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"I did not see the flowers." 

—Gus Wedderburn, councillor in Halifax, NS 
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Prologue
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This is the story of people in Nova Scotia, the tale of their hopes, dreams, and failures, a microcosm of humanity in all its glory and sadness, successes and near-misses. The generations described here are not so different from those past and present in their struggle to find meaning in this country with so many months of the year spent shrouded in ice and snow. I invite you to reflect on your own place here, in Canada, in whatever city or town you may live, where Voltaire saw only “quelques ´arpents de neige” (acres of snow).  
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Chapter 1
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Mid-December

Back in a bed at the geriatric wing of the hospital for the second time in less than a month, David Kennedy found himself thinking about how this little neck of the woods where he’d been born and raised has been a real hotbed of historical crises. Name another part of Canada that has had an explosion as damaging as the Halifax detonation of 1917. David remembered how the famous Nova Scotian author Hugh MacLennan even wrote about it in his novel Barometer Rising, and his son told him that a band called the Tragically Hip wrote a song honouring MacLennan called “Courage.” As if the deadly detonation of picric acid, TNT, and gun cotton wasn’t enough for Halifax during the Great War, yet another blast, known as the Bedford Magazine Explosion, rocked the same area in 1945. Bedford, north of Halifax, was where David Kennedy was just five years old when a barge in the harbour exploded at 6:30 p.m., spreading flames to the dock where ammunition awaited. As an adult, he’d read about how a terrifying chain reaction of fires and blasts shattered windows, crumpled roofs, and cracked buildings. Fortunately, not many injuries resulted this second time as the city had evacuation plans in place after the 1917 fiasco, but one person who did get hurt was David’s father. His mama said her poor husband was never right in the head after that bad concussion, and the family had to rely more on her domestic jobs in the homes of wealthy white people.  

According to records, Black people in the North area of Halifax that became known as Africville originally consisted of Maroons from Jamaica escaping slavery from the British and refugees from the War of 1812 from the Chesapeake Bay Area of the USA. Far from the lap of luxury, this section of Halifax was where the city dumped its undesirable facilities such as a fertilizer plant, slaughterhouses, Rockhead Prison in 1854, and the Infectious Diseases Hospital in the 1870s. 

In spite of the lowly services forced upon their neighbourhood and a lack of necessary city services such as electricity, sewers, and garbage disposal—even though they paid taxes—the Black families remained proud. Men got jobs as porters on trains, and ran fishing businesses or farms, as well as small stores. The women kept gardens so their families didn’t go hungry. 

Africville’s first school opened in 1883. There were famous people who came from this part of Canada such as Portia White, the first Canadian concert singer to win international acclaim. Over the decades, little old Africville received such famous visitors as Joe Louis, the boxer, and Stokely Carmichael of the Black Panthers. Such a humble place produced such talented and strong people despite the unfairnesses, and it was of paramount importance to David that his descendants know this. Know it and prosper with pride and dignity, ever vigilant against similar injustices. David took it upon himself to teach all this to his grandson, Bryan, who was more interested in their family history than his own son William had ever been. 

Today was a good day for David because his wife, Ruth, his son William, and his grandson Bryan were coming to visit. He hoped he didn’t have to be here longer this time, but they do keep you awhile when you can’t breathe from complications of COPD. David was frustrated because this was his second hospitalization in December, and he just wanted to feel better and go home. 

“Dad, what the hell’s going on here? Someone went missing?” William asked, pulling up a chair to sit by his bed. 

“Well, all hell’s broken loose, son. There was this old codger like me who just disappeared from his hospital bed last night.” 

“Language,” Ruth said dryly. 

“What do you mean by disappeared?” Bryan perked up. 

“I mean he’s gone,” David nodded sagely. “Not a bad thing, maybe.” 

“Meaning...?” Bryan prompted. 

“Meaning he wasn’t a nice man.”

“I know old people are often cranky, but you sound pretty judgy, Dad,” William said.

“I know of what I speak, son.” David fired a harsh glance at him. “I knew this bastard from years ago - seen him in all kinds of circumstances. Other people can feel sorry for him if they want to, but I don’t.”

“It’s true; he was a bad man.” Ruth added. 

“Do tell.”

Bryan, who had been standing, found another chair and pulled it up to the bedside in one swift motion. He took a swallow of his Red Bull and waited for his grandfather to talk. 

“I thought you weren’t interested in any of this historical stuff,” David said to William. 

Looking up, William said, “I am listening now, Dad.” 

Just then a nurse came in to check David’s oxygen tank; they waited patiently for her to leave. David sipped his water through the hospital straw, drawing out the suspense. Finally, he took a deep breath and started talking. 

“Cedric was the old man’s name. He’s been in the Halifax area as long as I have. His family immigrated here from Scotland when he was knee-high to a grasshopper. I’ve run into him many times over the years because his decisions as a councillor deeply, I mean deeply, affected our lives in Africville.”
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October

Marie Basque, Louise’s mother, sat in an armchair in the living room of Louise and Colin’s Halifax home, drumming her fingers on the armrest as she waited for guests to arrive. Louise flitted around, arranging the champagne bottles and the fluted glasses, non-alcoholic beers, and hors d’oeuvres on the kitchen island. She straightened the stack of decorative napkins even though not one had been out of place. Colin fiddled with his Bluetooth speaker and his music app, finally settling on a Classic Rock playlist.

“The banner has fallen down on one side,” Marie pointed with an arthritic finger, so Louise stood on a chair to fix the sign decorated with fall leaves of gold, orange, and burgundy. It proclaimed “Engaged! Save the Date - February 14th, 2024!” Colin’s colleagues from the police station arrived en masse and rang the doorbell. They spilled into the foyer as soon as he opened the door. 

“It’s so good to see you all! Everyone, fill up a plate.” Louise directed the guests to the food on the table, appetizers, butter tarts, and pumpkin pie. She turned to pass her mother her cane. Marie accepted it but shook her head at Louise’s extended arm. 

“I can do it myself,” she said as she struggled to pull herself up from the soft cushion. “I’ll be right back—just have to use the loo.” Louise sighed as she watched her mother amble down the hallway to the washroom. 

Instead of entering the bathroom, Marie took a left at the guest bedroom which the couple used for extra storage. She opened the drawers of an old dresser and lifted up various out-of-season shorts and swimsuits. She searched the closet where Louise kept her small kitchen appliances, the ones she didn’t use every day. Lifting the lid of an Instant Pot, which Louise had said  she was thinking of selling, Marie looked inside and found what she had been expecting—a mickey of vodka. Just then, she heard Colin calling out for her, so she slipped the bottle into her deep skirt pocket.  

“Coming!” Moving as quickly as an old woman could, she made it to the hallway before her daughter’s fiancé rounded the corner. 

“Everything okay?” He asked anxiously. It irked Marie when younger people asked her if she was okay when she clearly was. But she knew it was a question asked from caring, so she nodded and worked hard at wiping the annoyance from her face. Colin had known her daughter for years, but was he a good match for her? Louise appreciated that he was hardworking when she herself could be flighty, and strong while Louise struggled at times with anxiety. Marie had some sympathy for him because she knew he’d lost his parents at a young age, but a lifetime of intuition made her doubt him. At times he was too hard on Louise, a bit sharp, snappy. 

Then Frankie arrived and greeted Marie with
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