
















This is based on a true story.

Thank you Tom.
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CHAPTER ONE





HELLO REBECCA,


My name is Tommy, and yes, it’s okay to call me that. The people that I love and am closest to will always call me Tommy, except of course my children, who called me Dad, and your parents who call me Grandad. I think that Great Grandad is too stuffy a name for me and no one calls me Tom, so just call me Tommy. 


I’m writing to you because we just met for the first time today and I’m still excited about it. We had so much fun together, but I doubt you will remember it because you’re only just a few days old. I’m writing this to your future self because I know, barring some miracle, I won’t be around to talk to you. 


I trust you have had a good life so far, full of joy and surprises. Being your great-grandfather is something I’m both very proud of and little surprised by because I didn’t think I would live long enough to see this day. Even if you don’t remember me, just know that I loved every minute of our time together. 


Now, I want to tell you a bit about my past, just so you can know me a bit better.


Not that I had an exceptional life. It has been a good one, a wonderful journey with a few bumps on the way. I grew up in a loving family, like you, went to school and became a teacher, which if things had worked out differently, I might have had a very different life. 


When I was young, I loved stories and I would dream up all the wonderful things that might happen in the future. I grew up and met my wife, your great grandmother, and we married and had children. I loved to tell them stories and share some of my wild imaginings with them. My love for storytelling passed over to them and they shared their stories with their children. I hope some of that has worked its way through to you. I believe that my children are the reason I still have enough brain cells left at my age to be able to sit here and write to you today. 


The story I’m going to tell you here is not a fantasy, but an actual event from my own childhood. It’s a bit of a secret I wanted to keep until now. You are the first and only person I am going to share this with. 


It’d up to you to decide what to do with it. 













CHAPTER TWO





I WAS BORN in a town called Vivian, Alberta, which was situated in between the high Rocky Mountains and the great prairies of western Canada. You won’t find Vivian on a map anymore. All traces of it have been lost and forgotten, and the only thing that remains is a small plaque on a post off the highway by an old baseball diamond. I’ll tell you about that later.


After the Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century, which was well before I was born, and for many years after that, the whole world had a huge and growing need for coal. They used it to power everything, from trains to ships on the ocean, big factories and steel mills, and almost every house and building used it to keep warm in the winter. Every year the need for coal just got bigger. Prospectors and miners searched everywhere for more coal until someone discovered that the tiny village of Vivian was sitting on a virtual mountain of the stuff. Until that point, Vivian wasn’t a place you went to willingly. It was more of a place you passed through on your way to somewhere else. It was built as a place for trains to load up with water for the trip over the mountains, then for cars and trucks to fill up with gasoline for the long drive east or west. But with the discovery of coal, suddenly Vivian became a major town with paved streets, electricity and telephones. People moved there in great numbers. They built a fire department and a police station, a school and a main street full of stores and a movie theatre. It was a boom town with a promising future. 


My parents moved to Vivian from Manitoba so my father could work at the mine. They bought a house there, the one I grew up in. They had my older sister two years before I came along. Things seemed to be pretty good for folks in Vivian, until things started to go very bad. 


Way out in New York City, a stock market crash happened in October of 1929 that changed life as we knew it. Even for folks living thousands of miles away in Vivian, the dark clouds of the Great Depression started rolling in. No one realised how bad things would get during the time they called “the Dirty Thirties,” but pretty soon companies stopped buying coal and the mine had to fire most of its workers. People moved away from Vivian as fast as they could and almost all the stores closed. A few of the men, like my father, managed to keep working part time but the town changed from a growing city to a dusty ghost town in no time. 













CHAPTER THREE





WHEN YOU’RE YOUNG, you really don’t know what’s going on in the rest of the world. At least we didn’t back in those days. There was radio and newspapers but those were for adults. Most people were poor during the early years during the Depression. People lost their farms and businesses and even their homes. Thousands of people rode in railroad cars going from town to town looking for work. It was really hard back then. But the kids in Vivian only knew what we were taught in school, mostly British History and the First World War, and what our parents told us, which wasn’t much. Parents just didn’t talk about hard times and sad news with their kids. So, all we knew was what we saw around us in our little town of Vivian. We had one store, a train station for the once a week mail delivery, one school with all the grades sharing four classrooms. Our playground was a dirt and weed filled patch of land that we made into a baseball diamond using stones for bases and an old shipping crate for a backstop. When we played, I was usually the pitcher because I owned the ball. We didn’t have any teams and we sure couldn’t afford to play in any tournaments. Most days my friends and I just walked around the dusty or snow filled streets of the town or sat on the stoops of the empty stores that lined both sides of what we jokingly referred to as Main Street. We’d share gossip and argue about nothing for hours. Funny, as I remember it, this was the best of times. Just hanging out with my friends. 


At home I had an older sister named Angie. My father was still working part time at the mine as the manager, which meant he hired workers, so he was a pretty popular guy. My mom cooked and cleaned the house and constantly made lists of chores for us to do if we were ever caught doing nothing. I made a point of not being at home as much as possible. Angie was two years older than me and went to high school every day over in Martinston, about five miles away on a school bus. She liked hanging around with girlfriends and talking about movie stars and looking for ways to get me in trouble - constantly.


My friends, the guys I hung around with, were Ralph Kowalski, Bobby McMan, and Billy Chan. Ralph was the popular guy in the group because his mother worked in the store. He and his mom lived over the store as well. I never knew what happened to Ralph’s father, but we liked Mrs. Kowalski because she would let us each have a comic book in exchange for cleaning up the store once a week. My mother would have had a fit if she knew I was cleaning for someone else while my room looked like a war zone. But those comic books were our window to a different world, far away from Vivian. They showed us big cities, big cars, big crime and superheroes who were always fighting against the criminals. Sure, they wore costumes but that just gave them the freedom to work under cover. I mean, you can’t be a superhero if everyone knows who you are, right? Knocking on your door, asking for favours, it just wouldn’t work. My friends and I argued over who was the strongest or the smartest superheroes and who were the worst, meanest criminals and who could beat who. We also poured over the advertisements on the back cover. So many pictures of incredible inventions that we knew we could never have. 


Ralph was the biggest kid in the group, both tall and wide. We never called him fat but he was an easy target for bullies, so we protected him. Bobby was the know-it-all and chatterbox of the gang. His father had a short-wave radio and listened to news from around the world, so Bobby always told us amazing, and incredibly unbelievable stories from countries we never heard of. Billy was the opposite of Ralph. He stood shorter and skinnier than all of us but no one would dare pick a fight with him. He had a temper, especially if you called him Chinese. He would tell you, before he punched your lights out, that his parents were born in Canada and he was as Canadian as any of us. I know I never thought he was any different than the rest of us, but his mother made really good Chinese food. I loved to eat at Billy’s house. 


One day, after sweeping out the store’s stock room, we were sitting together on the stoop reading our new comics when Ralph sputtered.


“Hey guys, look,” he waved his comic book, pointing to the advertisement on the page. We all looked at the picture and groaned. It was an ad for fireworks, all different kinds of them. Firecrackers and burning schoolhouses, and big blasters and rockets exploding in the sky. That’s what every kid in Vivian wished for. Just to have a few massive, ground shaking rockets to blow up. The colour, the noise and the smoke, the rat-tat-tat of firecrackers scaring cats out of garbage cans, and the thrill of launching a skyrocket that would light up the night and blind everyone if they looked at it. There wasn’t enough gunpowder in the world to fill those dreams. 


Not only could we not afford it but we weren’t allowed to have any because the town’s Mayor and the Chief of Police decided that fireworks were too dangerous and a disturbance to the peace in the town. Some people complained that the town was too quiet. My father pointed out that the Mayor’s brother-in-law was allowed to bring in the fireworks for Dominion Day (you call it Canada Day) celebrations. But the Mayor and the Chief were real hard-nosed and wouldn’t listen or change their minds. So, nobody was allowed to have any fun lighting fireworks and that was about the only thing that we wanted to do.
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