	 I	 can	 only	move	my	 eyes.	 The

head	of	the	machine	gradually	rises	above	the	table,	I	strain	my	eyes	to

the	right	and	see	it	stop	just	over	my	shoulder.	After	a	pause	it	continues

to	another	position.	After	several	minutes,	the	head	is	directly	over	me

and	I	am	able	to	look	into	it.	Deep	inside	I	see	a	honeycomb	of	black

cells,	 much	 like	 a	 giant	 insect’s	 eye.	 In	 front	 of	 the	 eye	 is	 an	 ever-

changing	aperture	that	controls	the	projection	of	the	beam.	I	watch	as

the	aperture	first	opens	and	then	forms	complex	patterns,	corresponding

to	the	areas	on	my	neck	and	shoulder	 that	are	being	treated.	As	 the

head	 position	 changes,	 the	 aperture	 alters	 to	 conform	 to	 the	 new

position.	The	final	position	is	just	over	my	left	shoulder.	I	hear	the	relay

click	off.	I	have	a	few	moments	to	orient	myself;	I’m	not	sure	how	much

time	has	passed.	I	have	no	reference,	no	way	of	knowing.	A	technician

opens	the	big	door	and	comes	in.	She	says,	“It’s	all	over."	

	

As	the	lights	go	on,	I	dress	and	look	around	the	room.	Lining	the	walls	I

see	masks	like	mine	in	neat	numbered	rows.	These	are	the	masks,	the

images,	 of	 all	 the	 people	 currently	 undergoing	 treatment	 in	 this

radiation	unit.	If	I	look	closely	I	could	probably	recognize	people	I	have

passed	 in	 the	 corridors,	 sat	 next	 to	 in	 the	 hospital	 cafeteria.	 Perfect

faces,	etched	out	in	fine	plastic	mesh.	They	are	all	looking	at	me.
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Over	time	I	develop	a	routine	of	driving	into	the	city,	parking,	making

my	way	to	the	radiation	department.	If	I’m	early,	sometimes	I	sit	in	the

waiting	 room.	Radiation	 treatment	 can	make	people	 tired	and	many

are	 collapsed	 on	 chairs,	 sleeping	 until	 their	 treatment	 time	 comes.

Others	have	radiation	burns	like	my	own,	on	neck,	face	and	shoulders.

Others	 are	 in	 wheelchairs.	 Still	 others	 use	 basic	 hand	 language	 to

communicate	with	family,	as	cancer	has	taken	their	voices.	

	

We	usually	 exchange	glances	or	 nods;	 silent	 veterans	of	 a	 complex

war,	all	with	a	story	 that	brought	us	 to	 this	place.	Each	hoping	for	a

cure,	a	remission	or	just	time.	

	

After	my	treatment,	I	sometimes	stop	at	the	coffee	shop	in	the	lobby	of

the	hospital	to	get	coffee	for	the	drive	home.	There	is	usually	a	lineup

and	I	wait	amongst	doctors,	nurses	and	visitors.	I	am	the	odd	person

out,	a	patient,	but	 I	somehow	seem	to	fit	 into	 this	 lineup	with	no	one

noticing	me.	It’s	winter	and	I	pull	my	jacket	collar	up	to	cover	my	red,

raw	neck	and	pull	my	sleeves	down	to	cover	my	hospital	wristbands.	I

am	just	like	all	of	the	others.

	

My	last	day	of	radiation	is	on	a	Monday.	I	have	noticed	over	the	weeks

that	some	patients	bring	their	families	along	on	their	final	day,	needing

to	show	them	the	room,	the	machine;	in	some	way	to	have	them	share

their	experience,	their	fear.
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As	the	technician	comes	in	to	unclamp	me	for	the	last	time,	she	asks	if	I

would	like	to	keep	my	mask.	This	takes	me	by	surprise	and	I	ask	her

what	others	do.	She	tells	me	that	some	take	them	home	as	souvenirs,	as

physical	reminders	of	their	experience.	Others	never	want	to	see	them

again.	For	me,	I	see	my	mask	as	an	intimate	partner,	my	plastic	clone,

something	that	has	experienced	this	process	with	me	for	five	weeks	and

I	am	reluctant	to	let	it	go.

	

I	walk	out	into	the	sunny,	early	spring	day,	mask	under	my	arm.	To	the

casual	passerby,	I	look	like	a	middle-aged	man	carrying	a	dressmaker’s

mannequin.	 The	 discerning	 eye	 would	 see	 that	 the	 mannequin	 is	 a

perfect	image	of	me.
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The	Rock
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The	park	officially	closes	at	dusk.	It	is	October	and	evenings	come

early	 but	 I	 linger	 on.	 The	 buses	 of	 schoolchildren	 and	 young

families	 that	 come	 here	 during	 the	 day	 to	 explore	 the	 lake	 and

trails	have	been	gone	for	hours.	The	young	couple	that	sometimes

sit	out	on	my	rock	at	sunset	leaves	as	soon	as	the	sun	dips	behind

the	 far	 shore.	 Now	 I	 take	 my	 place	 on	 it,	 as	 dusk	 becomes

twilight.	 The	 fall	 evenings	 have	 become	 cool	 but	 the	 rock	 is	 an

outcropping	 that	 sits	 out	 over	 the	 lake	 and	 is	 in	 full	 sunlight	 for

most	 of	 the	 day.	 It	 holds	 the	 heat,	 gently	 releasing	 it	 as	 the

evening	shadows	lengthen.

	

As	a	teenager	this	was	a	favorite	spot.	Long	before	it	had	become

a	park,	our	gang	had	used	it	as	our	private	retreat.	We	swam	off

the	rock,	 then	late	in	 the	day	made	our	way	over	rough	trails	 to

camp	 beside	 the	 nearby	 canyon.	 Although	 we	 often	 stayed

awake	for	most	of	the	night,	we	were	always	up	before	dawn	to

see	 the	sun	rise	over	 the	 far	side	of	 the	canyon.	Sitting	with	our

legs	over	 the	edge,	we	watched	sunlight	 flood	 the	valley	before

us,	 revealing	 an	 amazing	 wash	 of	 green.	 By	 mid-morning,	 we

would	make	our	way	back	to	the	lake	for	a	day	of	swimming	and

lying	out	on	the	rock.	In	some	ways	these	days	formed	the	social

foundation	 of	my	 young	 adulthood,	where	 lifelong	 friends	were
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made.	The	rock	was	often	where	youthful	romances	began,	were

restored	or	sometimes	ended.	

	

When	I	was	in	my	early	twenties,	the	lake	and	land	around	it	was

purchased	by	the	conservation	authority	and	it	became	a	protected

wilderness	area.	A	boardwalk	was	built	around	the	lake,	a	favorite

walking	place	for	visitors.	Manicured	trails	were	built	to	the	canyon

with	a	number	of	loops	back	to	the	lake	through	the	forest.

	

Although	I	moved	away	decades	ago,	I	have	been	back	for	many

visits	over	the	years,	with	friends,	girlfriends,	then	a	wife,	children,

and	 then	 often	 on	 my	 own.	 I	 now	 live	 nearby	 with	 my	 partner

Susan,	within	a	couple	of	kilometers	of	the	lake	and	canyon.	

	

The	 lake	 was	 carved	 from	 the	 earth	 by	 the	 timeless	 retreating

glaciers	 that	created	this	unique	place.	 It	 is	very	deep	and	those

depths	lie	undisturbed	by	wind	or	temperature.	The	bottom	of	the

lake	 is	 in	 stasis,	 silently	 collecting	 sediment	 year	 after	 year;	 for

decades,	 centuries.	 An	 interpretive	 sign	 posted	 at	 the	 lake	 says

that	biologists	have	drilled	core	samples	from	the	bottom	that	date

back	a	 thousand	years.	 Each	year,	as	on	 the	annual	 rings	of	a

tree	stump,	 the	 fine	 layers	of	silt	 tell	 the	story	of	ancient	seasons

from	 the	 past.	 The	 climate,	 the	 dust	 in	 the	 air,	 the	 wildlife	 that
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came	to	the	lake,	the	plants	that	grew	along	its	banks.	All	recorded

in	perfect	striations.	

I	have	asked	if,	 in	 time,	some	of	my	ashes	would	be	scattered	off

the	 rock,	 just	 beyond	 the	 last	 ledge	 where	 it	 gets	 very	 deep.	 I

imagine	 them	 gradually	 drifting	 downward	 over	 weeks	 and

months,	 eventually	 settling	 on	 the	 bottom	 to	 be	 undisturbed	 over

ages.	 In	 time	 they	 will	 form	 part	 of	 the	 layer	 of	 sediment	 for	 a

particular	year.	

	

The	conservation	authority	is	very	protective	of	the	lake.	There	are

signs	on	posts	close	to	the	shore	and	on	the	trails	that	announce	the

need	 to	 stay	 on	 the	 boardwalk.	 No	 fishing,	 no	 boating,	 no

swimming.	 I	now	need	 to	climb	over	a	wooden	 railing	 to	get	out

onto	the	rock.

	

One	hot	evening	earlier	in	the	summer,	I	climbed	down	off	the	rock

and	slipped	quietly	into	the	water.	After	 the	humid	day,	 the	water

was	beautiful.	Under	the	waves,	I	swam	very	deeply,	just	darkness

ahead	of	me.	I	paused	there	for	a	moment.	In	the	cool	and	quiet,	I

felt	 an	 invitation	 to	 go	 on,	 to	 go	 deeper,	 but	 instead	 turned	 and

looked	up	toward	the	clear	green	water	near	 the	surface.	 I	slowly

drifted	up	and	into	a	perfect	summer	evening.
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This	 fall	 I	 have	 taken	 to	walking	 the	 trails	on	my	own.	 I	 have	a

route	 that	 I	 like	 to	 follow.	 It	 takes	 me	 along	 the	 edge	 of	 the

canyon;	the	path	is	just	the	same	as	it	has	been	for	fifty	years.	In

all	 directions	 it	 is	 wilderness.	 Through	 a	 meadow,	 once	 a

homesteader's	clearing,	ancient	apple	trees	and	lilacs	surround	a

broken	foundation.	Then	along	a	meandering	trail	that	traces	the

now	 gentle	 edge	 of	 the	 escarpment	 to	 the	 top	 of	 a	 hill,	 once

cleared,	but	now	reforested.	Between	breaks	in	the	trees	I	can	see

the	city	in	the	distance.	

	

My	route	 invariably	ends	at	 the	 rock	where	 I	enjoy	catching	 the

last	bit	of	fall	sunlight	across	the	lake.	This	October	afternoon,	the

sun	 bathes	 the	 lake	 in	 a	 golden	 light.	 My	 face	 is	 lifted	 up,

catching	 its	 fading	 warmth.	 It	 is	 calm	 and	 off	 in	 the	 distance	 I

hear	 the	 voices	of	 children	as	 teachers	get	 them	organized	 into

buses	to	leave.	Soon	enough	it	is	perfectly	quiet.	I	am	alone.

	

Afternoon	 sun	 slowly	 turns	 to	 dusk.	 The	 lake	 is	 smooth	 and

inviting.	 My	 clothes	 lie	 folded	 on	 the	 warm	 rock.	 I	 submerge

silently	then	move	strongly	through	the	water,	heading	straight	out

into	the	darkening	evening.
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The	Hammer
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In	my	 thirties	 I	was	 fortunate	 enough	 to	 be	 able	 to	 take	 a	 year

away	from	my	job	to	build	a	house	on	a	rural	property.	I	was	a

young	 father	 of	 three	 and	 every	 morning	 at	 eight,	 two	 of	 my

children	would	hop	on	the	school	bus	while	David,	the	youngest,

would	spend	the	day	with	me	as	I	went	about	the	various	tasks	of

the	building	process.		

Although	only	 three,	David	was	quite	 interested	 in	 the	work	and

was	 always	 quietly	 watching	 when	 something	 was	 happening,

happy	 to	 lend	a	hand	when	he	could.	 It	was	with	pride	 that	he

told	the	other	kids	that	he	was	my	“special	assistant."

By	the	fall	we	were	living	in	the	partially	finished	house	but	there

was	 still	 lots	 of	 exterior	 work	 to	 be	 done	 before	 winter	 set	 in.

Safety	on	the	site	was	always	a	concern	and	I	regularly	warned

the	 kids	 about	 playing	 around	 ladders,	 especially	 when	 I	 was

working	 on	 them.	 Invariably	 something	 would	 fall,	 creating	 a

potentially	dangerous	situation	below.	

	

One	windy	afternoon	 I	was	 finishing	some	siding	 installation	on

an	upper	gable	of	the	house.	I	was	balanced	at	the	very	top	of	an

aluminum	extension	ladder.	David,	as	usual,	was	playing	nearby.
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This	particular	afternoon	he	was	building	an	elaborate	road	for	a

toy	 truck	 in	 the	 mounds	 of	 dirt	 that	 lay	 around	 the	 excavated

foundation.

	

In	those	days,	I	usually	worked	with	two	hammers	in	my	tool	belt,

one	 a	 regular	 weight	 hammer,	 the	 other	 a	 heavier	 framing

hammer.	This	arrangement	had	evolved	over	months	and	the	two

hammers	 served	well	 together,	 complementing	each	other	 in	 the

work.

I	was	using	the	framing	hammer	to	prepare	some	nailing	support

for	the	siding.	Perhaps	the	wind	had	shifted	me	off	balance	for	a

moment,	or	maybe	my	footing	was	unsure	on	the	ladder	because

of	muddy	boots.	 For	whatever	 reason,	 the	hammer	 slipped	 from

my	hand.	Reflexively,	I	reached	out	to	grab	it	but	just	managed	to

touch	the	handle	as	it	fell.	I	quickly	looked	down	and	froze	when	I

saw	 David’s	 blonde	 head	 and	 bright	 sweater	 directly	 beneath

me.	He	had	wandered	into	the	area	under	the	ladder	while	I	was

occupied	with	the	work	above.	

Time	 slowed	 to	 a	 crawl	 for	 the	 second	 or	 two	 it	 took	 for	 the

hammer	to	fall.	As	the	milliseconds	ticked	by,	I	could	clearly	see

the	glint	from	the	head	of	the	hammer	as	it	floated	through	the	air,
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the	dark	muddy	ground	below,	small	boulders	sticking	out	of	the

earth.	 And	 precious	 David;	 the	 texture	 and	 colour	 of	 his	 wool

sweater,	his	fine	blonde	hair	fluttering	in	the	autumn	breeze.	I	did

not	even	have	enough	time	to	shout	a	warning.

	

I	have	never	known	how	 the	hammer	missed;	 it	appeared	 to	be

on	 a	 direct	 and	 unchangeable	 path	 toward	 David.	 Perhaps	 a

small	gust	of	wind,	maybe	David	shifted	momentarily.	In	the	end	it

missed	 by	 inches,	 driving	 into	 the	 mud	 at	 David’s	 feet.	 Those

inches,	surely	the	difference	between	life	and	death.	I	was	shaky

as	I	came	off	the	ladder;	I	held	David	closely.	There	was	no	more

work	that	day.

	

In	time,	the	house	was	finished	and	we	lived	there	for	a	number

of	years.	David	went	on	to	become	a	civil	engineer;	first	working

for	 engineering	 firms	 and	 then	 when	 he	 was	 thirty,	 leaving	 the

corporate	 world	 to	 begin	 his	 own	 contracting	 company.	 As	 an

acknowledgment	 of	 his	 accomplishments	 and	 to	 mark	 his	 new

career	path,	I	gave	David	my	framing	hammer.	He	knew	its	story

and	understood	the	importance	it	held	for	both	of	us.

	

As	 David	 became	 established,	 I	 was	 sometimes	 called	 upon	 to

lend	a	hand	and	over	time	it	has	become	a	routine.	David	picks
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me	up	at	eight	 in	 the	morning	and	we	drive	 to	 the	jobsite.	With

my	lunch	box	and	construction	clothes,	I	feel	like	a	regular	worker

amongst	the	subcontractors	that	are	sometimes	at	the	site.

Now	 in	my	mid	 sixties,	 life	 is	 unfolding	 in	 the	most	appropriate

way.	 I	 have	 become	 the	 “special	 assistant”	 to	 David.	 He	 has

become	 the	 leader,	 I	 the	 helper.	 This	 transition	 did	 not	 happen

suddenly.	It	took	place	over	time	and	has	been	refined	over	these

past	 months	 as	 we	 have	 worked	 together.	 As	 my	 own	 strength

and	skills	begin	to	decline	and	David’s	expertise	develops,	I	have

felt	 comfortable	 knowing	 that	 I	 am	 letting	 go.	 This	 is	 the	way	 it

has	 always	 been	 between	 generations.	 Perhaps	 these	 days	 the

transition	isn’t	as	clear	as	it	has	been	in	the	past	but	ultimately,	it’s

a	cycle	that	has	always	been	with	us.

It’s	 a	 late	 fall	 afternoon.	 David	 and	 I	 are	 working	 on	 the

renovation	of	a	 turn-of-the-century	covered	porch.	The	days	have

become	noticeably	shorter	for	doing	outdoor	work.	I	am	tired	and

sit	back	on	a	stack	of	wood	siding	we’ll	put	up	 tomorrow.	 I	am

content	 to	 rest	 in	 the	 last	warmth	 of	 the	 autumn	 sun	 and	watch

David	as	 he	 completes	what	 he	 needs	 to	 do	 today.	He	 is	 on	a

ladder	 and	 I	 see	 that	 he	 is	 using	 the	 framing	 hammer,	 now
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showing	 the	 patina	 of	 decades	 of	 use.	 He	 works	 with	 strength

and	confidence.	The	hammer	seems	to	have	become	an	extension

of	his	body.		

Low	afternoon	sunlight	reflects	off	the	steel	of	the	hammer	to	form

a	kind	of	glow	around	it	as	David’s	arm	swings	in	long	arcs.	Back

and	forth	in	a	steady	rhythm,	the	hammer	drives	in	nail	after	nail.
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Glenalda
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My	 parents	 moved	 from	 our	 farm	 on	 Tuesday.	 Today	 is	 Friday

and	 I	 have	 come	 back.	My	 dad	 has	 asked	me	 to	 try	 to	 find	 a

piece	of	hardware	he	thought	he	might	have	left	 in	a	cupboard.

After	 the	 many	 weeks	 of	 activity	 surrounding	 the	 move,	 I	 am

happy	to	have	this	chance	to	return	on	my	own.	

Our	family	moved	to	the	farm	the	year	I	turned	eight	and	although

it	was	only	supposed	to	be	for	a	short	time,	my	parents	lived	there

for	fifty	years.	I,	however,	was	a	reluctant	participant.	On	a	cold

December	day,	we	moved	from	an	urban	neighborhood	where	I

had	 a	 company	 of	 friends,	 to	 a	 rural	 community	 where	 the

nearest	neighbor	with	children	was	over	a	kilometer	away	across

frozen	fields.	

As	I	open	the	front	door,	the	familiar	smell	of	the	house	welcomes

me.	Like	many	houses	where	people	have	lived	for	decades,	they

take	on	 the	essence	of	 their	owners,	of	 the	 time	 they	have	spent

there.		

The	house	is	 totally	empty.	My	parents	have	been	clearing	it	out

for	months.	Now,	along	with	everything	 that	had	been	collected

here,	 they	 have	 left.	 I	 wander	 through	 the	 rooms	 from	 which	 I

have	 been	 trying	 to	 distance	 myself	 for	 decades.	 But	 ultimately
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they	have	found	a	way	of	seeping	into	me	without	my	being	fully

aware.	

	

My	parents	have	moved	 into	 town.	As	 I	watched	 them	pack	up,

give	 away	 or	 throw	 out	 the	 things	 they	 had	 accumulated	 over

decades,	 I	see	my	own	future.	Objects	 that	had	been	saved	for,

had	 been	 used	 and	 cherished	 or	 passed	 down	 from	 ancestors

could	 find	 no	 takers.	What	 was	 once	 highly	 valued,	 ultimately

had	 no	meaning	 for	 others.	 For	me	 it	was	 a	 valuable	 lesson	 in

letting	go.	

Over	the	years	of	my	time	at	 the	farm,	I	occupied	three	different

bedrooms.	 The	 first	 looked	 out	 to	 the	 north	 where,	when	 I	 was

ten,	 I	 lay	 in	bed	 for	a	 seemingly	endless	 summer.	 In	 those	days

doctors	still	made	house	calls	and	Dr.	Aikenhead	came	to	see	me.

"Just	 pneumonia,"	 he	 said.	 "Should	 be	 up	 and	 around	 in	 a

couple	of	weeks."	He	came	like	clockwork	every	morning.	

I	lie	down	on	the	floor	where	my	bed	once	was	and	imagine	the

view	 I	 had	 that	distant	 summer,	across	 the	 fields	of	grain	 to	 the

small	town	beyond.	Endless	suburbs	have	now	been	built	right	up

to	our	 fence	 lines	with	 the	 tall	 buildings	of	a	 thriving	downtown

just	visible	beyond.	In	a	year,	streets,	avenues	and	parkways	will
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spread	to	cover	the	farm.	Rows	of	tightly	spaced	houses	will	settle

on	the	fields	I	roamed	as	a	child.	

Down	 the	 hall	 is	 the	 room	where	 I	 spent	 my	 teenage	 years.	 A

refuge	of	sorts	as	I	grew	from	a	boy	into	a	young	man.	The	room

faces	 west,	 toward	 the	 escarpment.	 The	 trees	 have	 lost	 their

leaves	and	just	as	I	remember	it,	the	winter	sun	pours	in	here.	This

is	where	I	really	started	to	have	an	awareness	of	what	I	might	do

or	become.	Where	I	planned	a	future	for	myself	and	ultimately	the

place	from	where	I	set	out	into	the	world.	

Through	 a	 closet	 and	 out	 the	 back	 side	 into	 the	 small	 rooms

above	 the	 oldest	 part	 of	 the	 house.	 This	 was	 where	 I	 stayed

whenever	I	returned	home	after	leaving	for	school.	Before	that,	it

had	 last	 been	 fully	 used	 when	 my	 sister	 Anne	 and	 I	 had

established	 a	 "Beatles	 Club"	 here	 in	 the	 early	 sixties;	 playing

records	 and	 trading	 Beatles	 cards.	 I	 spent	 three	 summers	 there

and	 many	 school	 holidays	 before	 moving	 away	 in	 my	 early

twenties.	

Finally,	 I	 stand	 in	 the	 spot	 in	 the	 empty	 dining	 room	where	my

chair	 sat,	 just	 to	 the	 left	 of	 my	 mother.	 I	 face	 a	 multi-paned
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window	that	looks	out	to	the	north-west.	The	glass	in	the	windows

was	made	before	glass-making	was	perfected,	so	looking	through

it,	 the	 view	 is	distorted.	 There	 is	one	particular	pane	 that	 has	a

unique	 aberration;	 a	 large	 bubble	 pattern	 in	 its	 centre.	 For

perhaps	a	week	every	year,	the	sun	reaches	a	perfect	orientation

and	sunlight	hits	the	bubble	in	such	a	way	that	it	is	refracted	into

a	 spectrum	of	 colours	 on	 the	window	 frame.	On	 cloudy	days,	 I

could	watch	 the	distorted	 forms	of	 lilac	bushes	on	 the	side	 lawn

through	 other	 panes.	 They	 created	 interesting	 abstract	 images

when	 they	 moved	 on	 a	 windy	 day.	 These	 were	 my	 mealtime

distractions.

	

The	 farm	 was	 electrified	 in	 the	 1920s,	 one	 of	 the	 first	 on	 the

concession	 to	 have	 made	 the	 transition.	 There	 was	 an	 ornate

glass	globe	from	that	time	that	hung	from	the	ten	foot	ceiling	over

the	dining	room	table.	It	is	gone	now,	a	single	bulb	is	left	hanging

from	a	wire	in	the	ceiling.

	

I	 find	 the	 piece	 of	 hardware	 Dad	 had	 left	 behind	 in	 a	 kitchen

cupboard.	 The	 kitchen	 comes	 to	 life	 in	 the	 morning	 when	 the

sunlight	streams	through	but	today	I	have	missed	that	light	and	it

feels	dark	and	cold.
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Now	that	it	is	empty,	it’s	easy	to	see	the	wear	of	our	fifty	years	on

the	farmhouse.	The	consequence	of	decades	of	family	life.	Plaster

is	 cracking	 in	 places,	walls	 and	baseboards	 need	painting.	On

the	final	day	I	spent	with	my	mother	in	the	house,	she	told	me	they

last	 had	 painting	 done	 just	 before	 my	 sister's	 wedding,	 twenty

years	ago.	

I	am	the	last	of	 the	family	 that	will	have	ever	been	in	 the	house.

As	 I	 step	 outside	 and	 lock	 the	 door,	 I	 am	 reminded	 that	 each

season	on	 the	 farm	has	a	smell	 that	 I	cannot	mistake.	Today	 it's

the	 smell	 of	 late	 October,	 just	 as	 I	 have	 somehow	 known	 and

remembered	it	for	fifty	years.	The	pungent	smell	of	walnut	leaves,

the	gardens	waiting	 for	 snow.	 I	 reach	down	 for	a	 fallen	walnut

and	 bring	 it	 up	 to	 my	 face.	 The	 unique	 smell	 has	 been	 so

ingrained	 in	my	memory	 that	 it	 seems	 I	 have	been	 in	 this	place

forever.	

It's	 late;	 the	 last	 light	 of	 the	 day	 is	 coming	 from	 just	 over	 the

escarpment	to	the	west.	I	have	stayed	too	long	and	have	begun	to

feel	like	a	trespasser	in	a	place	where	I	am	no	longer	welcome.
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Necropolis
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On	a	sunny	afternoon	in	late	April	 I	have	an	appointment	at	 the

Necropolis,	 an	 historic	 cemetery	 in	 downtown	 Toronto.	 My

grandparents	are	buried	here	and	over	the	last	number	of	years	I

have	visited	from	time	to	time	and	have	come	to	know	this	place

well.	 The	main	entrance	 is	down	a	dead	end	 street	across	 from

the	 small	 Riverdale	 Zoo.	Whenever	 I	 have	 been	 here,	 the	 city

noise	becomes	faint	under	the	closer	sounds	of	children	at	the	zoo

and	nearby	park.	It	is	an	oasis	of	calm	in	the	middle	of	the	city.

Until	several	years	ago,	I	had	only	been	here	once.	When	I	was

six	years	old,	my	grandmother	brought	my	sister	and	me	here	to

show	 us	 our	 grandfather’s	 gravestone	 after	 a	 visit	 to	 the	 zoo.	 I

was	named	after	my	grandfather	and	although	 I	never	met	him,

he	has	figured	significantly	in	my	life.	He	died	before	I	was	born

and	 I	 haven’t	 heard	 his	 name	 spoken	 in	 years;	 nearly	 all	 who

ever	knew	him	are	gone.	

	

When	I	visit,	I	often	spend	some	time	in	the	historic	Gothic	chapel

on	the	grounds.	Usually	it's	after	I	have	had	some	business	in	the

city	 and	 I	 sit	 in	 one	 of	 the	 pews	 for	 awhile	 to	 enjoy	 the

peacefulness	 of	 the	 surroundings.	 It’s	 very	 quiet	 and	 has	 that

unique	smell	common	to	church	sanctuaries.	A	combination	of	old
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wooden	pews	and	hymnals.	In	the	times	that	I	have	been	there,	I

have	never	seen	another	person.	

	

When	I	first	came	here	to	visit	my	grandparents’	gravesites	as	an

adult,	I	had	to	have	their	place	located	by	the	superintendent	who

occupied	the	office	on	the	grounds.	He	was	an	older	gentleman,

very	formal	but	friendly	and	knowledgeable.	When	I	told	him	that

my	 grandparents	 were	 buried	 here,	 he	went	 over	 to	 a	massive

cupboard	 with	 rows	 of	 large	 black	 journals,	 selected	 one	 and

then	 another	 until	 he	 found	 what	 he	 needed.	 I	 followed	 as	 he

went	 outside	 and	 led	 me	 into	 a	 little	 garden	 just	 behind	 the

chapel.	He	examined	a	couple	of	 flat	 stone	markers	 looking	 for

numbers,	then	knelt	beside	another	and	brushed	it	off.	Seasons	of

fallen	 leaves	 had	 covered	 it	 but	 there	 they	 were;	 my

grandparents’	names	and	dates.	I’m	sure	no	one	in	the	family	had

been	there	in	years.

	

My	grandparents’	marker	is	alongside	a	hedge	and	in	the	shade

of	 three	 ancient	 black	 locust	 trees.	 They	 become	gnarly	 as	 they

age	and	 in	winter	 they	are	 stark	 and	 foreboding,	 themselves	 in

solemn	repose.	Remarkably,	when	they	leaf	out	and	bloom	in	the

spring,	they	are	transformed	into	elegant	shade	trees.
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Although	 I	 first	 came	 to	 this	 place	 to	 visit	 my	 grandparents'

graves,	 it	 is	not	why	 I	have	returned	over	 the	years.	 It	has	been

the	peace	I	feel	here,	the	perspective	it	has	given	me	on	my	own

life	 that	brings	me	back.	Each	marker	or	headstone	represents	a

life	lived,	its	details	recorded.	From	the	engraving	on	the	stones,	I

could	begin	to	piece	together	stories,	contemplate	what	lives	may

have	 been	 like	 and	 imagine	 their	 joys,	 successes,	 failures	 and

losses.	

	

Over	the	years,	I	have	recognized	that	what	was	most	important

for	me	was	 that	 this	place,	 these	markers,	gave	me	a	clear	and

ongoing	reminder	of	how	the	time	we	have	in	our	lives	is	fleeting,

how	every	day	is	precious.

	

I	have	come	to	 the	age	where	 I	need	to	decide	what	to	do	with

what	 is	eventually	 left	of	me.	Some	 time	ago	 I	had	decided	 that

one	day,	I	too	would	be	here	at	the	Necropolis.	Regretfully,	there

is	 no	 space	 left	 in	 the	 gardens	 surrounding	 the	 Gothic	 chapel.

However,	 inside	 the	 chapel	 there	 are	 marble- faced	 niches	 that

hold	ashes.	This	is	where	I	want	to	be	but	have	put	off	committing

to	the	purchase	of	a	niche	until	today.
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There	 is	 a	 new	 superintendent	 in	 the	 office.	 Young	 and

welcoming,	 he	 shows	 me	 the	 niches	 that	 are	 available	 in	 the

chapel.	He	encourages	me	to	take	my	time	and	says	that	he’ll	be

back	in	the	office	when	I	decide.	I	sit	in	one	of	the	pews	and	try

to	picture	myself	here,	 somehow	bearing	witness	 to	 the	comings

and	goings	of	funerals,	to	processions	of	grieving	families	and	to

people	like	me	who	have	come	for	quiet	contemplation.	Alone	in

this	 tranquil	 place,	 I	 make	 a	 choice.	 A	 small	 piece	 of	 life's

business	that	has	been	on	my	to-do	list	for	years,	now	taken	care

of.

	

On	my	way	home,	I	walk	through	the	oldest	part	of	the	cemetery

and	 pause	 to	 listen	 to	 the	 sound	 of	 children’s	 laughter	 drifting

over	from	the	zoo.	The	locust	trees	are	just	beginning	to	leaf	out.

Sunlight	streams	down	through	their	branches	and	forms	dappled

patterns	on	the	gravestones	around	me.	On	many	of	these	stones,

there	are	no	names.	The	engraving	has	been	eroded	over	years,

decades.	Blank,	white	obelisks	with	only	the	faintest	 indentations

in	 the	 place	 where	 lives	 were	 once	 described.	 These	 are	 the

forgotten	ones,	now	lost	to	time.
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I	know	that	some	day,	my	own	name	will	be	spoken	for	the	last	time;

that	there	will	be	no	one	living	that	has	ever	known	me.	I	have	come

to	accept	that	in	time,	I	too	will	become	a	forgotten	one.
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The	Bus
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In	 those	 days	 I	 thought	 she	was	 beautiful;	 shoulder	 length	 dark

hair	and	a	charming	smile.	I	saw	her	almost	every	day	for	several

weeks	and	have	thought	about	her	off	and	on	for	over	forty	years.

Yet	we	never	exchanged	a	word.

	

When	 I	 was	 nineteen,	 I	 had	 been	 travelling	 for	 a	 number	 of

months	 and	 needed	 a	 place	 to	 settle	 and	 earn	 some	 money

before	 continuing	 on	my	way.	 It	was	Christmas	 time	and	 I	 had

come	 to	 the	south	of	England,	 to	Surrey.	 I	 felt	 so	much	at	home

there	 that	 I	 decided	 to	 stay	 for	 the	winter	 and	 found	a	 room	 to

rent	in	a	remote	country	house	near	Wotting,	a	few	miles	by	bus

from	a	larger	town	where	I	could	find	work.	It	was	a	hike	across

field	and	forest	on	footpaths	to	the	bus	stop	on	the	main	road.

	

That	 winter	 I	 worked	 in	 a	 drug	 store.	 Wearing	 a	 vinyl

“Superdrug”	 vest,	 I	 stocked	 shelves	 and	 assisted	 customers.	 The

day	would	drag	on	but	at	5	p.m.	sharp,	the	front	door	would	be

locked	 and	 I	 would	 be	 free.	 I	 would	 pass	 by	 the	 post	 office

looking	for	mail	 from	home	and	 then	on	 to	 the	bus	stop	where	 I

would	catch	my	ride	out	to	the	country.
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The	girl	was	always	on	the	bus	before	me	and	usually	had	a	seat

toward	the	back.	 I	noticed	her	on	my	first	ride	and	within	a	few

days	we	were	exchanging	glances	and	warm	smiles.	As	the	days

and	then	the	weeks	passed,	although	we	had	not	even	said	hello,

I	felt	there	was	a	connection,	a	mutual	understanding	that	seemed

to	 be	 clear	 between	 us.	 A	 meeting	 of	 the	 souls	 without	 ever

speaking	a	word.	

	

The	 girl	 got	 off	 at	 a	 stop	 that	 led	 down	 a	 picturesque	 country

road.	It	was	tucked	into	a	gently	sheltered	valley	below	the	Surrey

Hills.	Houses	were	set	irregularly	along	the	road;	small	vegetable

gardens	lay	fallow	in	back	yards.	A	chicken	coop	here	and	there.

As	she	stepped	out	and	walked	away,	the	bus	drove	on.	I	never

knew	which	house	she	lived	in.

	

In	 time	 I	 had	 to	 move	 on,	 I	 had	 other	 places	 I	 wanted	 to	 see

before	returning	home.	Yet	Surrey	had	indelibly	touched	me	and	I

always	believed	that	someday	I	would	return	 to	 live	 there	for	an

extended	time.		

Back	 in	 Canada	 however,	 my	 life	 seemed	 to	 develop	 its	 own

momentum,	one	thing	leading	to	the	next.		School,	job,	marriage,
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children,	grandchildren	and	too	soon	I	found	myself	in	my	sixties

thinking	 about	 youthful	 ideas	 never	 realized;	 wanting	 to

understand	the	forks	 in	 the	road	that	had	brought	me	to	where	 I

was.

	

Often	we	don’t	recognize	 that	we	are	at	a	fork	 in	 the	road	until

we	have	already	passed	it.	Sometimes	it’s	not	until	years	later	that

we	can	be	objective	about	what	going	one	direction	or	the	other

would	have	meant,	how	our	lives	may	have	changed	in	the	most

fundamental	ways.	Happiness	or	sadness,	success	or	failure,	even

life	or	death.

	

I	had	thought	about	the	girl	occasionally	over	the	years.	At	times

she	 became	 the	 symbol	 for	 things	 left	 unaccomplished,	 chances

not	 taken,	 opportunities	 ignored.	 She	 also	 came	 to	 represent	 a

time	in	my	life	when	I	was	totally	carefree,	had	no	responsibilities,

no	obligations.	Something	I	was	never	to	have	again.

	

Forty-five	 years	 later	 I	 returned	 to	Surrey.	 In	 town,	 the	drugstore

was	still	there,	now	transformed	into	a	boutique	selling	expensive

cosmetics.	It	was	hard	to	cross	the	High	Street	for	the	traffic.	I	took

my	 old	 bus	 route	 toward	Wotting,	 intending	 to	 visit	 the	 house
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where	I	spent	that	long	ago	winter.	However,	as	we	approached

the	road	where	the	girl	had	lived,	I	abruptly	got	up	and	asked	the

driver	to	let	me	off	at	the	next	stop.	

As	 the	 bus	 pulled	 away	 I	 recognized	 that	 it	 all	 looked	 just	 the

same.	I	walked	up	the	road	until	 the	houses	petered	out	and	the

road	 ended	 at	 a	 farmer’s	 field.	 Somewhere	 between	 the	 main

road	and	this	point	was	where	she	had	lived.	

	

In	my	mind,	she	had	remained	a	nineteen-year-old	beauty	while	I

had	become	a	husband,	a	father,	a	grandfather.	I	did	not	know	if

she	 still	 had	 any	 connection	 to	 this	 place,	 she	 may	 have	 left

decades	ago	or	she	may	be	 living	in	one	of	 the	houses	still.	But

that	 didn’t	 matter.	 I	 did	 not	 come	 back	 to	 find	 the	 girl;	 I	 came

back	to	find	a	part	of	myself.

	

In	some	ways	she	had	come	to	embody	all	 the	forks	in	 the	road

where	 one	 path	 has	 remained	 untraveled;	 a	 mystery	 with

unknown	potential.	The	life	unexplored,	the	idealized	relationship

that	always	worked,	the	perfect	love	never	attained.	Standing	on

that	road,	in	that	place,	I	recognized	that	all	of	those	things	were
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illusions.	The	life	I	have	lived	is	unique	and	it	is	mine,	sculpted	by

all	the	forks	in	the	road	I	have	chosen	over	time.	It	leaves	nothing

to	regret	or	wish	for.	

In	 March	 of	 that	 distant	 year,	 I	 left	 Surrey	 to	 continue	 on	 my

travels.	The	girl	was	 in	her	usual	seat	when	 I	got	on	 the	bus	 for

my	final	ride	to	Wotting.	Although	she	had	no	idea	that	this	was

the	last	 time	we	would	see	one	another,	as	 the	bus	was	slowing

down	 for	her	 stop,	 she	passed	up	 the	aisle	 to	 the	door	and	her

hand	briefly	rested	on	my	shoulder.	 I	 instinctively	reached	out	 to

her	but	she	was	already	gone.

As	 she	 stepped	off	 the	bus,	 she	unloosed	her	hair	 into	 the	early

spring	breeze	and	walked	briskly	away.	The	light	from	that	March

afternoon	sun	cast	a	moving	shadow	of	her	onto	the	hedgerow	at

the	side	of	the	road,	which	I	watched	until	she	was	out	of	sight.
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Palgrave
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I	am	a	five	year	old	child,	just	beginning	to	form	memories.	

	

On	an	early	spring	day	we	are	back	in	the	hardwood	bush	and	I

watch	patiently	as	my	dad	uses	his	pocketknife	to	carve	my	name

and	 birthdate	 into	 the	 smooth,	 wide	 trunk	 of	 a	 beech	 tree.	 As

each	 of	my	 sisters	 is	 born,	 their	 names	 are	 carved	 in	 the	 same

way.	 In	 time	 the	 tree	 is	engraved	with	an	orderly	column	of	 five

names	and	dates.

My	 dad	 worked	 in	 an	 office	 downtown	 but	 was	 drawn	 to	 the

outdoors	so	he	purchased	a	parcel	of	land	north	of	the	city	to	use

on	weekends.	 It	 had	 been	 homesteaded,	 then	 farmed	 for	 years

but	 the	 land	 was	 sandy	 and	 hilly,	 not	 suited	 for	 crops.	 It	 was

eventually	 abandoned	 and	 used	 as	 pasture	 by	 neighboring

farmers.	At	some	point,	several	acres	of	Christmas	trees	had	been

planted	but	the	owner	had	lost	interest	in	the	business	and	put	the

property	up	for	sale.	

	

On	a	November	day	we	go	 to	 look	at	 the	property	 for	 the	 first

time.	My	grandparents	and	my	dad	have	brought	me	with	them.

After	an	afternoon	of	exploring	the	land,	we	have	a	picnic	on	the

side	of	a	grassy	hill	with	a	view	of	the	fields	to	the	east.	We	find

an	old	wooden	packing	box	nearby	and	use	 it	as	a	 table.	Dad

and	Granddad	 talk	about	plans	 for	 the	 spring;	we	will	 continue

using	the	property	as	a	Christmas	tree	farm.
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It	is	late	in	the	day	and	the	sun	is	setting	behind	us,	lighting	up	the

landscape.	As	it	falls	below	the	hills	to	the	west,	the	countryside	is

bathed	 in	a	cold	November	dusk.	 The	picnic	 things	are	packed

up	and	we	head	back	to	the	cars.	I	linger	behind	and	watch	the

others	walking	away,	silhouetted	by	the	darkening	sky.	

Many	of	my	childhood	weekends	were	spent	at	the	farm.	Planting

and	pruning	 in	 the	spring,	cutting	Christmas	 trees	 in	 the	 fall.	But

for	me	there	were	other	things	too.	The	sound	of	my	granddad's

laughter.	The	taste	of	apples	gone	wild,	the	feel	of	milkweed	sap

on	my	hands.	The	wind	rustling	the	leaves	in	the	poplar	grove.

	

Winter	 provided	 different	 experiences.	 On	 a	 February	 morning

the	 sky	 is	a	cloudless	deep	blue,	 the	 sun	on	 the	 snow	creates	a

blinding	white	 landscape.	Our	 skis	 glide	 effortlessly	 through	 the

snow.	Dad	breaks	 the	 trail	ahead	of	us	and	my	mind	drifts	as	 I

fall	into	the	steady	rhythm	of	the	skis	and	poles.	I	feel	the	surface

of	 the	snow	through	my	skis.	 In	places,	 the	hot	sun	has	 turned	it

into	smooth	granular	crystals.	At	noon	we	reach	the	entrance	to	a

hidden	valley,	make	a	fire	and	toast	sandwiches	over	the	flames.	

In	 time,	Dad	built	a	 cabin	 in	 this	 sheltered	 spot,	where	even	on

windy	 days	 it	 was	 protected	 on	 all	 sides	 by	 low	 hills.	 It	 was	 a

calm	 and	 safe	 place.	When	 we	 got	 a	 tractor	 to	 help	 with	 the
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work	around	 the	 farm,	a	shed	was	built	nearby	 to	store	 it.	Then

came	an	addition	to	the	cabin,	with	conveniences	like	an	indoor

sink	 and	 shower,	 the	water	 supplied	 by	 rain	 collected	 from	 the

roof	and	stored	in	an	underground	cistern.

	

Over	 the	 years	 of	 my	 childhood,	 I	 came	 to	 know	 the	 property

well.	 Each	part	 of	 it	 had	a	 name	 identifying	a	 place	we	 knew;

each	had	a	story	 to	 tell.	The	gravel	pit,	 the	 lookout	 tree,	hidden

valley,	 the	white	pine	bush,	picnic	hill.	These	days	were	 lived	in

the	present.	I	had	my	whole	life	ahead	of	me.	I	had	not	begun	to

think	about	the	future	or	what	it	might	hold	for	me.	

	

I	am	25,	a	young	man,	soon	to	become	a	father.

Twenty	 years	 have	 passed	 since	 my	 dad	 bought	 the	 property.

After	 Granddad	 died,	 Dad	 stopped	 planting	 and	 cutting

Christmas	trees	and	rarely	visited	the	farm.	The	rows	of	trees	that

were	left	unharvested	have	become	a	dense	forest.	

	

I	 begin	 to	 come	 up	 to	 the	 farm	 occasionally	 on	 my	 own	 now.

Often	 it's	 a	 cool,	 drizzly	 fall	 day	 that	 brings	me	back.	 Brush	 is

starting	to	grow	up	in	the	fields	and	I	enjoy	working	with	saw	and
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axe,	 clearing	 it	 from	 the	 roadsides.	 I	 stack	 the	 brush	 in	 piles,

planning	to	burn	it	when	it	dries	out.	Over	the	years	I	begin	to	see

that	 I	 will	 not	 be	 able	 to	 keep	 up	 with	 nature;	 the	 land	 will

eventually	be	overgrown.	

	

I	often	end	my	days	at	the	farm	by	walking	back	to	the	hardwood

bush,	a	ritual	established	by	my	dad	in	the	early	days	of	the	farm.

After	a	day	in	the	sun,	the	bush	welcomes	me	with	cool	half-light

filtering	down	through	the	trees.	

One	 afternoon	 I	 pass	 by	 the	 carving	 tree.	 I	 am	 wearing

Granddad's	old	fedora	that	I’ve	taken	from	the	cabin	to	keep	the

blackflies	away.	 I	have	my	picture	 taken	 leaning	against	 the	old

beech.	Of	the	few	pictures	I	have	from	this	time	in	my	life,	this	is

my	 favourite.	 The	 tree	and	 I	are	 forever	 fixed	 in	 this	moment	of

time.	

	

I	am	45,	middle-aged;	I	have	a	job,	children	and	responsibilities.	

Another	 twenty	 years	 have	 gone	 by	 quickly;	 this	 has	 been	 the

busiest	 period	 of	 time	 in	 my	 life.	 For	 reasons	 I	 do	 not	 fully
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understand,	 the	 farm	continues	 to	call	me	back	and	 I	 try	 to	 visit

every	year.	

	

One	 summer	 the	 cabin	 was	 hit	 by	 lightning	 and	 burned	 to	 the

ground.	 After	 that	 the	 property	 lost	 its	 appeal	 for	 my	 dad	 and

when	I	was	in	my	thirties	the	farm	was	sold.	The	new	owners	built

a	small	cabin	in	the	valley	close	to	where	ours	once	stood.	They

appeared	 to	 have	 large	 family	 gatherings;	 rough	 tables	 and

benches	 were	 built	 and	 arranged	 close	 to	 the	 cabin.	 An	 old

transport	trailer	was	parked	nearby	for	storage.	They	built	blinds

in	the	trees	around	the	property	and	in	the	fall	they	hunted	deer.

Although	 I	 never	 met	 them,	 I	 liked	 to	 believe	 that	 they	 did	 not

mind	my	visits.	

	

Occasionally	I	spend	a	winter	afternoon	here,	buying	some	lunch

things	in	the	nearby	village	and	sitting	at	our	old	picnic	table	in

the	 sheltered	 valley.	 The	 sun	 comes	 streaming	 in	 from	 the	west

and	it’s	a	remarkably	warm	and	soothing	spot.	 I	can	sometimes

hear	the	snow	melting	as	I	lie	back	on	the	table	and	the	afternoon

sun	warms	me.	I	walk	up	the	small	hill	and	along	the	fallen	row	of

black	cherry	trees	to	the	lookout.	I	pass	the	remains	of	a	tree	fort	I
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used	as	a	child	and	hear	my	sisters'	voices	calling	to	me	from	the

past.	 I	 can	 see	 the	 landscape	 unfolding	 for	 miles	 to	 the	 north.

Through	 the	 melting	 snow	 I	 feel	 the	 ground	 under	 my	 feet;	 it’s

sandy	with	outcroppings	of	bright	green	moss.	

	

In	 the	 hardwood	 bush	 I	 pause	 at	 the	 beech	 tree;	 our	 carved

names	are	just	barely	recognizable	now.	Over	time,	new	names,

initials	 and	 dates	 have	 been	 added	 to	 the	 tree	 by	 others;	 there

are	now	carvings	all	around	the	trunk.	I	see	that	the	bush	is	going

to	 be	 logged.	Many	 of	 the	 mature	 trees	 have	 been	 tagged	 for

cutting	but	the	carving	beech	has	been	spared.	

	

These	 are	 stolen	 days	 from	 a	 busy	 mid-life	 schedule.	 For	 these

hours	 I	 have	 nothing	 to	 do,	 nowhere	 to	 be.	 I	 have	 no

responsibilities;	 I	 am	 taking	 this	 time	 to	 heal	 my	 mind	 and	 my

body.	

I	am	65,	retired	and	a	grandfather.

Another	twenty	years;	time	moves	quickly	now,	one	year	seeming

to	 blend	 into	 the	 next.	 During	 some	 of	 these	 past	 visits,	 I	 have

questioned	why	I	return	to	the	farm.	Perhaps	I	am	trying	to	reclaim
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something;	my	youthful	memories	and	experiences,	the	feeling	of

perfect	 comfort	 and	 calm	 I	 once	 had.	 Perhaps	 we	 all	 have	 a

place,	real	or	imaginary,	that	we	return	to	where	things	are	safe

and	familiar,	where	we	feel	nurtured	and	cared	for.

	

This	year	I	have	come	in	mid-November,	about	the	time	we	would

have	been	cutting	Christmas	trees	decades	ago.	It	is	a	perfect	late

autumn	 day;	 sunny	 and	 calm.	 Our	 quiet	 gravel	 road	 has	 now

been	paved.	I	park	on	the	shoulder	as	cars	speed	by;	it's	become

a	busy	route	for	commuters	 travelling	to	the	north.	A	water	main

has	been	installed	over	the	past	year	and	there	are	fire	hydrants

placed	at	intervals	along	the	roadside.	As	I	walk	in	along	the	old

laneway,	 the	 traffic	 noise	 fades	 away.	 In	 the	 stillness,	 the	 farm

welcomes	 me	 with	 the	 smells	 I	 remember	 as	 a	 boy;	 crisp

November	air,	fallen	sumac	leaves,	the	tangy	smell	of	horsetail.	

	

The	owners	no	 longer	use	 the	property.	 Their	 cabin	 is	deserted,

the	front	door	hangs	open.	A	child’s	rusted	bicycle	leans	near	the

entrance	with	weeds	growing	up	 through	 the	 spokes.	The	 tables

and	benches	have	 fallen	 into	piles	of	moss-covered	boards.	 The

transport	 trailer	has	broken	apart	and	settled	onto	 the	ground.	 It

has	been	years	since	I	have	seen	any	sign	that	 the	owners	have

been	here.
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Most	evidence	that	this	was	once	a	busy	farm	is	gone.	The	stone

fireplace	my	father	built	as	a	young	man	has	crumbled.	The	roads

my	 grandfather	 proudly	 maintained	 are	 just	 barely	 discernible

narrow	 trails	 or	 have	disappeared	 entirely.	 The	 remnants	 of	 the

tractor	shed	lie	hidden	in	a	small	group	of	trees,	buried	beneath

the	leaves	from	falls	 long	past.	Where	our	cabin	once	stood	has

remained	 a	 clearing;	 the	 scorched	 soil	 from	 the	 fire	 would	 not

support	new	growth.	

	

Over	 these	 past	 years	 nature	 has	made	 significant	 inroads	 into

the	 property.	 On	 each	 visit	 I	 witness	 the	 progress	 of	 a	 slow

transformation	back	to	wilderness.	In	nature's	design,	the	piece	of

time	we	 have	 had	 here	was	 small	 and	 has	 passed.	We	briefly

borrowed	this	land	and	now	it	has	been	returned.	

	

I	 make	 my	 way	 to	 the	 back	 and	 lose	 my	 bearings	 in	 the

hardwood	bush.	All	the	old	landmarks	and	trails	are	gone.	I	see

that	the	bush	is	to	be	cut	again	by	a	new	generation	of	loggers.

Red	 spray	 paint	marks	 the	 trees	 that	 are	 to	 be	 taken.	 It	 is	mid-

afternoon	 when	 I	 come	 to	 the	 carving	 tree.	 The	 original	 five

names	are	now	just	healing	scars	on	the	smooth	bark.	As	I	walk

around	 the	 tree	 looking	at	 the	more	 recent	 carvings,	 I	am	 taken

aback	by	the	red	circle	that	has	been	sprayed	on	the	far	side	of
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the	trunk.	

I	recognize	that	I	feel	some	claim	toward	this	tree,	that	I	believed

it	 was	 invulnerable,	 sacred	 in	 some	 way.	Without	 hesitation,	 I

carefully	scrape	away	the	paint	from	the	bark	with	my	pocketknife

then	stand	back	to	take	a	look.	 It	 is	not	enough;	the	area	where

the	 paint	 was	 removed	 is	 noticeable.	 I	 go	 back	 to	 work	 and

decades	after	my	name	was	 first	 carved	 into	 the	 tree,	 I	 carve	a

new	version.	When	I	am	finished,	the	tree	appears	untouched	by

logger's	paint;	just	one	more	name	added	to	the	many	already	on

the	tree.	

	

The	 afternoon	 has	 disappeared	 while	 I	 worked,	 but	 from	 the

beech	 tree,	 I	know	my	way	back.	Through	 the	underbrush	 I	 find

the	overgrown	 trail	 that	was	once	 the	main	 road	 to	 the	back	of

the	farm.	It's	nearing	dusk	as	I	emerge	onto	the	grassy	hill	where,

sixty	years	ago,	we	rested	on	our	first	visit	to	the	property.	In	the

waning	light,	 I	see	a	faint	image	of	 the	four	of	us	on	the	side	of

the	hill	finishing	our	picnic.	My	grandmother	packing	things	into	a

cardboard	box.	My	dad	and	granddad	 talking	quietly.	My	 five

year	 old	 self	 standing	 off	 to	 the	 side,	 looking	 toward	 the	 west

where	 the	 sun	has	 just	 gone	down.	Shadows	 from	 the	past	 that

have	been	waiting	for	me	in	this	place.
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I	walk	on.	It’s	getting	dark	and	purple	clouds	light	up	the	horizon.

The	 weather	 has	 changed	 while	 I	 have	 been	 here.	 A	 cold

November	wind	has	come	up	and	catches	me	as	 I	 come	 to	 the

crest	of	the	hill.	There	is	a	bit	of	snow	in	the	air.	I	detour	into	the

shelter	of	 the	hidden	valley	 then	walk	up	 through	 the	white	pine

bush	and	back	to	the	road.	I	am	not	sure	that	I	will	ever	return.
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Dead	Man's	Penny
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The	first	time	I	had	a	sense	of	William	was	when	I	held	his	death

penny	in	my	hands.	

	

It	was	his	memorial	plaque,	one	of	more	than	a	million	that	were

sent	to	the	families	of	fallen	Commonwealth	soldiers	after	the	First

World	War.	At	the	time,	it	was	popularly	called	a	“Dead	Man’s

Penny”	as	 it	 resembled	a	very	 large,	heavy	coin.	 It	 is	embossed

with	 the	 name	 of	 my	 great-uncle,	 who	 was	 killed	 in	 Northern

France	on	a	September	morning	in	1918,	just	45	days	before	the

end	of	the	war.

	

The	 plaque	 was	 sent	 to	 my	 great-grandparents	 in	 Wiarton,

Ontario.	In	time	it	went	to	my	grandfather,	was	passed	on	to	my

father	and	eventually	it	came	to	me.	Until	 then,	it	had	been	kept

shrouded	in	various	dresser	drawers	for	almost	a	century.	

	

I	felt	it	needed	a	more	prominent	setting	and	it	took	up	a	place	on

my	desk.	Because	of	its	size	and	weight,	it	had	the	job	of	holding

down	 the	 minutiae	 of	 my	 life;	 papers,	 bills	 and	 reminders	 that

would	 otherwise	 be	 scattered	 everywhere.	 Although	 dead	 for

almost	100	years,	in	some	way	William	now	oversees	the	things

that	 I	 need	 to	 attend	 to.	 I	 see	 his	 name	 every	 day;	 a	 constant

reminder	of	the	value	of	time,	the	meaning	of	loss.
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There	is	a	photograph	of	William,	taken	while	training	in	England

before	he	set	out	for	France	in	1917.	It	is	printed	onto	a	postcard,

yellowed	by	time	and	fragile.	It	is	the	only	image	that	remains	of

him.	 He	 is	 handsome	 in	 his	 uniform,	 standing	 formally	 and

looking	 past	 the	 camera	 into	 the	 distance.	 At	 22,	 he	 has	 his

whole	life	ahead	of	him.	In	his	face,	I	recognize	my	grandfather,

William’s	 older	 brother,	 who	 did	 not	 go	 to	 war.	 I	 placed	 the

picture	 in	a	 frame	and	over	 the	past	 year,	William	has	been	a

silent	companion	at	my	desk.	

	

In	 the	months	 leading	 up	 to	 the	 centenary	 of	William’s	 death,	 I

inexplicably	 began	 to	 feel	 a	 call	 to	 be	 there,	 at	 the	 site	 of	 the

battle	 that	 took	 his	 life.	 This	 awareness	 that	 had	 begun	 as	 a

curious	 niggling	 in	my	mind	 became	more	 insistent	 as	 the	 date

neared.	 In	 the	 last	 days	 of	 summer,	 I	 felt	 William’s	 presence

constantly;	 he	 seemed	 to	watch	me	 thoughtfully	 from	 the	picture

frame.

I	 decide	 to	 book	 tickets	 to	 Northern	 France	 and	 the	 Canal	 du

Nord,	 the	 battleground.	 Regretfully,	 at	 the	 last	 minute,	 a	 health

issue	makes	it	impossible	for	me	to	travel.	My	two	sons,	Mike	and

Dave,	now	in	their	30s,	agree	to	go	in	my	place.
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The	boys	stay	in	a	small	village	close	to	the	canal.	The	land	is	flat

and	rural.	The	canal	was	under	construction	at	the	outbreak	of	the

war	and	this	section	remained	unflooded,	so	it	was	chosen	as	the

site	for	the	attack.	

	

On	the	eve	of	 the	battle’s	anniversary,	Mike	and	Dave	drive	 the

short	 distance	 to	 where	 the	 Canadian	 troops	 would	 have	 been

assembled	 before	 the	 assault.	 William	 and	 his	 battalion	 were

gathered	 here	 in	 the	 cool	 September	 night,	 seeing	 sunset	 glow

and	quietly	waiting	for	dawn.	Looking	toward	the	east,	 the	boys

see	where	 the	 enemy	 lines	 would	 have	 been	 positioned	 on	 the

other	side	of	the	canal.	At	dawn	the	soldiers	would	have	to	face

machine	gun	and	artillery	fire	as	 they	slid	down	the	edge	of	 the

canal,	made	the	dash	across	the	muddy	bottom	and	up	the	other

side	to	face	barbed	wire	and	the	enemy.	

	

The	next	morning	is	a	Thursday.	At	sunrise	Mike	and	Dave	stand

on	 the	edge	of	 the	canal.	More	 than	40,000	Canadian	soldiers

crossed	 the	 canal	 that	 morning	 one	 hundred	 years	 ago.

Thousands	 were	 killed	 or	 wounded.	 I	 had	 an	 expectation	 that

other	 relatives	 would	 be	 there,	 drawn	 instinctively	 to	 this	 place

where	 their	grandfathers,	uncles,	great-uncles	had	been	 lost.	But

the	boys	are	alone.
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As	they	wait	 in	silence,	 they	feel	 the	shadows	of	 the	troops	pass

around	them	in	the	rush	over	the	canal.	The	echo	of	their	shouts	is

everywhere.

	

The	 war	 diary	 reports	 that	 there	 were	 20	 men	 from	William’s

battalion	killed	 that	day,	 some	of	 them	 in	 the	charge	across	 the

canal.	The	next	morning,	after	the	fighting	had	moved	to	the	east,

the	 dead	 were	 carried	 the	 short	 distance	 over	 the	 shattered

landscape	 to	 the	 corner	 of	 a	 field	where	 a	 cemetery	 had	 been

established.	

	

It	 is	mid	morning.	Mike	and	Dave	walk	 through	amber	 fields	of

wheat	to	the	graveyard.	The	grain	is	almost	ready	for	harvesting;

the	 stalks	 are	 tall	 and	 flow	 like	 waves	 in	 the	 breeze.	 The

countryside	shows	little	evidence	of	the	trauma	it	endured	during

the	war.	It	has	absorbed	the	grief	and	sorrow,	healing	itself	over

decades.

	

William	lies	with	254	other	men,	most	are	Canadians.	Mike	and

Dave	 slowly	 make	 their	 way	 between	 the	 rows,	 reading	 each

name.	Near	 the	 back,	 alongside	 a	 stone	wall	 that	 encloses	 the

cemetery,	 they	 find	 William’s	 marker.	 He	 is	 buried	 with	 his

comrades	on	either	side,	soldiers	from	his	battalion	killed	on	that
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day.	They	have	been	lost	to	us	for	a	century.	The	world	changed

in	unimaginable	ways	while	they	were	left	behind.	

	

I	have	sent	along	a	small	weather-sealed	photograph	of	William,

a	copy	of	the	original	I	keep	on	my	desk.	Dave	rests	it	against	the

base	of	the	marker.	We	hope	that	others	will	see	it	and	put	a	face

to	William’s	 name.	 On	 their	 way	 out	 they	 sign	 the	 registry	 of

visitors	to	this	place.	No	one	else	has	been	here	in	days.

	

I	am	at	my	desk	when	Mike	calls	me	from	France	to	let	me	know

how	the	morning	has	gone.	William	looks	unwaveringly	out	from

his	frame	as	we	talk.	My	papers	and	notes	are	in	their	usual	spot,

being	held	in	place	by	William’s	dead	man’s	penny.	More	 than

ever,	it	is	my	constant	reminder	of	the	cost	of	war,	the	sanctity	of

life,	the	meaning	of	sacrifice.	

	

There	are	times	when	I	imagine	William	somehow	being	missed	by

machine	gun	bullet	 or	artillery	 shell	 and	 returning	home	 from	 the

war.	I	see	him	settling	in	Wiarton,	buying	a	piece	of	land	outside

town,	marrying	 a	 girl	 from	 the	 next	 concession.	 Having	 children

who	would	have	children	who	would	be	the	cousins	I	never	had.	I

see	 the	 ripples	 of	 his	 life	 continuing	 to	 expand,	 making	 subtle

differences	in	the	world	in	ways	impossible	for	us	to	foresee.
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Instead,	all	of	William’s	potential	was	 lost	with	him	on	an	early

September	morning	in	1918	on	the	muddy	bed	of	the	Canal	Du

Nord.	He	now	exists	in	just	three	places.	In	the	quiet	corner	of	a

farmer’s	 field	 in	 Northern	 France,	 in	 the	 ancient	 photograph

sitting	on	my	desk	and	in	the	dead	man’s	penny	I	am	holding	in

my	hands.
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The	Portrait
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In	March	of	the	year	I	turned	10,	the	ice	on	the	pond	at	our	farm

melted	 early.	My	 sister	 bet	 me	 that	 I	 could	 not	 make	 the	 swim

across	the	frigid	water	to	the	other	side.	At	stake	was	her	Kodak

Brownie	 "bullet"	 camera.	 I	 had	been	 interested	 in	 cameras	 and

photography	for	as	long	as	I	could	remember	and	was	very	keen

to	have	my	own	camera.	So	I	struggled	across,	then	soaked	and

shivering,	proudly	took	possession	of	my	first	camera.

Several	years	 later,	as	a	young	 teen,	 I	was	 ready	 for	something

more	 challenging	 and	 borrowed	 an	 imposing	 fold - out	 bellows

camera	from	my	grandmother.	Although	made	in	the	30's,	it	had

the	 advantage	 of	 allowing	 adjustments	 to	 shutter	 speed	 and

aperture.	 I	 taught	 myself	 the	 technical	 basics;	 exposure,

composition,	and	importantly,	began	to	recognize	the	potential	of

light.	But	it	was	something	about	capturing	an	instant	in	time	and

preserving	it	that	occupied	my	imagination.

	

When	 I	 was	 17,	 after	 using	 a	 number	 of	 hand - me - down

cameras	 of	 varying	 sophistication,	 I	 became	 obsessed	 with	 the

Russian	made	Zenit	B,	an	inexpensive	35mm	camera.	Like	a	kid

outside	a	toy	shop,	I	often	looked	at	it	longingly	through	the	front

window	of	 the	small	camera	store	in	my	hometown.	A	couple	of

times	I	was	bold	enough	to	go	in	and	ask	to	see	it.	The	silky	feel
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of	the	film	advance,	the	solid	clunk	of	the	shutter,	the	smooth	and

accurate	focusing	were	all	intoxicating.	The	Zenit	was	much	more

refined	 and	 capable	 than	 anything	 I	 had	 experienced.	 But	 in

those	days	it	cost	about	$100,	which	I	did	not	have.	In	time,	I	got

the	money	together	and	was	able	to	buy	it.	

	

Margie	was	one	of	a	group	of	us	who	hung	out	 together	 in	 the

last	year	of	high	school.	I	had	always	been	attracted	to	her.	Long

dark	 hair,	 pale	 skin,	 energetic,	 rebellious	 and	 filled	with	 ideas.

We	were	born	a	month	apart	and	both	grew	up	on	the	shores	of

Lake	Ontario.	She	knew	of	my	interest	in	photography	and	asked

me	 if	 I	would	 take	her	picture.	Of	course;	 I	was	keen	 to	use	my

new	camera.

	

There	was	a	small	forest	across	the	road	from	our	high	school	and

one	day	during	 lunch	 hour,	we	met	 there	 and	 took	 some	 shots.

We	 tried	 a	 few	 different	 things	 and	 through	 a	 progression	 of

ideas,	settled	on	one	that	worked.	With	Margie	it	was	very	much

a	collaborative	session.	This	was	my	first	portrait.	

	

I’m	normally	reserved	and	shy.	It’s	not	easy	for	me	to	get	close	to

people.	 The	 intimacy	 that	 develops	 between	 the	 photographer

and	 the	subject	 is	close	and	 immediate.	A	short	cut	 I	have	used

over	the	years	to	overcome	my	reserved	self.



	117	

In	the	spring	of	that	year,	a	number	of	our	group	agreed	that	we

would	 travel	 to	 Europe	 in	 the	 year	 following	high	 school.	 In	 the

months	 leading	up	 to	 the	 trip,	some	dropped	out	and	ultimately,

by	 the	end	of	 the	 summer,	 there	were	 just	 three	of	us	 that	were

committed	 to	 going.	After	we	arrived	 in	 England,	 one	more	 left

and	then	there	was	just	Margie	and	me.

	

We	spent	a	number	of	months	travelling	and	were	as	close	as	we

thought	two	people	could	be,	each	relying	on	the	other	for	all	that

we	needed.	During	that	year,	I	took	many	pictures	of	Margie	and

with	 her	 encouragement,	 decided	 to	 pursue	 photography	 and

filmmaking	as	a	career.

	

We	were	both	19	when	we	returned	to	Canada	and	it	was	time

to	 go	 back	 to	 school.	 Margie	 to	 Toronto,	 while	 I	 went	 to	 film

school	 in	 another	 city,	 a	 couple	 of	 hours	 away.	 On	 weekends

Margie	would	take	the	train	to	visit.	When	it	came	into	the	station

on	 Friday	 night,	 she	 would	 jump	 onto	 the	 platform	 and	 things

would	 be	 just	 as	 they	 had	 been.	 Late	 on	 Sunday	 afternoon,	 I

would	 take	 her	 to	 the	 train	 for	 the	 trip	 back	 to	 the	 city.	On	my

way	home	I	would	always	feel	a	sense	of	emptiness	that	lingered

for	hours.
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One	 November	 weekend	 I	 took	 a	 portrait	 of	 Margie	 that	 has

remained	singular	 to	me	over	 the	years.	 I	had	a	sense	of	what	 I

wanted	that	day	but	sessions	don’t	always	work	out	as	planned.

Ideas	 come	 up	 and	 evolve,	 the	 light	 shifts,	 there	 are	 subtle

changes	 between	 photographer,	 subject	 and	 camera.	 At	 one

point	Margie	had	taken	her	shirt	off,	held	it	in	front	of	herself	and

stood	 looking	 directly	 at	 the	 camera.	 Her	 enigmatic	 expression

was	 frank	 and	 engaging.	 The	 north	 light	 coming	 in	 from	 a

window	 in	 the	 room	 gave	 her	 a	 soft	 and	 diffuse	 presence.

Looking	back	at	the	negatives	from	that	day,	I	see	the	sequence	of

poses	 that	 led	 to	 this	 shot.	 I	 must	 have	 known	 from	 behind	 the

camera	that	something	unique	had	been	captured.	It	was	the	last

image	that	was	shot	that	day.	

	

Several	 days	 later	 I	 printed	 the	 photo.	 I	 have	 always	 enjoyed

working	 in	 the	 darkroom,	 with	 the	 unmistakable	 smells	 of

developer,	stop	bath	and	fixer.	The	soft	glow	of	the	safelights	and

the	 warmth	 from	 the	 print	 wash	 baths	 envelop	 me	 in	 a	 unique

world.	I	enlarged	the	negative	onto	photo	paper,	which	then	went

into	 the	 first	bath.	 In	a	rhythmic	motion	 I	slowly	 turned	 it	 front	 to

back.	A	pause	and	 then	 I	 ran	my	hand	back	and	 forth	over	 the

surface	 of	 the	 print	 to	 dislodge	 any	 bubbles.	 Paper	 embedded

with	silver	nitrate;	warm	and	slippery	from	the	developer.
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After	 a	 few	moments,	 faint,	 undefined	 gray	 tones	 appeared	 on

the	surface	of	the	paper.	As	the	seconds	passed,	a	figure	began

to	 take	 shape	and	 then	 from	 the	 shadows,	an	 image	of	Margie

appeared.	It	was	so	remarkably	lifelike	and	compelling	that	even

in	the	dim	light	I	could	see	how	it	had	captured	my	sense	of	her.

The	confident	gaze,	the	determined	set	of	the	mouth.	I	wondered

what	 she	 had	 been	 thinking	 at	 that	 moment	 and	whether	 those

thoughts	had	somehow	been	caught	in	the	photograph.

In	 time,	 things	 changed.	Margie	moved	away,	 I	 finished	 school

and	moved	 into	 the	city	 to	work.	My	 first	 studio	was	on	 the	6th

floor	of	a	clothing	manufacturer’s	building	on	Adelaide	Street	 in

Toronto.	 The	 area	 was	 changing;	 the	 upholsterers	 and	 dress

makers	were	moving	 out	 to	 the	 suburbs	 and	 I	was	 able	 to	 take

over	 the	lease	on	a	space	from	a	fur	coat	designer.	 I	 installed	a

large	seamless	background	at	one	end	of	the	space	and	made	it

a	habit	to	shoot	photos	of	people	that	dropped	by.	I	used	a	studio

camera	with	a	polaroid	film	attachment,	which	was	always	set	up

on	 a	 tripod	 and	 at	 the	 ready.	 The	 resulting	 small	 but	 highly

detailed	prints	were	ready	in	less	than	a	minute	and	I	would	tack

them	up	on	the	wall.	In	time	I	had	an	interesting	collection	of	the

images	of	visitors	to	the	studio.
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Although	I	had	not	seen	Margie	for	several	years,	she	was	never

far	 from	 my	 thoughts.	 Then	 one	 spring	 afternoon,	 I	 heard	 her

voice	saying	my	name.	She	was	there,	walking	through	the	open

door	 of	 the	 studio.	Much	 had	 changed.	 She	was	 a	wife	 and	 a

mother.	As	with	all	 visitors,	 I	 took	a	photo	of	 her	 that	afternoon

and	it	stayed	on	the	wall	of	the	studio	with	the	others	until	I	moved

to	another	location	years	later.	

	

Over	that	next	year	or	more,	Margie	would	sometimes	visit	me	on

Adelaide	 Street.	 This	 time	 in	 her	 life	 had	 been	 challenging	 in

many	ways	and	I	sensed	it	was	a	fork	in	the	road	for	her.	I	had

been	 thinking	 of	 shooting	 a	 more	 carefully	 considered	 portrait,

one	 that	 would	 capture	 Margie	 in	 the	 thoughtful	 and	 perhaps

more	vulnerable	time	she	was	in.	I	also	recognized	that	I	needed

to	be	prudent;	portraits	can	sometimes	become	a	reflection	of	the

photographer,	 or	 even	 a	 projection	 of	 our	 own	 feelings	 toward

the	subject.	

	

One	 afternoon	 I	 took	 a	 number	 of	 shots	 using	 the	 natural	 light

from	 the	huge	bank	of	windows	on	 the	 south	 side	of	 the	 studio.

Working	 through	 ideas	 together,	 a	 pensive	 portrait	 in	 profile

emerged.	It	turned	out	to	be	the	last	picture	I	ever	took	of	Margie.
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These	days	Margie	and	I	are	senior	citizens.	Our	friendship	is	fifty

years	old	and	has	evolved	in	many	ways	over	time.	Several	years

ago,	 Margie	 moved	 to	 Vancouver	 Island	 with	 her	 family.	 For

much	 of	 the	 year	 we	 live	 on	 different	 sides	 of	 the	 country.

However,	I	 too	now	spend	winters	on	the	island	with	my	partner

Susan.	 Close	 by	 the	 ocean,	 the	 sunny,	 mild	 days	 and	 lack	 of

snow	and	ice	makes	it	an	ideal	place	for	us	seniors.

	

Each	year	we	meet	 for	 lunch	 in	a	 small	 town	up-island,	 the	half

way	point	between	our	 two	homes.	Although	 life	and	 time	have

worn	both	of	our	faces,	as	Margie	steps	out	of	her	car,	under	her

features,	I	see	the	portrait.	The	same	expression	on	the	lips,	in	the

eyes.	Over	the	years	these	things	haven’t	changed.	They	are	there

as	they	always	have	been.		

	

We	 have	 a	 couple	 of	 hours	 to	 catch	 up	 on	 our	 lives.	 It’s

significant	 to	me	how	we	immediately	slip	into	our	old	ways,	no

pause	 in	 the	conversation	 from	one	year	 to	 the	next,	picking	up

where	we	left	off,	just	as	we	have	for	years.	

	

Like	most	other	photographs,	 the	portraits	of	Margie	now	 live	 in

the	 digital	 realm.	 On	 hard	 drives,	 websites,	 backup	 servers.	 In
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time,	the	files	of	the	images	will	become	lost	or	unreadable,	adrift

in	 an	 overwhelming	 sea	 of	 data.	 However,	 I	 still	 have	 several

carefully	 stored	 paper	 prints	 from	 that	 November	 day	 when

Margie	was	19.	Although	decades	old,	they	look	the	same	as	the

day	I	printed	them.	Real	paper	and	silver	that	will	 last	 long	after

Margie	and	I	have	been	forgotten.	

I	 hold	 a	 print	 in	 my	 hands	 and	 bring	 it	 into	 the	 light.	 The

immediacy	and	lushness	of	these	photographs	is	remarkable.	The

silver	 that	 forms	 the	 image	 reflects	 darkness	 and	 light.	 Every

element	 is	 vibrant.	 The	blacks	are	deep	and	 rich,	 the	mid-tones,

detailed	and	luminous.		

	

I	have	never	fully	understood	Margie’s	expression	from	that	day.

But	 as	 she	 looks	 back	 at	 me	 from	 the	 print,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 her

essence	 from	 that	distant	moment	 in	 time	was	 captured.	 Forever

preserved	in	silver,	it	is	perfect.
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The	Diary
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In	the	last	days	of	packing	up	and	moving	from	their	farm	of	50

years,	 my	 mother	 gave	 me	 a	 suitcase.	 She	 told	 me	 it	 was	 the

suitcase	her	father	had	given	to	her	to	take	on	her	honeymoon	to

New	 York	 City	 in	 1950.	 Years	 later	 it	 had	 been	 used	 to	 store

items	 of	 interest	 belonging	 to	 her	 father,	 which	 she	 thought	 I

should	now	have.	My	grandfather	died	seventy	years	ago,	 three

years	before	I	was	born.

	

I	 have	 never	 had	 a	 sense	 of	 him	 other	 than	 the	 rare	words	my

mother	or	grandmother	may	have	mentioned	over	 the	years.	His

name	 was	 Andrew	 and	 although	 I	 was	 named	 after	 him,	 this

unknown	 figure	 was	 most	 significant	 to	 me	 due	 to	 his	 absence

more	 than	 anything	 else.	 There	was	 a	 veiled	 sense	 of	 loss	 and

sadness	 around	 my	 grandfather.	 An	 enigma,	 he	 was	 someone

who	was	never	talked	about	growing	up.

	

On	an	October	morning,	I	sit	down	with	the	suitcase	and	open	it

for	the	first	time.	Perfectly	preserved,	I	find	notebooks,	love	letters

to	my	grandmother,	a	Mason’s	apron,	discharge	papers	from	the

first	war,	a	photographic	portrait	showing	him	in	his	twenties.	At

the	bottom	of	 the	case,	I	discover	my	grandfather’s	diaries.	They

record	 his	 busy	 life,	 from	 1930	 through	 to	 1950.	 I	 am

immediately	hopeful	 that	 they	might	be	able	 to	give	me	a	better
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idea	 of	 the	man	 I	 never	 knew.	 I	 settle	 in	my	 chair,	 pick	 up	 the

diary	from	1930	and	begin	to	read.

	

For	the	most	part,	I	find	the	diaries	to	be	filled	with	the	minutiae	of

business;	meetings,	appointments,	names,	times,	facts	and	figures.

My	grandfather	was	in	the	insurance	business,	and	as	I	begin	to

go	 through	 the	 years,	 the	 pages	 are	 filled	 with	 notes	 of	 sales,

commissions,	 policy	 numbers	 and	 beneficiaries.	 The	 pages	 are

tightly	packed,	every	space	taken	by	text	written	in	a	tight	cursive

hand.	Each	page,	describing	the	events	of	every	day.	

	

By	 noon,	 I	 am	 well	 into	 the	 diaries.	 Between	 the	 affairs	 of

business,	 there	are	the	more	casual	appointments	of	 life;	parties,

curling	matches,	 social	 functions,	 road	 trips.	 The	weekend	 days

are	particularly	revealing,	and	I	begin	 to	see	a	social	man,	with

many	friends	and	a	rich	family	life.	These	are	the	parts	that	give

me	a	clearer	understanding	of	who	Andrew	really	was.	He	often

mentions	his	wife,	Dell,	shortened	to	D,	his	daughter,	Agnes,	and

the	activities	at	the	family	home	on	Willard	Avenue	in	Toronto,	a

place	I	remember	as	a	child.	

	

After	 my	 grandfather	 died,	 my	 grandmother	 stayed	 on	 in	 the

house	and	many	of	my	earliest	memories	were	made	there.		My
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mother	grew	up	in	 the	house,	so	it	was	natural	 for	her	 to	 feel	at

home	 there	 and	 in	 our	 early	 years,	my	 sister	 and	 I	 spent	many

happy	days	visiting	Grandma.

	

I’m	reading	the	diaries	of	the	1940s	by	mid-afternoon.	Annuities,

lapses,	 wills,	 indemnities.	 Premium	 notices	 and	 renewals.	 A

curling	 championship	 is	 won,	 a	 wedding	 attended,	 my	 mother

finishes	high	school,	Bingo	the	terrier	dies.	My	grandfather	led	an

active	 life;	 each	 page	 is	 completely	 filled,	 there	 are	 no	 blank

spaces,	 not	 a	 day	 is	 missing.	 Increasingly	 I	 concentrate	 on	 the

weekends	and	holidays,	where	the	more	personal	side	of	Andrew

is	revealed.

	

As	the	afternoon	wanes,	my	eyes	have	grown	tired	from	reading

the	small	handwriting.	I	close	them	to	rest	for	a	moment	and	drift.

I	 am	 in	 the	 front	 room	 of	 my	 grandmother’s	 house	 on	Willard

Avenue.	I	am	watching	a	neighbor	tending	a	smoldering	leaf	fire

across	the	street.	I	catch	the	distinct	smell	of	burning	leaves.	I	am

drawn	to	the	murmuring	voices	I	hear	coming	from	the	rear	of	the

house.	At	 the	doorway	 to	 the	kitchen,	 I	 see	 that	my	mother	and

grandmother	 are	 having	 tea	 at	 the	 kitchen	 table.	 The	 afternoon

sun	is	streaming	into	the	room	through	large	windows	facing	the

west.	The	tea	pot	and	steaming	cups	are	in	front	of	them	as	they
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quietly	visit.	A	bright	yellow	porcelain	canary	sits	in	the	middle	of

the	table.	This	image	is	my	embodiment	of	home,	of	comfort	and

safety.

	

I’m	 now	 in	 the	 diaries	 of	 the	 late	 1940s.	 Every	 day	 of	 my

grandfather’s	 life	 continues	 to	 be	 laid	 out	 in	 small	 paragraphs.

The	 business	 of	 cash	 values,	 deductibles,	 underwriting,

irrevocability,	 policyholders	 and	 reinsurance.	 Then	 the	 social.	 A

fiftieth	 birthday	 comes	 and	 goes.	 Frank,	 my	 father	 to	 be,	 is

frequently	over	on	Sunday	for	dinner.	Frank	is	taking	Agnes	to	the

show.	 Frank	 has	 clearly	 made	 an	 impression.	 Time	 seems	 to

accelerate;	I	sense	an	urgency	I	hadn’t	felt	in	earlier	years.	Agnes

is	 engaged.	 Agnes	 had	 a	 wonderful	 wedding.	 Everything	 went

better	than	planned.

	

I	 see	 that	 in	 the	world	 of	 the	 diaries	 time	 is	 flexible.	 I	 can	 jump

ahead	15	years	or	back	10	to	re-read	something	I	noticed	earlier

in	the	day.	Like	a	time	machine,	in	the	diaries,	time	can	speed	up,

slow	down,	go	backward	or	forward.	As	I	read,	even	in	the	most

recent	of	the	diaries,	I	recognize	that	I	am	many	years	older	than

my	grandfather	was	when	he	wrote	 these	pages.	However,	 I	 feel

he	is	my	senior	in	many	ways.	The	pages	are	filled	with	examples

of	 honesty,	 integrity	 and	 loyalty.	 Family	 is	 key,	 church	 and

community	figure	importantly.	Friends	and	family	are	a	focal	point.
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I	 continue	 reading.	 Now	 there	 seems	 to	 be	 more	 business

appointments,	 less	 social	 time.	Time	spins	ahead.	Appointments,

contracts,	 signing	 fees,	 riders,	 maturity	 dates.	 Occasionally

everything	just	stops.	A	break.	A	long	walk	with	D.	A	road	trip	to

the	country.	A	well-deserved	holiday.

	

The	journals	are	scattered	around	me	on	the	side	table	and	floor.

It	 is	 late	 in	 the	day.	 I	am	reading	 the	entry	 for	a	Sunday	 in	 late

October	 1950.	 "Long	 lie	 in.	 Loafing.	 Planted	 bulbs.	 Raked	 and

burned	 last	 of	 leaves.	 Polished	 chrome	 on	 car.	 Early	 supper.

Evening	walk	to	High	Park.	Haze	from	leaf	fires	is	everywhere."	

The	entry	for	Monday	is	blank	as	is	the	rest	of	the	diary	for	1950.

On	 Monday	 morning,	 my	 grandfather	 died	 suddenly	 in	 the

elevator	of	his	office	building	on	the	way	to	work.		He	was	54.

	

I	 close	 the	diary	as	 the	 sun	 is	 about	 to	 set.	With	 the	 last	 of	 the

sunlight,	 the	 shadows	 from	 the	 crab	 apple	 tree	 in	 the	 backyard

are	projected	onto	the	wall	across	from	me.	Its	leaves	have	fallen

and	 the	wind	moves	 the	stark	branches	 in	a	silent	dance.	 I	hold

the	 last	 diary	 up	 to	my	 face.	 Infused	 in	 its	 pages,	 I	 can	 almost

detect	the	pungent,	unforgettable	smell	of	burning	leaves.
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Hospital	Angel
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Diagnosed	with	leukemia,	I	had	been	ill	for	more	than	two	years.

During	 the	 second	winter,	 I	 was	 in	 and	 out	 of	 the	 hospital,	 but

mostly	in.	The	doctors	had	been	diligent	and	committed.	They	felt

they	had	really	tried	everything	for	me,	and	I	had	to	agree.	As	the

weeks	went	on,	I	was	increasingly	dropped	from	rounds	and	life

in	the	hospital	became	even	more	isolating	and	uncertain.

	

I	had	known	for	some	time	that	a	bone	marrow	transplant	was	the

only	 thing	 that	could	save	me.	For	 the	previous	year	 I	had	been

visiting	 transplant	 hospitals	 in	 Canada	 and	 the	 United	 States

whose	protocols	I	thought	would	be	most	suited	to	my	case.		After

endless	weighing	 of	 all	 the	 factors,	 I	 felt	 that	 Princess	Margaret

Hospital	in	Toronto	would	give	me	the	best	chance	for	survival.	

	

My	 youngest	 sister	 was	 a	 matched	 donor	 and	 although	 the

procedure	 was	 an	 arduous	 and	 risky	 one,	 I	 was	 anxious	 to

proceed.	 However,	 the	 transplant	 doctors	 at	 Princess	 Margaret

had	different	thoughts.	They	felt	that	I	was	too	ill,	that	my	chances

of	making	it	through	the	procedure	were	not	good.	They	said	they

needed	to	put	their	resources	toward	people	they	thought	likely	to

survive.	

	

One	evening	 in	March	 I	was	discharged.	The	doctors	had	done
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what	 they	could	and	 felt	 that	 I	would	be	better	off	at	home.	My

children	came	to	get	me,	and	I	put	on	clothes	that	I	had	hung	up

in	the	hospital	room	closet	months	before.	They	were	made	for	a

giant.	I	kept	my	pants	up	by	pulling	my	belt	tight	and	tying	it	in	a

knot.	Once	 outside,	 I	 took	 a	 deep	 breath	 of	 fresh	 air.	 Even	 the

April	air	of	downtown	Toronto	seemed	filled	with	the	remarkable

scent	of	life.	

	

On	 the	 drive	 home	 everything	 we	 passed	 seemed	 as	 if	 I	 were

seeing	it	for	the	first	time.	I	was	amazed	and	grateful	to	be	away

from	the	hospital.	At	home,	I	drifted	from	room	to	room,	running

my	hands	over	surfaces,	 looking	at	and	holding	objects	 I	had	at

times	 thought	 I	 would	 never	 see	 again.	 The	 highlight	 of	 the

evening	came	when	I	eventually	crawled	into	my	own	bed.

	

Two	or	 three	weeks	 later	 I	contracted	pneumonia	and	had	to	go

back	 into	 the	 hospital.	 The	 pneumonia	 seemed	 to	 resolve	 with

antibiotics	 but	 after	 I	 was	 released	 it	 was	 only	 a	 week	 or	 so

before	 I	 was	 back	 in	 hospital	 again.	 This	 time	 the	 doctors

discovered	 a	mass	 in	 one	 of	my	 lungs.	 They	 tried	 a	 number	 of

different	antibiotics	but	after	another	month	went	by,	they	decided

they	needed	to	biopsy	the	lung	to	see	what	was	lurking	there.
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During	 this	 time,	 I	 had	 been	 re-assessing	 other	 bone	 marrow

transplant	possibilities	and	had	decided	that	since	Toronto	was	no

longer	an	option,	my	best	hope	was	to	go	to	Boston	to	have	the

transplant	 treatment.	 Although	 I	 would	 be	 far	 away	 from	 home

and	 the	 costs	 would	 be	 significant,	 they	 were	 using	 a	 new

protocol	that	I	thought	might	be	the	most	successful	procedure	for

me	at	that	time.	However,	before	I	could	proceed	with	anything,	I

needed	to	have	the	lung	biopsy	performed	to	identify	the	mass	in

my	lung.	No	transplant	centre	was	going	to	consider	me	until	that

was	resolved.

	

One	bright	June	morning,	my	son	drove	me	into	Toronto	and	set

me	up	in	the	biopsy	ward.	It	was	a	large	pre	and	post-operative

area	with	perhaps	30	beds.	Strangely,	it	was	virtually	empty	with

just	 two	or	 three	other	patients	 in	 the	ward.	 I	was	placed	 in	 the

middle	of	 the	room	which	was	quite	open	except	 for	 the	cubicle

beside	 me.	 It	 was	 sectioned	 off	 with	 a	 curtain.	 After	 a	 time,	 a

nurse	came	 to	 take	my	history	and	we	had	a	 lengthy	discussion

about	my	medical	 background	 and	what	my	 plans	were.	 I	 told

her	 the	 story	 of	 being	 turned	 down	 for	 a	 transplant	 at	 Princess

Margaret	and	my	search	for	another	hospital	that	would	take	my

case.
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After	 she	 left,	 a	 voice	 from	 behind	 the	 curtain	 next	 to	me	 said,

"Excuse	me,	I	couldn’t	help	overhearing	what	you	were	saying."	It

was	a	man’s	voice	with	a	British	accent.	He	sounded	as	if	he	was

in	 his	 forties,	 with	 a	 kindly	 and	 friendly	 manner.	 "Have	 you

considered	 the	 Foothills	 Hospital	 in	 Calgary?"	 In	 fact,	 I	 had

looked	at	the	Foothills	Bone	Marrow	Transplant	Programme	some

time	 before	 but	 had	 passed	 it	 up	 as	 an	 option.	 It	 used	 a	 very

different	protocol	that	many	doctors	felt	was	too	likely	to	result	in

a	relapse	of	the	leukemia.	

	

"The	 locals	call	 it	 The	Foot,"	 the	man	continued	and	went	on	 to

explain	that	he	was	a	liver	transplant	patient	and	was	in	that	day

for	a	routine	liver	biopsy.	He	talked	about	how	long	he	had	been

on	 the	 waiting	 list	 for	 a	 transplant	 in	 Toronto	 but	 never	 getting

anywhere	near	the	top	of	the	list.	At	the	time,	he	felt	strongly	that

if	 he	didn’t	do	 something	he	was	going	 to	die,	and	soon.	After

some	research,	he	found	that	the	waiting	times	in	Alberta	for	liver

transplants	were	considerably	shorter.	As	a	result,	he	moved	with

his	family	to	Calgary	and	had	the	transplant	done	within	weeks.

His	 recovery	 was	 a	 long	 one	 and	 he	 stayed	 there	 for	 some

months,	 eventually	 returning	 to	 Ontario	 and	 having	 his	 post-

transplant	 care	 managed	 at	 the	 hospital	 where	 we	 were	 that

morning.	 He	 urged	 me	 again	 to	 follow	 up	 with	 The	 Foot	 and
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continued	to	talk	at	some	length	about	how	good	his	experience

in	Alberta	had	been.	I	took	this	all	into	the	back	of	my	mind	as	we

continued	 talking	 about	 our	 various	 medical	 experiences	 as

patients	are	apt	to	do.								

	

A	 few	 minutes	 later	 our	 conversation	 was	 interrupted	 when	 an

orderly	came	to	 take	me	to	 the	procedure	room.	As	 I	was	rolled

away,	 I	 looked	over	my	shoulder	 to	see	my	new	friend.	He	was

sitting	 on	 the	 hospital	 bed,	 greying	 hair	 and	 a	 slim	 build.	 He

looked	up	and	in	that	brief	connection,	gave	me	a	friendly	smile

and	thumbs	up	as	I	rolled	out	of	sight.	

	

The	 biopsy	 was	 to	 be	 done	 under	 a	 CT	 scanner,	 so	 the	 long

needle	that	went	through	the	chest	could	be	directed	to	the	exact

spot	 of	 the	mass.	 This	was	 not	 a	procedure	 I	 had	been	 looking

forward	to.	The	radiologist	began	with	a	general	CT	scan	of	 the

area	 to	 see	 approximately	 where	 he	 would	 have	 to	 place	 the

needle.	After	this	first	scan,	the	doctor	came	out	and	said,	"Well,

it’s	gone."	Whatever	 the	mass	had	been	had	somehow	resolved

and	 there	 was	 nothing	 to	 biopsy.	 I	 was	 returned	 to	 the	 ward,

looking	 forward	 to	 telling	my	new	 friend	 the	good	news,	but	he

had	vanished.
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On	 the	 drive	 home	 I	 had	 been	 considering	 what	 the	 man	 had

said	and	that	afternoon	I	called	the	Foothills	Hospital	in	Calgary.

Surprisingly,	 I	was	able	 to	 talk	directly	 to	 the	coordinator	of	 the

Transplant	Programme.	 I	 explained	my	background	and	he	 said

he	thought	he	might	be	able	to	help.	He	suggested	that	I	come	out

to	Calgary	to	meet	with	him	the	following	week.	

	

My	 sister	 and	 I	 flew	 to	 Calgary	 and	 met	 with	 the	 team	 at	 The

Foot.	 We	 had	 a	 tour	 of	 the	 transplant	 floor	 and	 were	 both

immediately	 impressed	with	 both	 the	 staff	 and	 the	 hospital.	We

were	so	confident	in	what	we	heard	and	saw	that	we	decided	on

the	spot	that	this	was	the	place	to	be	treated.	As	it	turned	out,	an

opening	had	come	up	 in	 their	usually	 very	 tight	waiting	 list	and

they	 scheduled	 me	 to	 be	 admitted	 two	 weeks	 from	 that	 day.	 I

returned	 home,	 organized	my	 life,	 then	my	 three	 children	 and	 I

moved	to	Calgary.	

	

The	transplant	and	the	summer	passed,	and	through	the	next	 fall

and	 winter	 in	 Calgary,	 the	 man	 from	 the	 Toronto	 hospital	 was

never	far	from	my	mind.	As	it	turned	out,	I	believe	The	Foot	really

was	the	only	place	that	could	have	saved	me.	The	leukemia	had

become	more	advanced	in	the	weeks	before	the	transplant	and	I

would	not	have	survived	 the	wait	or	 the	 type	of	 transplant	 I	had
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planned	 on	 going	 ahead	 with	 in	 Boston.	 His	 suggestion	 had

happened	 at	 just	 the	 right	 time	 to	 shift	 everything	 in	 a	 different

direction	 and	 as	 a	 result	 I	 survived.	We	 began	 to	 call	 him	 the

hospital	angel.

	

A	year	later	I	was	alive,	the	leukemia	had	been	eradicated	and	I

was	back	in	Toronto,	determined	to	find	the	hospital	angel.	I	felt	a

real	need	 to	 thank	him	for	what	he	had	done	 for	me;	 there	was

no	doubt	in	my	mind	that	he	had	saved	my	life.

	

I	went	 to	 the	 transplant	 floor	 at	 the	 hospital	where	we	 had	met

and	where	he	had	 told	me	he	was	being	 treated.	 I	spoke	 to	 the

receptionist	 who	 called	 in	 a	 couple	 of	 nurses	 and	 the	 post-

transplant	coordinator.	 I	explained	who	 it	was	 I	was	 looking	 for

and	why.	They	just	shrugged	their	shoulders;	collectively	they	felt

that	 they	 knew	 everyone	 that	 had	 been	 in	 the	 liver	 transplant

follow-up	 programme	 over	 the	 past	 couple	 of	 years	 but	 had	 no

idea	who	I	was	describing.	A	couple	of	days	later	I	went	back	to

the	 hospital	with	 a	 small	 notice	 and	asked	 if	 they	would	post	 it

where	 staff	 and	 patients	 could	 see	 it	 and	 perhaps,	 with	 luck,	 I

might	find	my	friend.	I	waited	over	the	next	couple	of	weeks	and

then	 months,	 occasionally	 going	 back	 to	 see	 the	 staff	 on	 the

transplant	 ward.	 Nothing	 had	 been	 heard,	 no	 one	 had	 come
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forward	or	been	found	who	might	have	been	the	hospital	angel.

The	weeks	 and	months	 turned	 to	 years.	 In	 the	 end	 I	was	 never

able	to	find	the	hospital	angel.	He	had	seemingly	disappeared.

	

Seventeen	years	later	I	am	back	in	the	biopsy	ward	on	a	January

afternoon.	This	time	the	ward	is	full.	It	looks	smaller	than	before	as

there	are	curtains	drawn	between	each	bed.	I	am	given	a	cubicle

close	 to	 the	 same	 spot	 I	 was	 years	 previously.	 As	 I	 get	 settled,

there	 are	 different	 voices	 around	 me;	 patients	 with	 family

members	 or	 nurses,	 talking	 about	 their	 situations	 and	 the

procedures	they	are	having.	In	the	bed	next	to	me,	I	overhear	the

quiet	 murmurs	 of	 an	 older	 couple.	 Their	 voices	 are	 filled	 with

apprehension.	 There	 are	 no	 reassuring	words	 or	 advice	 for	 me

from	the	other	side	of	the	curtain.	

	

The	 orderly	 who	 comes	 for	 me	 is	 an	 older	 man,	 a	 hospital

volunteer.	He	has	a	British	accent	and	an	easy,	confident	manner.

He	 rolls	me	 to	 the	procedure	 room	and	as	we	 chat,	 it	 becomes

clear	 to	 me	 that	 I	 have	 met	 this	 gentleman	 before,	 perhaps

volunteering	in	another	part	of	the	hospital	at	some	other	time.	As

I	am	handed	off	 to	a	nurse,	he	gives	me	a	 friendly	smile	and	a

thumbs	up.
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In	 the	 gentle	 fog	 that	 flows	 over	 me	 as	 I	 am	 given	 sedation,	 it

gradually	 occurs	 to	 me	 where	 I	 have	 met	 the	 orderly	 before.	 As	 I

begin	to	drift,	I	become	convinced	that	he	is	the	hospital	angel	from

years	before.	Although	I	had	only	seen	him	briefly	at	 that	 time,	and

this	man	was	now	older	and	greyer,	it	was	his	voice,	his	accent	and

manner	that	have	triggered	my	memory.	I	struggle	to	hold	on	to	this

thought	as	my	eyes	close	and	I	sleep.
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The	Visit
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My	grandfather	 died	 on	 a	 sunny	 autumn	 afternoon	when	 I	was

20.	 He	 was	 81	 and	 had	 a	 heart	 attack	 in	 his	 bed	 during	 an

afternoon	nap.	Just	didn’t	wake	up,	the	doctor	said.	

	

I	had	been	close	to	him;	I	was	his	only	grandson	and	he,	the	only

grandfather	 I	 had	 known.	When	 I	 look	back	at	 our	8mm	home

movies	and	watch	the	two	of	us	together,	it	was	easy	to	see	how

affectionate	he	was	with	me	as	well	as	with	my	sisters.	He	was	a

banker,	normally	reserved	and	conservative.	Away	from	bank	life,

he	was	a	quiet	 and	modest	man,	 not	 comfortable	 talking	about

himself	or	the	experiences	of	life.	

			

It	was	a	Friday	and	 I	had	 just	arrived	home	 from	school	 for	 the

weekend.	A	neighbor	of	my	grandparents	called	and	told	us	what

had	happened.	My	mother	watched	from	the	kitchen	window	for

my	dad	to	get	home	from	work	and	met	him	on	the	driveway	as

he	was	getting	out	of	the	car.	I	watched	from	a	distance	as	they

spoke	 for	 a	 few	 moments	 and	 then	 walked	 slowly	 toward	 the

house	together.	My	dad’s	shoulders	were	slumped	in	a	way	that	I

had	never	seen	before.	

	

At	that	time,	I	had	a	room	above	the	old	part	of	the	house	where	I

stayed	on	weekends	when	I	was	home.	That	afternoon	I	was	lost
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and	 retreated	 to	 this	 secluded	place.	What	happened	 there	 that

afternoon	has	never	left	my	mind.	Although	it	happened	decades

ago,	it	has	never	been	out	of	the	light.	

	

I	sat	at	my	desk,	which	faced	a	window	that	looked	out	over	the

fields	to	the	east.	My	mind	was	numb,	the	view	out	of	the	window

unchanging.	However,	as	the	minutes	passed,	I	began	to	have	a

clear	and	pressing	sense	of	my	grandfather,	of	his	presence	in	the

room.	 He	 was	 there,	 not	 in	 his	 own	 time-worn	 body	 but	 as	 a

younger	version	of	himself,	someone	my	own	age	and	someone	I

seemed	to	know	on	an	intimate	level.	The	sense	I	had	was	of	the

pleasure	of	being	together,	of	close	friendship	and	camaraderie;	I

felt	 a	 visceral	 and	 personal	 connection.	 Although	 he	 didn’t

appear	 in	a	physical	manifestation,	 his	 presence	was	 very	 real,

undeniable.	

	

Inexplicably,	over	 the	space	of	a	 few	minutes,	 I	came	 to	have	a

full	 understanding	 of	 him.	 He	 wasn’t	 talking	 and	 yet

communicated	with	me	in	a	seamless	and	effortless	way.	 I	came

to	know	him;	his	wants,	his	needs,	his	dreams	and	regrets.	It	was

as	 if	 his	 life	was	 flashing	 in	 front	of	my	eyes	and,	 in	 the	end,	 I

understood	it	all.	 I	now	knew	him	as	a	contemporary,	an	equal.

As	more	time	passed,	the	separation	between	us	became	less	and
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less	until	we	weren’t	two	individuals,	we	were	one.	In	some	way,

the	essence	of	my	grandfather	had	been	assimilated	into	me.	

	

In	 a	 final	 step	we	 became	more	 than	 just	 one;	we	were	many.

We	 were	 part	 of	 a	 broader	 continuum	 of	 which	 I	 had	 a	 clear

impression;	 a	 peaceful,	 encompassing,	 embracing,	 welcoming

sense	of	many	individuals	and	at	the	same	time	a	unified	whole.

After	a	few	moments	I	felt	even	my	individuality	drift	away	and	all

that	remained	was	the	whole.

	

Time	had	lost	its	meaning	in	the	room.	The	experience	may	have

evolved	over	a	 few	minutes	but	 the	aura	of	 it	 remained	with	me

for	several	hours	 longer	and	the	memory	has	been	etched	in	my

mind	 over	 these	 45	 years.	 I	 do	 know	 that	 I	 came	 to	 know	my

grandfather’s	 soul	 after	 his	 death,	 and	 I	 did	get	 a	glimpse	of	 a

larger	more	complex	continuum	that	he	had	entered.	At	the	time,	I

recognized	what	had	 taken	place	was	a	gift.	 I	had	no	basis	on

which	 to	 understand	 it	 but	 was	 greatly	 comforted	 by	 what	 had

happened.

	

Over	 the	 years,	 I	 have	 often	 considered	 what	 that	 afternoon

meant.	 For	 me,	 it	 was	 an	 unquestionable	 communion	 with	 my

grandfather.	 Some	may	 think	 it	 a	manifestation	 of	my	 grief	 that
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afternoon.	 Others	 may	 feel	 it	 was	 a	 projection	 of	 my	 own

thoughts	 and	 needs	around	my	grandfather’s	 death.	However,	 I

have	 come	 to	 believe	 that	 we	 may	 sometimes	 get	 a	 chance	 to

reach	 out	 shortly	 after	 we	 die.	 We	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to

connect,	 to	 share	 our	 experiences,	 our	 knowledge,	 ourselves.

There	is	limited	time;	we	choose	a	person	who	will	be	receptive,

their	 minds	 accommodating	 and	 ready.	 If	 all	 goes	 well,	 if	 our

choice	and	timing	are	right,	we	have	the	possibility	of	sharing.	Of

living	on	in	a	way,	of	giving	a	gift	of	experience,	and	then	finally

offering	a	glimpse	of	what	is	on	the	other	side.	

	

Ultimately,	I	don’t	know	where	the	assimilated	part	of	Granddad

settled	within	me.	 I	believe	that	 it	was	incorporated	into	my	own

consciousness	 and	 has	 been	 there	 ever	 since.	 In	 my	 life	 it	 has

acted	as	a	guide,	an	example,	a	second	opinion.	In	some	ways,

quietly	shaping	my	life	over	time;	sometimes	in	ways	I	think	I	can

see,	 sometimes	 more	 subtly.	 What	 I	 do	 know	 is	 that	 the

experience	has	given	me	confidence.	Confidence	and	faith.	Faith

that	 there	 is	 something	 beyond	 what	 we	 perceive	 in	 our	 lives.

Confidence	 that	 at	 some	 point	 I	 will	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to

experience	the	continuum	again.	And	in	the	end,	to	be	inexorably

welcomed	as	part	of	the	whole.
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The	Vase
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If	 you	 have	 ever	 been	 on	 the	 streets	 running	 north	 from	 Bloor

Street	 around	High	 Park,	 you	will	 remember	 that	 they	 are	 lined

with	 tall	 oaks,	 and	 as	 a	 result	 the	 houses	 are	 deeply	 shaded.

One	of	my	earliest	memories	is	of	my	grandmother’s	home	on	one

of	these	streets;	Willard	Avenue.	Grandma’s	house	faced	the	east

and	 had	 a	 verandah,	which	made	 the	 front	 rooms	 even	 darker

than	they	might	otherwise	have	been.

	

My	mother,	 my	 sister	 Anne	 and	 I	 would	 often	 make	 the	 trip	 in

from	 our	 home	 in	 the	 suburbs	 for	 an	 afternoon	 with	Grandma.

While	Mom	and	Grandma	would	sit	in	the	kitchen	to	visit,	I	would

sometimes	wander	 into	 the	 living	room	at	 the	 front	of	 the	house.

The	lights	were	usually	turned	on	because	of	how	dark	the	room

became	in	the	afternoon.	

	

My	grandmother	owned	a	remarkable	Chinese	ginger	jar;	a	large

lidded	 vase,	 richly	 painted	 and	 striking.	 In	 my	 grandmother’s

time,	the	ginger	jar	had	been	converted	from	being	a	simple	vase

to	becoming	the	decorative	base	of	a	table	lamp.	

	

It	sat	on	an	end	table	beside	the	living	room	couch.	When	it	was

turned	 on,	 it	 brightened	 the	 area,	 but	 also	 illuminated	 the	 vase

itself,	 which	 easily	 became	 the	 most	 colourful	 and	 interesting
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object	 in	 the	 room.	 I	 remember	 lying	 on	 the	 couch	and	 looking

up,	exploring	its	amazing,	vibrant	colours	and	the	striking	image

of	the	peacock	it	featured.	

	

Eventually	 Grandma	 left	 Willard	 Avenue	 and	 moved	 into	 an

apartment	on	the	Lakeshore	in	Port	Credit,	taking	the	vase	with	her.

It	was	never	quite	as	impressive	in	her	modern,	bright	apartment.	In

my	teens,	 I	had	asked	for	 the	vase	when	she	no	 longer	needed	it.

When	 I	was	25	years	old,	Grandma	died	and	one	day	 the	 vase

came	 to	me.	 In	 time,	 I	converted	 it	 from	a	 lamp	back	 into	a	vase,

and	 when	 doing	 so,	 saw	 that	 the	 lid	 had	 been	 shattered	 and

carefully	 repaired,	 probably	 by	my	 grandfather.	 For	me,	 knowing

this	just	added	to	its	appeal.	Somehow	over	time,	I	have	found	that

things	that	are	too	perfect	lack	the	value	of	the	worn.

	

The	vase	has	been	with	me	ever	since,	always	on	display	in	a	place

of	prominence	wherever	 I	 have	 lived.	 It	 has	witnessed	decades	of

family	life,	seen	seasons,	years	pass	by.	As	a	person	who	puts	a	lot

of	 value	 in	 things	 passed	 down,	 this	 has	 been	 one	 of	 my	 most

cherished	heirlooms.	 It	glows	 today	with	 the	same	brilliant	colour	 I

remember	as	a	child.



	157	

At	some	point	over	the	past	months,	I	decided	that	the	ginger	jar	might

once	again	serve	as	something	more	 than	a	vase.	As	a	result,	with	a

couple	of	small	modifications,	it	has	been	repurposed,	to	eventually	be

used	as	an	urn.	I	feel	somewhat	selfish	knowing	that	it	could	be	passed

on	to	someone	else	to	enjoy	but,	on	balance,	I	am	content.	Comforted

in	knowing	that	my	ashes	will	be	timelessly	held	in	something	that	has

watched	over	me	all	of	my	life;	a	multicolored	peacock	standing	guard

in	a	field	of	emerald	green.



Andrew	Ruhl

Guelph	Ontario

October	2020
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