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For Farrell Thicke Farquhar, a remarkable human being I am proud to call my son





So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.

William Shakespeare (1564–1616), Sonnet 18







Barn’s burnt down—now I can see the moon.

Mizuta Masahide (1657–1723)







PROLOGUE KIRKLAND LAKE, 1972

By the time we got home to our little farmhouse, the embers were cold, but the smell of smoke still hung heavy in the air. At fourteen, I was no stranger to loss and starting over—you could say it was my family’s normal. Pieces of our life were always dropping away, as if we’d forgotten them someplace. This time was different. Everything had been wiped out at once.

I felt a tug. My father was gathering me and my little brother into his burly, tattooed arms. The three of us were silent—a rare event. I stared at the pile of charred planks until I could make out the clump of metal that must have been our freezer, filled with butcher-paper packets of moose meat, and fish from Kenogami Lake. Beyond, my room with the princess bed was now all cinders and collapsed beams from the attic, where my father and brother used to sleep on mattresses on the floor.

“Maybe we took a wrong turn.” My nine-year-old brother’s voice ached with wanting—wanting to believe that our house was still standing down some other country road. Skinny but with chubby cheeks, he held on to our father like he would crawl inside him if he could. Being younger, he had it harder, but I didn’t try to make him feel any better. I had my own shit to worry about. Like guilt, because more than anything, I’d wanted to get the hell out of Kirkland Lake. My desire alone could have set that house on fire.

The whole place must have ignited as sparks to tinder. Like most homes in the North, it was made of wood; even the red bricks were papered on. We’d been down south when it happened, so the fire had burned undetected. Neighbors raised the alarm only when the flames climbed high enough above the scrub pines to lick the sky like Northern Lights.

Our farmhouse had already gone up in smoke by the time the town’s fire truck peeled out past the Mile o’ Gold.

Suddenly, I heard a crackle. Brad and I jumped back as something settled in the remains of our kitchen. Just the week before, a long wooden table had been right there, its vinyl tablecloth partly melted where someone—probably me—had left a hot pot. Now it was all gone—along with a pile of letters, and one large brown envelope from the insurance company, stamped in red: FINAL NOTICE.

Remind me to pay that, won’t you, Lor?

I hadn’t reminded him.

“Dad, the fire insurance!” I said, like we still had time to pay it.

I watched the realization dawn across his face: No insurance. No nothing.

My father surveyed the pile of rubble and ash that used to be our home and then turned back to us with a bright look in his eyes. He stretched his arms out, thrusting them skyward.

“Well, kids,” he said, “now we’re free!”

Brad and I exchanged a look of panic. Where our father saw free, we saw homeless.

“Come on. Don’t wear that face.” My father poked me with his elbow. “We still have each other. We only lost stuff.”

“But it was our stuff!”

Brad grabbed hold of our father’s hand. I didn’t. I was damned if I was going to admit to needing anyone. I crossed my arms over my chest, resentment growing with every breath of that scorched air.

“So, where are we supposed to live now?”

“Anywhere we want.”

“Sure, Dad.” It seemed so simple, if you could just forget the part about our family having no money.

Behind us, the engine of our Volkswagen van was clinking as it cooled down. My father cocked his head in the direction of the sound.

“Lucky we still have our clothes, eh?”

“Yeah, Dad, so lucky.”

He raised his eyebrows at me.

Our things in the van’s back seat were all we had left now; the clothes we’d gone away with, plus some of my books, my brother’s chessboard, and my father’s war medals, saved only by being mixed in with my jewelry. I wished I’d thought to pack my grandfather’s poems. But how could I have known that our house would burn down?

My father shook his thick finger at me. “You worry too much.”

“Well, you worry too little.”

“Dad, Dad!” Brad, his long hair falling over one freckled cheek, was tugging urgently on our father’s sleeve.

“What is it, son?”

“If we don’t live here anymore, how will Mom find us?”





CHAPTER 1 LAND OF HOPE AND DREAMS KIRKLAND LAKE, 1968

MY FATHER WAS WHISTLING at the wheel of our Valiant. The tires were making a pleasant thrumming noise as they slipped through the bed of snow. The car, with its boxy yellow body, vinyl seats, and push-button gears, was cozy and familiar. I’d snagged the front seat—an easy victory when you’re ten to your brother’s five—so Brad was stuck in the back scowling, arms crossed. I scooted over close enough to take in my father’s Old Spice. He’d just come home for the weekend after working down south for what felt like forever to a daddy’s girl like me.

That winter morning, as diamonds of ice twinkled in the trees, we were headed for hot chocolate at a local restaurant called the Golden Palms, its name embodying all the hopes of our little mining town: Get rich and go somewhere balmy.

In a few years, a fire would render the three of us homeless, but today we were a family of four, with a warm apartment awaiting our return and our mother at the kitchen table clutching her cup of Maxwell House.

To get a rise out of Brad and me, my father began steering the car with his knee. With both hands free, he reached into his breast pocket for his battered old harmonica and put it to his lips. In 1968, the Age of Aquarius was dawning, but my father was playing a forties show tune about what a beautiful morning this was. I was so happy he was here that I sang along at the top of my voice.

He took hold of the wheel again, his sleeves riding up to reveal the tattoos on his forearms. An anchor and a lady with a floppy hat: they looked like they’d been drawn on by Magic Marker. The tattoos were one of his contradictions.

I can’t stand people with tattoos.

Daddy, you have tattoos.

That’s different. I was young and stupid.

I couldn’t imagine him as stupid, or young. His hair was salt and pepper—his goatee more like salt, his sideburns more like pepper. I knew from photos that his hair used to be black, like mine, while Brad had inherited his freckles and reddish hair from our mother’s side.

What happened next would stay with me forever. We had just turned onto the street that rounded the Teck Pioneer nursing home, my father drumming his fingers on the wheel, hot air blowing from the vent at our feet, when the town’s garbage truck lumbered into our path. In that space between my first thought and the other, nobler one, I waved. We were close enough that I could see the driver’s grizzled face weighing what to do.

He waved back.

My father stopped humming. “Who was that?”

“Mommy’s boyfriend.”

He slammed on the brakes.

We swerved on the ice, and our back end fishtailed. Brad slid to the floor with a whumpf. We came out of the skid in the middle of the road. My father whipped his head around to make sure neither of us was hurt. Then he turned his full glare on me.

“What the hell do you mean ‘Mommy’s boyfriend’?”

I clamped my lips shut. Brad, clambering back onto the seat, gave me a reproachful look. Our mother had sworn us both to secrecy. But her boyfriend, Art, suddenly crossing our path like that in his garbage truck, moonlighting while working as a bartender, had provided me with the excuse I needed. I wouldn’t have to admit how much I’d wanted to hurt my mother and get rid of Art. Not if the words just slipped out.

I felt the Valiant drifting. My father was stepping on the gas, staring through the windshield but seeing nothing. We were heading into a snowbank.

“Daddy!”

He turned the steering wheel just in time. I could barely breathe from the guilt and the fishtailing. I hadn’t meant to hurt him. I just wanted him back home to stay.

Our life was supposed to have been better up in Kirkland Lake than it had been down south in Toronto. No more deals gone sour, my father had promised. No more rat bastard crooked son-of-a-bitch partners to steal his ideas and leave us in debt.

“The Mile o’ Gold starts here,” he had said when we first drove into his hometown, just nine months before. I believed him. I always did.

Did my mother? The day we moved here from Toronto, she had kept her face turned toward the window for what seemed like the whole four hundred miles.

“Kids, your mother’s giving me the silent treatment again.” He’d used his stage voice, lifting his eyebrows theatrically.

“Oh, Dacker,” my mother had said, sighing.

Dacker wasn’t even his real name, but we didn’t know that then.

Now, looking through the Valiant’s windshield at the bleak white landscape, I realized how bad it must have been down in Toronto for Kirkland Lake to seem like a land of hope and dreams.

“Let’s go back home, kids.”

His broken voice made me wish I could take back what I’d done.

He straightened out the car, angling the wheels into the transparent tracks between snowbanks splashed with mud from the last thaw. Beneath was black ice, slippery and treacherous. In the car, the heat was blasting, but I felt cold with dread. What would my mother say when she found out I’d betrayed her? What would my father say to her?

It’s not like she hadn’t warned me. The first time I met Art, my mother had pulled me into the kitchen and whispered, “Don’t tell Daddy. He wouldn’t understand Art coming for dinner.” If my heart wasn’t hurting so much right then, I would have told her that I didn’t, either. Art was the opposite of my father. He was tall and sinewy, with veins popping out of the muscles in his arms. He smoked and drank and swore—tabarnak, câlice—like the toughs on the Catholic side of town. Before the mines shut down, Art had worked underground, so when he laughed, it sounded like he was excavating chunks of silica from his lungs. The horking made me want to throw up.

In Siberian silence, Brad, my father, and I drove around the front of the IGA grocery store to the side entrance on Prospect Avenue. It was a gray concrete building with a bank of glass on the front. On the sides it was as windowless as a bunker, except for the top floor, where we lived. We shopped in that IGA for the only food you could get up north: meat, anything canned, a few wizened vegetables. At the time, I gave no thought to what it must have been like for my mother, going from a two-story maisonette in Toronto to living above a grocery store in Kirkland Lake. Or for my father, who’d come back to his hometown so full of dreams—Helen, this time I’ve got it—only to find out it was hard to make a killing on a population of 12,000, most of them poor. One business after another failed, and the only solution seemed to be for him to go back to Toronto—alone. There, to support his family, he’d sunk to the worst depths he could ever imagine. He’d had to get a job.

“You kids stay in the car,” my father said. The minute he was out the door, Brad ran to catch up with him, the swaddled legs of his snowsuit making a swishing sound. I followed, walking in the footprints my father had left in the snow.

He waited until I reached him outside the street door before wrenching it open. Inside, piano notes cascaded down the stairs: my mother’s beloved Moonlight Sonata. He took the steps to the landing two at a time.

My mother was still playing when he burst into the apartment. When she saw the look on his face, her fingers froze. My father smacked the wall. The sound was like a shot. She jumped up. Her piano bench scraped the floor.

“I’m away from my children, working a goddamned job to send you money,” he cried, his voice cracking. “And you—you’ve got some guy on the side?”

My mother squeezed back against the wall. I avoided her eyes, pretending to study the linoleum where the snow from my boots was puddling. She would know it was me who tattled on her; Brad always did what he was told.

My father stormed into their bedroom and began pulling out drawers. My mother went in after him and shut the door. From the hallway, Brad and I could hear our father’s angry voice. Our mother’s replies were so quiet, they were like ghosts of words. After what seemed like hours, my father came out. On his shoulder was his duffel bag from when he was in the army.

“Daddy, don’t go.” I wrapped myself around his legs. My heart was aching so bad I thought it would stop beating. “Please. Don’t leave us.”

“I’ll be back”—he peeled me off him and turned to my mother—“to see my kids.” Then he was gone.

The top door slammed, then the street door. After that, all was silent.

I would relive that moment many times, my mother slumped at the kitchen table, the flat look in her eyes hiding feelings it would take me a lifetime to understand. She would never mention what I did, not once. Neither would my brother, despite what my betrayal cost him.

Even if Brad didn’t hate me, after my father left that day, I hated myself. It never occurred to me that I had been given a secret too big for a ten-year-old to carry. All I knew was that I had broken my mother’s trust, and instead of getting rid of Art, I’d lost my father.





CHAPTER 2 THE LETTER KIRKLAND LAKE, 1968

MY MOTHER CHECKED THE fine gold watch on her wrist for the third time. It was the week after Art’s garbage truck crossed our path, and to my relief, he hadn’t been back. On Fridays, my father always left work in Toronto early to make the eight-hour drive home, and today, sure enough, my mother had set an extra place at the table. Butterflies of excitement danced in my stomach at the thought of seeing my father again. One week apart from him was like a year.

“We should start,” my mother said after checking her watch again. But she left her fork lying by the side of her plate. Brad looked at her with eyes too solemn for a five-year-old.

My mother tilted her head toward the street, listening. With one delicate finger, she flicked the volume wheel higher on the beige crescent nestled behind her ear. Then she smoothed down her curls to hide her hearing aid. Suddenly my heart flip-flopped: footsteps were thudding up to the landing. Arms aflutter, my mother flew down the hallway. Her heels clacked on the linoleum.

At the sound they made, I crumpled back down into my chair. She was wearing high heels, not slippers: it wouldn’t be my father at the door.

The next afternoon, with my heart still bruised from seeing Art and my mother cuddled together on the couch, I trudged through the snow to Mrs. Chenette’s for my music lesson—because, for my mother, we were never so poor that we couldn’t afford a music teacher.

Mrs. Chenette let me in. I took my usual spot on the hard piano bench. All of a sudden, the skin on the back of my neck began to prickle. I looked around. The room where I took my lessons no longer held Mrs. Chenette’s worn brown furniture. Covered in protective plastic was our French provincial love seat. Next to the window was our marble table, our globe lamp, and our blue velvet sitting chairs. We’d bought them all in Toronto that one time we were rich. They were supposed to be in storage for when my father’s ship came in and we could get a bigger place.

Mrs. Chenette tapped her finger on the staff where I was to start. I turned to her, too shocked to speak, and tried to remember what we were doing.

“Every Good Boy Deserves Fudge,” she reminded me, setting the metronome. “Only two weeks to your recital.”

My mother picked me up after my lesson. Walking home with her, I wanted to ask why our best furniture was in Mrs. Chenette’s living room, but I didn’t. I was afraid she’d say it was because of what I’d done.

Suddenly, there was a blur of movement: a woman bounding toward us. We leapt out of her way. I felt myself tumbling back into a snowbank. My mother fell next to me. The woman advanced until she towered above us.

“You leave my ’usband alone.”

My mother struggled to her feet. She gave me her hand and hauled me out of the snowbank. I hid behind her.

“You’ve got the wrong person,” she said. But as she brushed the snow from her coat, her hands were shaking.

“Wrong person, my ass.” My hass is what it sounded like.

“Mom.” I tugged on her sleeve. “Let’s get out of here.” I knew that accent.

“We’re not going anywhere.” Indignant, my mother pulled her fur collar up around her neck. “I don’t know your husband.”

“Did Art say he ’ad no wife?”

My mother gasped.

“And six children. Six. ’Ow many do you ’ave?”

My mother grabbed my hand roughly. “Come on.” She hurried me down the sidewalk, away from Art’s wife.

Later, my aunt Dixie, who seemed to know everything that went on in town, told me that Art got a black eye that night. I fantasized about telling his wife where we lived, so she could give him another. Then maybe he’d stay away for good.

One morning not long afterward, I was leaving for school when I saw my mother’s camel coat draped over one of the two wingback chairs we had left. Since my father had returned to Toronto, I’d been resenting her, but I still loved her coat, the way it tucked in at her small waist and flared out around her ankles. The way the white fur collar enclosed her neck like a cloud. I wished I were delicate like her, instead of husky like my father.

It was only when I was sitting in my fourth-grade classroom that I realized how odd it was for my mother’s coat to be on the arm of the chair and not hanging up.

The camel coat was still gnawing at me as I walked home for lunch. I pulled the street door open. There was no Moonlight Sonata drifting down from the piano to greet me, no lunch dishes clattering. I climbed the steps, bits of ice sluicing off onto the treads. Removing my boots on the landing, I stepped into my own melting snow. The cold was seeping through my wet socks as I turned the door handle.

“Mom?” I felt my heart beat faster as I waited to hear her voice. “I’m home,” I called, louder.

My words bounced back to me, echoing the emptiness of our apartment. Dread pounded in my chest. She wasn’t there. The prior week I’d come upon her staring out at the back laneway, where tendrils of brown grass poked through the crust of snow. I looked now to the spot where she had stood. The breakfast dishes were put away, the lunch dishes were nowhere to be seen. The table was wiped clean, a dish towel folded in thirds. It was as if Brad and I hadn’t been there at all.

Just then I heard the street door open. I ran out to the landing.

“Where were you?” I cried. But it was only Brad, trudging up the steps on his little legs. Behind him was the babysitter, who came when my mother played piano at the nursing home. The babysitter’s pale face was spidered with red veins from the cold as she ushered Brad upstairs. She hoisted him to the top of the chest freezer we kept out on the landing to store what my father brought home from hunting and fishing: moose meat and partridge, pike and pickerel.

“Let’s get your boots off, little man.” She reached out for one of Brad’s mukluks.

“Where’s Mom?” I demanded.

“The nursing home,” the babysitter replied.

Brad kicked his heel against the front of the freezer, making a pucker in the white metal. “She left.”

He was the only one who’d seen our mother leave. Over the years, he would forget what he said that day. But I wouldn’t.

Let it go, Lor, Brad would say today, though it’s been many years since I’ve seen him. And he’s right: I should let it go. But I can’t. And now my brother’s memories have become mine.

He’s playing hide-and-seek under the staircase when our mother comes out onto the landing. Through the wooden slats, he sees her camel coat swirling around her ankles. Down the steps she comes. Stifling a giggle, he waits for her to look for him. Instead, she tightens her scarf under her chin. Then she slips outside. Brad crawls out of his hiding place to follow her. He opens the door to the street just as our mother approaches a car at the curb. She sweeps up the bottom of her coat and lowers herself into the passenger seat. “Mommy!” he calls. The car begins to move. He runs after her, into the street. Mommy! The car accelerates. Our mother doesn’t look back.

“Now, Bradley, you sure you seen your mommy drive away?” The babysitter put her hands on her hips. “When I came down, I didn’t see no car. She always walks to the nursing home.”

“I did see a car.” He squirmed away from the babysitter. “I called, but Mommy didn’t hear me.”

“Well, I’m sure she’ll be home by tonight.”

Back at school, I ignored the bell for afternoon recess. My classmates were already taking their coats and scarves off the hooks and their mitts from the cubbyholes, but I was craving warmth.

“My mom drove away with a man. I think it was her boyfriend.” I used Brad’s story, which I didn’t believe at that time, as a pretext to stay inside with my teacher.

She immediately stopped putting the atlases away. “You don’t have to go out for recess,” she said, squeezing my shoulders.

I’d gotten what I wanted, but her pity made me feel worse. Until that moment, I hadn’t considered that our mother might not come back from wherever she was. Now I felt a sense of panic. No matter how mad I was at her for hurting my father, I didn’t mean for her to leave us, too.

After school, my father’s younger sister, Dixie, came over. She must have been on her way to work, because she was dressed in a pastel pantsuit. Her nurse’s cap covered her short dark hair, so similar in color to mine that people often mistook her for my mother. That is, if they didn’t notice her total lack of affection toward me.

Aunt Dixie went straight for our phone. “Why should I pay for the long distance?” she asked, as if I’d dared question her.

My father lived in a boardinghouse in Toronto. He didn’t have his own phone there, so she called him at his job. “Helen’s gone,” she said into the receiver. She didn’t sound surprised, or sorry. She didn’t like my mother. Probably because my aunt’s husband, my uncle Stan, had always had eyes for her.

Beside me, my little brother twisted the legs of his green Gumby. My aunt handed me the receiver. “Here, talk to your father.”

“Daddy!” I didn’t tell him what Brad had seen. Anyway, everyone knew mothers didn’t leave their children. She’d come back.

“Darling, don’t worry. I’m sure your mother won’t be away long. It’ll all work out.”

“Okay, Daddy.” I sniffled. It was what he always said, and what I’d longed to hear.

Until our mother returned, Brad and I were to stay at our aunt Dixie’s. Under the sink, our aunt found a brown paper bag, neatly folded like everything in our home. “Here, put your toothbrushes and your clothes in this.”

I crossed my arms. “We don’t need to pack any clothes. My mom’ll be back soon.” I had started making up a story in my head: my mother was in the hospital and was keeping it a secret so we wouldn’t worry.

“Suit yourself.”

At bedtime over at Aunt Dixie’s house, I was forced to borrow a nightgown from my cousin Bev, who was also ten and my best friend. When Bev moved over to make room for me in her bed, her face showed the same pitying look my teacher had given me.

“My mom’s only at the hospital.” I yanked the covers over to my half of the bed.

Bev gave me another of her compassionate looks. Then she yanked the covers back to her side.

On the fourth day, my father called from Toronto to say a letter had come in the mail. My mother had addressed it to the company where he worked selling cable TV. The receptionist had opened the envelope by mistake.

I imagine that receptionist holding my mother’s open letter, her face red as she delivered the news:

“I’m sorry, Mr. Thicke, but your wife has left you.”

The letter would not survive the upheavals of the following years, but my father told Brad and me what it had said, refusing to hold anything back—as if secrets were a poison he had to expel.


Dear Dacker,

You’d better sit down before you read this.



Our mother had written that he should come and get us. But she didn’t say why she’d left.

Deep inside, I knew why. Because I’d told on her.

There was no personal message for Brad and me, no goodbye. Instead, she closed the letter by writing:

You always wanted the children. Now you can have them.





CHAPTER 3 NIGHT TRAIN KIRKLAND LAKE, 1968

MY AUNT DIXIE BOOKED us on the night train to Toronto. Before we left, she took us back home to the apartment above the store to collect our things. Instead of packing my clothes like I was supposed to, I slipped into my mother’s bedroom. Along with everything else, she’d left behind her hope chest. Now I lifted the cedar lid. Its woody smell wafted out like a sigh, spicy and soft. Inside were our family photograph albums. I flipped through the pages, looking for gaps to show she’d taken something of me with her. Not a single picture was missing. I dumped the albums back into her hope chest. Four years later, they would burn up in the fire.

That night, shuffled into our aunt Dixie’s car, I felt lost and confused. What kind of life were we going to? Why hadn’t my mother tried to take us with her? Would she still be here if I hadn’t waved to Art?

The closest railway station was in Swastika. The town, which had refused to surrender its name, even after the Nazis appropriated it, had once been a busy hub, transporting mine workers north and gold south. Now it was deserted; the platform where Brad and I stood bundled in our winter coats was nearly empty. Next to us, Aunt Dixie stamped the snow off her mukluks. Her cushioned nurse’s shoes were back in her car. She’d left the motor running, and it sent white puffs of smoke out the exhaust pipe. She scanned the brown-brick station for a clock, wearing an expression that said she was eager to be getting back.

The train pulled into the station.

“Off you go,” Aunt Dixie said to Brad, who’d been gripping her hand. She passed him off to a porter in a blue Northlander uniform. “You, too,” she said to me, then hurried to her car without a backward look. The porter lifted my brother up the metal steps to the train. Brad, who must have forgotten his scarf in the back seat of Aunt Dixie’s car, gave a little cough. We followed the porter down the train’s corridor, then waited while he took a key from his pocket.

“If you need me, ring the buzzer,” he said, unlocking the door of our tiny couchette.

Inside, two bunk beds had been made up with neat white sheets and scratchy-looking blankets. Fitted into one corner of the space was a small triangular sink. A big window streaked with grime looked out onto the snowy platform. I locked the door, and the whistle blew. The train began to chug away from the station.

Brad was waiting for me to tell him which bunk to take. I would always balk at filling in for our mother, even later, when it would become clear how much he needed me to. It’s hard to forgive myself for that. As he looked to me for guidance, I said nothing. After a minute, he shrugged and climbed up onto the top bunk.

I stared out the window at the moon reflected on the snow. I didn’t know where we’d live or go to school or who’d take care of us while our father was working. I didn’t know anything except that all this was my fault. I heard Brad cough a few times before he settled down, then all went silent except for the creaking of the train and the occasional blast of its whistle.

We woke up in the city, snaking along tracks that curved around Lake Ontario. The ice was breaking up; it made the surface of the Great Lake look like porridge. Wheels squealing, the train slid into Toronto’s Union Station. While Brad and I waited for the porter to come get us, we heard doors opening and a bustling up and down the train’s corridor. I pressed my face against the window. Travelers who had been invisible the whole trip were spilling onto the platform. When they all dispersed like water down a drain, I looked for a sign of our father. The platform was empty.

There was a sharp rap at the couchette door, and I opened it. The porter took Brad’s bags, and I took mine. Brad and I half-ran to keep up as the porter led us down the platform to the station’s main hall. When he finally stopped, we found ourselves in a cavernous space with an arched bank of windows and a ceiling as high as a church.

I scoured the hall for my father, expecting him to walk over and collect us. When I didn’t see him, I thought, What if he doesn’t want us, either? I glanced down at Brad to see if he was worried, too. Suddenly, our father was striding toward us, haloed by the light streaming through the station windows.

“Daddy!” Brad and I yelled in unison, running to him. He squatted down to hold us. I pressed my face into his buckskin coat and breathed in the earthy smell.

He kissed our heads, one after another. “I love you kids more than a whole herd of Shetland ponies. Don’t you forget that.”

Beside me, Brad coughed hoarsely. He let go of my father and bent over, gasping for air. His cold seemed to have gotten worse overnight.

“Are you all right, son?” my father asked, kneeling in front of him.

Brad’s cheeks had turned red, but he nodded, and after a few moments his breathing returned to normal.

“Okay, then, let’s go.” Picking Brad up in his arms, my father took us outside the station. I recognized our Valiant, keys still in the ignition, idling by a fire hydrant. A parking ticket was tucked under the windshield wiper.

“Just throw it there,” my father said to me, pointing to a pile of tickets on the dashboard.

Our mother would never have let him get away with that stack of traffic tickets. All at once, it hit me how different our lives were going to be. What would happen to us now that we no longer lived in her orderly realm of hot lunches and weekly piano lessons?





CHAPTER 4 AFTER THE SILVER RUSH THE NORTH, 1924

MY FATHER WAS BORN in a silver rush and raised in a gold rush. That explains a lot.

My father’s corner of Northern Ontario was once known the world over as the Silver Sidewalk and the Mile o’ Gold. At the turn of the twentieth century, the hard rock of the Canadian Shield was ready to yield some of the richest mineral deposits on earth. But unlike the Klondike and the California gold rushes, its rise and fall was never immortalized in a bestselling book. The spectacular gold and silver finds, the rip-roaring boomtowns, the extraordinary wealth won and lost—these were the biggest events you’d never heard of.

In 1903, my great-grandparents Stanley Edward Thicke, known as S.E., and Isabella Cowie, known as Belle, boarded the brand-new Temiskaming and Northern Ontario Railway for Cobalt, sixty miles south of Kirkland Lake, which was as far north as the tracks had been laid. But it wasn’t gold that beckoned them—those rich veins, buried deep in the uncharted bush, were yet to be discovered. It was silver. And the rush was on.

It’s not hard to discern where my father got his optimism. I can see his grandfather now, an unlikely prospector by any measure. S.E. is a small-framed man with a big mustache. Prior to coming north, he clerked in an office in the city and sang in a barbershop quartet; Belle, his wife, managed a bakery. They are nothing like the other passengers on the train that day: young, single men out to make their fortunes with a miner’s pick. Yet here they are, S.E. and his wife, heading off to the silver fields along with their six children, who at that very moment are clambering over the carriage’s wooden benches, with Lily, the oldest, trying to contain them while taking care of William Henry, S.E.’s bitter, aged father.

Coming from Toronto, where trolley cars clang between buildings ten stories tall, S.E. and Belle are shocked. The train has left them in a muddy slash of woods. It is the mining camp of Cobalt—named, as it will turn out, for the wrong metal. Trees have been chopped down so tarpaper shacks can be thrown up among the bleeding stumps. No plan has been made as to where the streets should go, nor how to dispose of the sewage—the “night soil” that will freeze in winter and then thaw, stinking, in spring.

In just five years, Cobalt will explode. Silver floats as big as cannonballs and as wide as stove lids will be discovered. The spot where my great-grandparents have landed will be known as Canada’s Silver Sidewalk. At its height, this area will yield one tenth of all the silver in the world.

The wealth will come so suddenly that before a boardwalk is laid down to protect long skirts from dragging in the mud, the foundations will be poured for a stock exchange and an opera house, and the future British king Edward VIII will come sniffing around for opportunities. But right now, Cobalt is a rowdy, lawless bush camp.

My great-grandfather decides this is no place to raise his sons and daughters. Silver be damned. Unlike the women in my family, the men will always put their children first.

S.E. hires a horse and wagon to haul them to where the packet boat the Meteor is anchored. It will take them to a farming settlement up Lake Temiskaming. On the opposite bank of the Wabi River, they will open a bakery. From then on, the only silver S.E. will seek will be in dimes and dollars. Leave the prospecting for the dreamers.

Twenty-one years later, when my father is born to S.E. and Belle’s second-oldest son, Charles, and his war bride, Dorothy Dacre, Cobalt’s air is still reverberating with the clangs of claim stakes being hammered into the ground. The area is attracting so many dreamers that when the mine-owners transport workers from down south, they have to handcuff them to the rail-cars so they won’t jump off to stake their own claims. If ever there was a place to make you believe anything is possible, it’s here.

As the silver rush winds down, my father’s parents move their young family to Kirkland Lake—just in time for the gold rush. My father’s new hometown is the site of one of the largest and richest gold veins on the planet. As an impressionable young man, he watches mineowners strut around town in full-length mink coats; he skirts scruffy Roza Brown, who is sitting on a fortune in mining stocks while sharing her hovel with assorted dogs, cats, and chickens; he sneaks in to drink at Charlie’s Hotel, whose owner, Charlie Chow, is making so much money by getting paid in mine shares that when a blizzard holds up the town’s payroll, he will loan the bank $250,000 in cash.

By the time my father is a teenager, most of the silver mines have closed, and the gold mines are heading the same way. At the tender age of fifteen, my father walks into that very same Charlie’s Hotel determined to join the war and make his fortune abroad.





CHAPTER 5 I WANT TO HOLD YOUR HAND TORONTO, 1968

OUTSIDE UNION STATION, MY father bundled my brother and me into the yellow Valiant. Brad clutched his hand so tight, my father had to extricate his fingers to settle him inside the car.

“Son, if you’re tired from the train, you can lie down in the back.”

“I’m okay,” Brad said, but he immediately laid his head down on the seat cushions.

My father looked over his shoulder and pulled a U-turn across two lanes of early-morning traffic. As we bumped over the streetcar tracks, Brad sat up coughing.

“How long has he had that for?” my father asked.

“I don’t know.” Thinking back, I realized that in the five days since our mother left, I hadn’t paid Brad much attention—which meant that no one had.

“Son, I’ve got some cough medicine in my room. Just hold on a little longer.” Without taking his eyes from the road or slowing down, my father reached his hand back and felt my brother’s forehead.

I turned away from that tender gesture. I see now that I was trying to hold myself together by shutting out any emotions. If, at that moment, my father had so much as asked me if I missed my mother, I would have broken into bits so small no one would have been able to put me back together again. But he didn’t ask. It was like everything had already worked out for the best.

I faced the window, where the passing neighborhoods were changing like our family’s fortunes. Solid brick buildings slid by, replaced a few blocks later by cheap wooden storefronts, then by narrow houses with postage- stamp yards. Then the lawns became larger, the trees bigger and older, until finally my father parked the Valiant in front of a large Victorian house.

Wheezing slightly, Brad knelt on the back seat to look outside. “That’s where we’re going to live?”

“That’s our room in front.” My father pointed out a turret with rounded windows. He took his scarf off and passed it behind him. “Here, Brad, wrap this around your neck. I don’t like the sound of that cold.”

Toronto is half a season warmer than Kirkland Lake, so instead of ice on the front steps, there was slush. As my father pulled out a clutch of keys from his pocket, I tried to see through the door’s leaded-glass panels. It was black inside. When we entered, a dim shaft of light illuminated a red carpet with bald patches. Then the door closed behind us, and we were in the dark. I heard voices coming from down the hall, and I looked up.

“We have to share the kitchen with other people,” my father explained. He sounded apologetic as he ushered us into his room and locked the door.

When the light came on, I took in our new home. The rounded wall of windows had made it awkward to fit in the furniture, so everything was crowded in the center of the room. There was a double bed, the mattress concave, above which a single bulb was suspended. Against the one straight wall was an old-fashioned wooden wardrobe with a mirror, and beside that, a suitcase on the floor spilling out clothes. On the unfolded ironing board were a couple of wrinkled shirts, an iron, and a small television set. The knob was gone from the front of the TV, so my father had clipped on a pair of pliers to change the channels.

“I’ll sleep there.” My father pointed to a clear spot on the thin brown carpet. “You kids can take the bed.”

“Daddy, don’t you have to go to work today?” I knew the money he had sent to my mother came from knocking on doors to sell cable TV, which was still a novelty in 1968.

“Work?” His forehead creased as if he had forgotten he had a job. “No, my darling. I’m not going to work today.”

“But what if you get fired?”

“Don’t worry. It’ll all work out.”

That evening, my father tucked Brad, solemn and obedient in his sports car pajamas, under the covers. Brad’s eyes closed, and all was quiet except for the television, turned down low. For the first time since my mother left, we had stopped moving. The sudden stillness filled me with panic. I jumped up between my father and the program he was watching.

“When do we go back to school?”

My father sighed. “Lori, shush. Brad needs to sleep.”

“We have to go to school!”

My father’s concerned face was bathed in the blue light from the TV screen. “We’ll figure something out.”

Brad sat up and began coughing. Soon tears were running down his cheeks. Patting Brad’s back with one hand, my father gestured with the other for me to hand him the Vicks. Using the lid as a spoon, he held some cough syrup up to Brad’s lips.

“Take this, son. It’ll calm you down.” Cradling my brother in his arms, my father turned away from me; I knew he blamed me for waking Brad.

A couple of mornings later, my father stood at the ironing board in his baggy underwear—grayish rather than white because he never separated colors in the wash—ironing the clothes he would send me to school in. At forty-four, he was just beginning to get a dad belly; there was no fat on him anywhere else. The iron hissed, so he held it away to leak water onto the rug instead of my clothes. While he ironed, he checked on Brad, who was lying with the covers up to his nose, wearing the same lost look he’d had since our mother left.

Because of his cold, my brother didn’t have to start kindergarten yet, so I went alone. That afternoon, when my father picked me up at the gates of the school I wouldn’t attend long enough to remember the name of, Brad was sitting in the front seat. His cheeks were a hot red. When I got in beside him, it sounded like a toy whistle was embedded in his chest.

“Brad can’t seem to shake his cold,” my father said. Worry added more gravel to his voice. “Let’s go see what your uncle Brian says.”

My father had two brothers, one rich, one poor. My rich uncle was a doctor who lived in Brampton, less than an hour from Toronto. After the war, my father, on his waiter’s salary, put him through his first year of medical school, but their relationship soured when my father started sending the money late. If we were asking Uncle Brian for a favor, it meant Brad was in bad shape.

My uncle’s stately house was arranged like a horseshoe around a circular driveway. We parked directly in front. As we got out, a faint burning smell came from the Valiant. My aunt Joan opened the front door of the house with a highball in one hand. Her dark, shoulder-length hair was thin and tousled. She wore a purple velour tracksuit; gold chains adorned her winter-tanned neck.

“Come on in,” she said. She had a blurry look, like she couldn’t focus on us, but then I realized she had locked her eyes on our car as if fearing it might leave a grease stain on her elegant paving stones. (It would.)

Gripping her drink, she led us inside. Alan, my oldest cousin, was already working in television, and his sister, Joanne, was off at swim practice, but I could hear Todd, the youngest, practicing his drums in the basement. I yearned to hang out with my cousins, but we were the poor relations, and they were too good for me. This feeling was reinforced by my aunt. Whenever we came over, she handed me a cloth to buff the silverware.

This was the first time we’d set foot in the second living room, reserved for guests. Brad immediately curled up into a ball on the alabaster sofa. We’d never had any furniture that color: you had to have money to afford white. After a few minutes, my uncle strode in wearing a clean polo shirt and tan pants. He was wiry and fit from golfing. He set his drink on a coaster and opened his leather doctor’s bag. My uncle always had a medical kit in his house—as well as a treasure trove of prescription drug samples, which would be a welcome discovery in my teen years.

Taking out his stethoscope, he put the metal disk to Brad’s tiny chest. After a moment, he folded the stethoscope and put it away. “This kid needs to be in a hospital.” He snapped the lock on his bag. “It sounds like bronchitis on top of asthma. It’s probably the stress, but that doesn’t mean it’s not real.”

My uncle’s hospital privileges in Brampton meant Brad went straight from emergency to a private room. While the orderlies were wheeling him in, somewhere down the hall an alarm rang and rang. They placed Brad inside a clear oxygen tent that covered most of his body, making him seem even smaller than he was. He twisted his head to look at the machines that beeped and whirred beside him. Through the oxygen tent, his freckles seemed paler.

A nurse bustled in wearing a pastel pantsuit like my aunt Dixie up in Kirkland Lake. “That girl’s too young to be in here,” she told my father.

He already knew I wasn’t allowed in because of the sign we saw when we came up. “She’s mature for her age.”

“I’m sorry. She’ll have to go.”

My brother’s eyes widened in terror as we walked to the door. Down the hall, the faraway alarm was still ringing. “Don’t leave me, you guys.”

“Son, son.” My father went back to his side. “I’ll be back tomorrow.” Then we left him alone—exactly what he’d been afraid of.

Brad was a stoic little soldier, never complaining, never crying. It would be years before I understood the toll that not crying would take on us both.

On the drive back home, my father said, “Your mother left you with me because she knew I’d always take care of my kidlings. It doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you.”

I stared at the dark road ahead of us. If it didn’t mean that, what did it mean?

“You have to understand. She needed a man with an income. Not an ‘if-come’ like your old daddy.” He chuckled at his own joke, which he’d cracked before. He was trying to make like my mother’s leaving wasn’t my fault, but I knew better.

The next day, while I was at school, my father went to the hospital rather than to work. After a week of visiting Brad every day, he lost his job selling cable TV door-to-door.

“Daddy, what are we going to do now?” He’d given up his dreams of having his own business for a steady income. But if a job couldn’t be relied on to be steady, what was the point of it?

“Don’t worry, your old dad will figure something out.”

Up until that moment, it seemed we’d already lost everything there was to lose. Now, with a shock, I realized there was plenty more that could disappear. Like a place for us to live. I didn’t want to sound like my mother, but I wanted to tell my father to get another job.

When Brad came home from the hospital, he was thinner and more fragile, and he couldn’t be without his inhaler. He clung even more tightly to our father’s hand. No matter where we went, Brad had to hold on to him. Even getting into bed at night, he never wanted to let my father go.

One day, my father tried to unlock the car door with one hand while Brad squeezed the other. Suddenly, the car keys slipped from my father’s fingers and landed right next to an open grate. Brad was still clinging tightly as my father tried to scoop them up.

“Bradley, let go of me, for Chrissake!”

Brad jerked his hand away.

“I’m sorry, son,” my father said, looking stricken. “It’s just that sometimes I need to be able to move my bloody arms.”

After that, my father would have to force my brother to take his hand.
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