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Dedication

To Madi, Taylor, Tristan, Luke, Kailey, Jason and Kensie Shayne.

Your love makes me the luckiest man in the world.

And to Stephanie, the love of my life,

thank you for bringing down the walls.
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Foreword

HOCKEY IS, WITHOUT a doubt, just a wonderful game. Eighteen players get a chance to do their very best every single time they step out onto the ice. It’s funny how we don’t ever stop to think about the goalies. The rest of the team shifts on and off, but because there are just two goaltenders, they often play a whole sixty-minute game by themselves. No other player does that.

I was lucky enough to be part of Curtis Joseph’s career. When I coached in Phoenix, I got to be part of the fun he had there. He was just a first-rate pro who practised hard and played hard with not such a good team. Never heard him complain, ever. In fact, he played so well, he wound up being team MVP.

And when I was putting together the 2002 Canadian men’s Olympic hockey team, I knew that Curtis was the best goalie in the NHL that year. Curtis was unreal, so there was no question in our minds he was going to be a big part of the team. One of the things that made him great was that he was the kind of goaltender who liked to play the big games. He loved the challenge of the playoffs—that’s when I saw him play his best.

The other side of knowing Curtis says more to me about the man, not the goalie. Things don’t always go in our favour, and when you are a goalie, that means having to sit out games. Curtis was a huge part of our 2002 Olympic gold medal win, even though he didn’t play the final game. I know it was really tough for him, but he didn’t let it show. He put the team first and stayed really positive, standing behind every single player on our team. And you know what? I think we still would’ve had the same results had Curtis been in net. He’s just that good a goalie.

As with every great player, it was always Curtis’s attitude that made him invaluable to the team, whether it was St. Louis, Edmonton, Toronto, Detroit, Phoenix, Calgary or Team Canada. I don’t know a lot about goaltending and the pressure goalies feel or the lives they live, but I do know one thing. Curtis was a team guy all the way!

Enjoy his book. He is a good man with a remarkable story.

—Wayne Gretzky





Prologue

BY THE TIME I was ten years old, I was living on a steady diet of stale cookies, processed cheese slice sandwiches and frozen institutional hamburgers—God knows what they were made of. Every night, I’d throw one on a dirty old barbecue we kept outside the kitchen door. My bed was a mattress on the floor. It was tough to find a dry corner because Mom’s cats peed and shit all over it. I didn’t have sheets or anything, just an old blanket. In the winter, I’d sleep in an old coat that one of the men in the house had thrown out. Mom treated her animals better than she treated us kids.

I’m going to tell you all about my childhood, and my life. A lot of the early stuff is not good, but listen, I wouldn’t change a thing. It made me who I am. It made me tough. It made me driven and it made me appreciate life. Think about it. There was no direction to go but up, right? Every day, everything kept getting better and better. Meeting my friends at school and in sports and going home with them and seeing how normal families lived filled me with awe. I’m a glass-half-full kind of guy. I loved watching the moms and dads and brothers and sisters and all the love between them. I’d think, “Wow, this is awesome.” They inspired me to want to live in a family like they had.

I also found family in the game. No question. It was probably to my advantage that I didn’t have a solid family life growing up because when, all of a sudden, I was surrounded by these wonderful human beings, I appreciated every single one of them. We were all part of this big group. We spent more time together than we did at home. We looked after one another. We had each other’s backs. We called one another if somebody slept in. We travelled together. We ate together, we talked about the game together, we were going to win together and lose together. We were more than friends, so yes, we were a family. A hockey family.

Today, I have four great kids from my first marriage—Madison, Taylor, Tristan and Luke—and two from my second, Kailey and Kensie Shayne, plus Jason. He’s our nephew and we’re raising him too. Luke said to me, “Dad, you should write a book. If you can change one kid’s life, help one kid continue on, overcome and turn things around, it’s worth it.”

All of my kids are thoughtful and funny too. They kill me. I was cleaning up and found a trophy our team won back when I was twelve. It’s about the size of a small pickle jar and says ALL-ONTARIO CHAMPIONS—SINGLE A. I showed it to my oldest boy, Taylor, who was eighteen, and I said, “Taylor, look at this!” I pointed to the “Single A” part because, now that I am comfortable with my history, I’m proud of the fact that at that age, I was still playing single-A hockey. Nowadays, for somebody playing at that level at that age, the chances of making it to the NHL are absolutely slim to none. Taylor looked at the trophy and he nodded. “Nineteen seventy-nine. Wow, you’re old.”

When I retired from hockey, my kids asked me, “Dad, who owned you? C’mon, you can tell us.” I try to be funny. We all try to be funny and joke around a lot. I pretended to think about it, and then I responded, “Uh . . . nobody!” And so they said, “Okay, Dad, we’ll just look it up.” They grabbed the computer and started googling, and I’m watching them, thinking, “Oooh, I wonder who did score on me most?” We looked at the stats and they went, “Oh . . . Teemu Selanne owned you! He had thirty-five goals or something crazy like that.” And I said, “Ohhhh yeah,” and I started to remember all those times I played against him in the Western Conference and how many big goals he scored on me.

Selanne was so fast and just a pure goal scorer. When I played in Edmonton in 1995–96, we gave up a lot of chances and a lot of goals, so it was tough. But he was the guy who scored the most on me. There’s probably a few other goalies who can say the same thing about him, right?

Flash-forward to the outdoor game in Winnipeg in 2016—the Heritage Classic alumni game. I was playing for Edmonton. Wayne Gretzky was playing too, and it was a big deal for Winnipeg because the Oilers used to beat the Jets all the time. There was a big crowd—31,000 fans. It was beautiful outside because it was Manitoba in October.

It was the third period and Selanne had four points already—the first goal, on a penalty shot, and three assists. Bill Ranford and Dwayne Roloson played goal in each of the first two periods, and I took over for the third. With 3.6 seconds on the clock and the score tied 5–5, Teemu was tripped in the Jets’ end, which meant another penalty shot. He came in on me and he scored. How fitting. I got back to the locker room and my phone was buzzing. Zzzt zzzt. Somebody was texting me. I didn’t even have my equipment off yet. I was sweating and frustrated that Teemu had scored on me. I always hated getting scored on. I looked, and the text was from my son Tristan, who makes me laugh because he’s dry and funny and smart, but he’s also the kid who tried to run beer through the Keurig machine. I picked up my phone and read the message. It said, “He still owns you, Dad.”





Chapter 1

999

EVERYBODY USED TO call it Nine Ninety-Nine, because it was located at 999 Queen Street West in Toronto. And then in the 1970s, it got to be known by locals by its new address—1001 Queen Street West. Its proper name was the Queen Street Mental Health Centre. It was a mental institution. A big one.

During the 1970s, inmates whose conditions reached a stage where they could be managed by medication were moved on to halfway houses. One of these was a place called Martin Acres, located on a piece of farmland at the northeast corner of Leslie Street and Green Lane in Sharon, Ontario—now part of the town of East Gwillimbury, about forty-five minutes north of Toronto, right next to Newmarket. Martin Acres housed about seventeen men at a time. And it was my home. The place where I grew up.

The house was a big, red-brick “rehabilitation centre,” but the men who went there never left. Outside, it was L-shaped with a couple of wings. One wing ran north-south, and the other from east to west. The shorter, newer wing was built over a triple-car garage. It was a maze. One wrong turn and you’d come to a wall.

You walked through the front door into the vestibule, and the first thing that hit your nose was the smell. Soup and cigarettes mixed with sweater dandruff from all the men who just sat around all day. All the men’s bedrooms were upstairs. Downstairs, there was a kitchen, or as we called it, the “cafeteria.” There was a bathroom between it and the room where they watched TV, played cards or just stared out the window.

Our family basically lived in a two-room apartment in the centre of the house. Come in and turn right, and you were in my mom’s kitchen. The flooring everywhere was this cheap lino, and on top of that were these industrial-sized plastic runners. You’d hear a slapping sound under your socks when you ran or played ball hockey. One step up from our kitchen was the dining room, which led to our living room and Mom’s bedroom. It was all red carpet under the runners, but it was so old and worn, flat and hard, there was no give.

I remember the frogs. Mom collected them. Crystal frogs on the organ, huge cast-iron frogs on the floor, pewter frogs, ceramic frogs, piggy-bank frogs. Frogs covering the windowsills. Frogs everywhere you looked.

You could’ve used a spoon to scrape the nicotine off the walls in that house. Seventeen men and my mom, chain-smoking, day and night. Mom’s husband, Harold, spent all of his spare time pounding out church songs on his big Wurlitzer organ in our little living room. The music would make Mom’s dog, Bear, bark. Sometimes that woke up the men in the bedrooms that surrounded mine. They’d grunt and groan and talk out loud in their sleep. They didn’t get up and come into my room at night, though. They were too heavily medicated. There was a smorgasbord of medications in the house—barbiturates, tranquilizers, antipsychotics, sedatives, you name it. That’s why Mom stayed in her room all the time. She was in charge of giving the medications out to the patients, and she helped herself to a lot of it too.





Chapter 2

“I’ll Take the Hit”

I HAD A weird life. Two moms, three dads and I grew up in a home full of mentally ill patients run by a crazy person. The last thing anybody expected was that I would someday make a living playing hockey—any kind of living, in any kind of minor league, let alone playing with the Toronto Maple Leafs and Edmonton Oilers and St. Louis Blues in the NHL, even making Team Canada. Coming from where I did, starting as late as I did, it seemed impossible to even dream about it.

Mom’s name was Jeanne—pronounced Jan. She had this gravelly voice from years of smoking that would break into a loose cough when she laughed, and she’d tell people, “I’m from Paris, France.” Ha, ha, wheeze, cough.

In truth, she was French Canadian. Her skin was white, but darker. Maybe she was Métis. I don’t know, she made up a lot of stories. I do know she was from a small farm east of Sudbury. In rural areas like that, if the family was poor, they’d often send one or two of the girls to a nearby Roman Catholic convent. When Mom was four years old, her family handed her over to the convent in North Bay and she was raised to become a nursing nun. She was a novitiate and took her first set of vows but ran away before her final vows or “taking the veil,” as they call it. She was working as a waitress at the Shamrock restaurant in Toronto when she met my first dad, Howard Eakins.

When I came along, Mom and Howard Eakins already had two grown kids, both of whom were out and on their own—Karen and Ron. We lived in Keswick in a house on Riveredge Drive. I was Howard’s little buddy. He called me Tiger and carried me everywhere and would sit me on his knee to watch Hockey Night in Canada. In fact, one of the first words I ever spoke was “score!” Maybe that’s why I always wanted to be a goal scorer in the NHL when I grew up.

Mom was short—five foot two—and portly. Her hair was long, straight and black, with hard grey streaks. She wore black glasses, thick and square, and dressed the same way every day, in pants and a tank top. Nothing special. Dark colours. She always wore bright red lipstick. Two bloody-coloured slashes across her mouth.

Three things stick out, like the way Mom sat in a chair. Legs apart, body bent forward, chin in her hand. Not feminine at all. I remember her hands. Old and veiny and covered in rings—several stacked on each finger. And she was strong. She had a black belt in karate, or so she said. One time, one of the new patients had a meltdown, and while the police were being called, she took the guy down. Pinned him to the floor until the police arrived.

I was scared of her. There were always threats, and she’d always overreact. If you made noise or did something she didn’t like, she might take a swing at you with a brush or spoon or whatever she had in her hand. She spanked and grabbed too. When my older brother Grant and I were little, our arms and shoulders were often covered in purple fingerprint bruises.

Howard didn’t have it easy with Mom. For her, the grass was always greener. She left him a couple of times before leaving him for good and marrying Harold Joseph, my second dad.

Harold Austin Joseph wasn’t my natural father, but he raised me from the age of two. Mom wasn’t my natural mother either. It’s complicated, and I’ll get to that in a bit. Harold was a Black man, but his eyes were light. He was tall, over six feet, and fit, with a round face and hair like boxing promoter Don King—a wild Afro, dyed black with silver roots. The ends of his hair stood up and were see-through, like a plum tree in the winter with all the leaves blown away. He was well groomed, a Brylcreem/Aqua Velva kind of guy. He wore a close shave and tidy pants with an ironed collared shirt and a sweater. Always a sweater. Harold was a real solid individual. Salt-of-the-earth kind of guy. He would tell silly jokes. They seemed to tickle his funny bone.

“Did you hear about the accident at the pharmacy?”

“No, Harold, what happened?”

“Well, there was a hearse and it smashed into another car. The back door popped open and the coffin came flying out. It flew right through the drugstore and landed right at the pharmacist’s counter. The corpse sat up and said, ‘Have you got anything to stop this coffin?’”

That’s a Harold joke. He was very soft-spoken. Mild. He would do anything that anybody would tell him to do, which worked well for my mom.

In 1968, when I was almost a year old, Mom was working as a hospice nurse, taking care of Harold’s wife, Ruth, who had cancer. Ruth had been a go-getter, the head of the family. She was a music teacher, a very successful one. She worked hard, and Harold did too. They weren’t wealthy, but Ruth was innovative. Together they managed to buy an acreage out by Preston Lake, near Newmarket. On it was a nice bungalow made out of two wartime houses. She and Harold paid twenty-five dollars each for them and made the whole thing beautiful. Eleven rooms, including three bedrooms. Mom would sometimes take me with her to work. I remember playing with cars on Ruth’s bedsheets and lying on the floor at their home, watching wrestling on an old black-and-white TV.

When Ruth died, Mom left my first dad, Howard, the guy who called me Tiger, and took up with Harold. Harold wouldn’t have had an affair with a married woman, so he waited until she and Howard were divorced. Harold was a man of principle, a godly man. Mom told Howard to stay away from us. She was like that. Wilful. Domineering. If she wanted something, she took it.

You have to have some compassion for Mom. She did not have a good life, and I think she married Howard for security because he was a very solid guy. He went to work, he was very predictable, he came home at the same time every day, he handed her the paycheque, he got his allowance and he was happy. He had his dinner, he read the newspaper, he played a game or two with his kids, watched a bit of TV and went to bed at the same time every night. Mom, meanwhile, wanted a bigger chunk out of life because she’d been shut away her entire childhood. She was a welder during the war and then she had gone on to work as a nurse. She learned to play the organ and the guitar. She was very outgoing, while Howard was very steady, loving and quiet. I think her issue was that she couldn’t get enough of life. She’d always been unwanted, so she didn’t understand how to love. How do you learn to love someone? You learn to love somebody else by loving yourself. If you don’t love yourself first, you can’t love anybody else. It’s not possible. I don’t think she had any love for herself, so how in the world was she ever going to become a loving person?

Long before we lived at Martin Acres, we moved into Harold’s house in Gormley, Ontario, and Harold became my new dad. I never saw Howard again. My stepsister, Karen, who was Howard’s daughter, told me later that Howard was devastated. Not because Mom left, but because she took me. But Howard wasn’t one to fight over things. He didn’t see the point in setting up a tug-of-war over a child because he knew Mom would make his life and mine hell. Howard told Karen, “I’m the adult. I’ll take the hit.” And that’s exactly what he did.

I was two years old. It had been two years since Mom brought me home from the hospital. Took me right out of the arms of my birth mother.





Chapter 3

Bad People

LIKE I SAID, by the time I came along and Mom took me in, she already had two adult children, Karen and Ron, and she’d adopted Grant, who was six years older than me. He was her sister’s grandson. Grant’s parents lived above a barbershop on Gerrard Street in Toronto—not the best area at the time.

The way Karen remembers it is that she and Mom first met Grant when they went down to visit. He was eighteen months old and was being fed a steady diet of chocolate bars.

There was a strange dichotomy about Mom. On one side, she was mean and angry and petty, and on the other, she was compassionate. When she saw Grant in that state, she rescued him. She told her niece, “I’m takin’ him home and if you try to stop me, I’m gonna phone the Children’s Aid.” They begged her not to turn them in, and so Mom said, “Well, then, pack him up.”

Mom, Grant and I moved in with Harold and his daughters, Frederica (Freddy) and Jeanette, and Harold’s seven-year-old son, Victor. Jeanette was only seventeen when Mom told her to leave. She said she was trying to build a family for the boys and needed the bedroom. Jeanette was an excellent student and had just finished high school. She had already been accepted at York University and was determined to go. That summer, she moved down to Toronto, got on student welfare and started working twelve-hour night shifts at a factory from 7 p.m. to 7 a.m., seven days a week, to save enough for tuition and food and rent.

Freddy left us about six months earlier. At eighteen, she was a smart, quiet, athletic girl who was still reeling from her mother’s death. But she had a great smile and a huge heart and spent a lot of time with me.

Living with Mom was a culture shock for Freddy, Jeanette and Victor because they grew up in the Baptist religion. No smoking or alcohol in the house, and Mom smoked and drank big time. She didn’t hold her liquor very well either. When I was older, Karen, who was twenty-three years older than me, told me about the times she would come home from school and before they went inside, her older brother, Ron, would say, “Okay, you wait out here on the sidewalk. I’m gonna go in first and count the empty beer bottles on the kitchen counter.” If there were more than four, they’d go to the neighbours’ and wait for Howard to come home to clear the way.

Freddy had just graduated high school a year earlier and was working downtown in Toronto at an insurance company. She’d walk in the front door after work and Mom would tell her to fix dinner for the family. It was Freddy’s job to clean the house and do the laundry. She was like Cinderella.

It was the last straw for Freddy when Mom raised her rent. She was almost twenty by this time, making $72 a week, and Mom wanted it all. Every penny. So, Freddy decided to move out. I was just a little guy crawling around when they had a fight about it after supper one night. Mom flew into one of her terrifying rages and started screaming and throwing things. Freddy ran out of the kitchen, scooping me up from the dining room floor so I wouldn’t get hurt. She almost made it to the front door, when, crack!—a dinner plate bounced off the back of my head. Freddy tore down the street with me flopping in her arms like a rag doll. She didn’t dare return until it got dark and she knew Mom had headed into her room for the night.

Freddy moved out almost immediately after that. A little while later, she met and married Rasheed. Whenever they showed up, it was a lot of fun. She’d take Grant and Victor and me out to play ball in the field or climb the monkey bars at the school. Grant and I knew the rules—no speaking to an adult unless you were spoken to—but Freddy was different. She asked us questions and paid attention to what we had to say. Rasheed was awesome too. He’d hold his arm out and bend his elbow and I’d do chin-ups on his biceps.

Freddy converted to Islam. She was already very interested in leaders like Malcolm X, and it was only six years since Cassius Clay had changed his name to Muhammad Ali. She was also very active in the Black community. She volunteered with underprivileged kids, taking them on field trips and to sporting events. She said she liked the value system Islam offered. To her, it provided security and consistency. She became a Muslim and started calling herself Na’ema, although she was fine with us still calling her Freddy. Harold wasn’t thrilled about it. He shook his head and told her, “What’s the next step, the Black Panthers?” But Mom was actually pretty open to it.

On Christmas and different occasions, we’d all sit around the large, oval wooden dining table, having dinner and playing cards. It felt wrong because it made it seem like we were a family.

Freddy noticed that Mom was getting even more unpredictable. We had a good-sized lawn and one day Freddy was playing football with some of the neighbours, as well as Victor, Grant and me. I was little, four or five, and Freddy noticed all the older kids were calling Victor “she.” She found this very upsetting. She asked Grant about it. He told her, “Mom always calls him ‘her’ and ‘she.’”

Freddy went into the house and found Mom. “Jeanne, why is everybody calling Victor ‘she’?”

Mom said, “’Cause that’s my little girl.”

Freddy said, “That’s ridiculous!” She had no idea why Mom would do something like that. He didn’t look like a girl. He was about five years older than me, tall for his age and had the big hair. Freddy didn’t see him as effeminate in any way.

Mom went on to sign Victor up for figure skating. In fact, he ended up being a pretty good skater. He didn’t train enough to become an Olympian or anything, but he would often place in competitions. I’m not sure why she messed with his identity, but she did.

One morning when Mom didn’t show up for breakfast, Freddy went to see what was wrong. She knocked on Mom’s door and then opened it up to say good morning. Mom was lying in bed, her forearm flung over her eyes, and she was moaning, “I can’t do it, I can’t get up!”

Freddy walked over to the bed, concerned. “Why can’t you get up, Jeanne? What’s wrong?”

Mom moved her head from side to side. “I can’t walk!”

Freddy moved closer. “Oh no. Why can’t you walk?”

Mom sat up suddenly and glared at Freddy. “Because you pushed me down the stairs!”

Freddy said, “W-what do you mean?”

Mom narrowed her eyes. “I know it was you.”

A few days later, Harold woke Freddy up at midnight and asked her to take Mom to the hospital. He said, “She’s havin’ a lot of pain. And she needs some pain medication and the doctor won’t give her any unless he sees her.” Freddy loaded Mom in the car and drove into Newmarket, but by the time they arrived, Mom was unresponsive.

Freddy ran into the emergency entrance, looking for help. She found the admitting nurse and said, “I have somebody in the car. I was supposed to bring her here to get some pain medication, but she’s in the car unconscious!”

The next morning, when Freddy drove back to the hospital to bring her home, she was directed to Mom’s bed. When Mom saw her, she started screaming, “They won’t give me any more pain medication! Get me out of here! They won’t help me! They’re bad people! They’re not helping me!”

The doctor pulled Freddy aside and told her they were not going to prescribe any more meds because she had overdosed the night before. Freddy looked at him, and suddenly it all began to make sense—the up-and-down moods, her temper and her erratic behaviour. Jeanne Joseph was a drug addict.





Chapter 4

Pretending to Be Curtis Joseph

I WAS SIX years old but small for my age. I stood on my tiptoes in front of the bathroom mirror over the sink and took a long look at the kid looking back. Long hair down to my shoulders. There was no regularity to haircuts. I might go a year without one and then, on a whim, Jeanne or Harold would take me to the barber. I couldn’t argue because that meant the back of a hand to the face. Even though I never talked back, she might decide to whack me anyway. But I had good reflexes, so I learned to duck out of the way quick.

I remember sitting on the bus after a trip to the barber. Kids were pointing. “Look at your short hair, hahaha!” I turned my head to the window. I didn’t want them to see me wiping away the tears.

Standing in front of the mirror, I’d open my mouth to try to see down the hole at the back of my throat. I’d wiggle my eyebrows, raising one up high and pushing the other one down, like Superman. I’d bow my head, keeping my chin down and looking up, staring at the kid staring back.

I could see blue eyes, but I could never find myself. It was confusing, like looking at someone else. I’d make a few more faces, and then, moving closer to the glass, I’d scrunch up my nose and clamp my teeth together. I’d never been to a dentist, but I had no cavities, probably because I didn’t eat or drink anything with sugar—no candy, no pop, no dessert. No breakfast cereal, that’s for sure. Nothing but milk until lunch, which was a peanut butter or Cheez Whiz sandwich. We had supper only if Mom managed to get up. I stood back and pulled off my shirt. The good thing about being so skinny was that you could sure see my muscles.

I was shy. Always quiet and watching. I stayed out of sight most of the time. But you know what? I thought a lot of myself. Not in a bad way, but in the way little kids do. I had an inner confidence. I don’t remember Mom telling me this, but I knew I was adopted before I even knew what “adopted” meant. And I would recommend that to anybody who has an adopted child that you let them know as early as you can. Don’t spring it on them when they’re older. That’s the one thing that was done well. I was told when I was very young, which for me, was a good thing.

In my heart, I knew I was the son of somebody very special. I thought my parents must live in a kingdom. That meant I was a prince from a faraway land. Someday my real parents, the king and queen, would come and take me back to the palace. I was pretty sure my real mother was pretty and blonde and wore one of those queen outfits the colour of roses with a royal blue cape, like Sleeping Beauty’s mother on the cover of an old book I found kicking around the house.

My father was working as a knight, fighting off some giants and trying to save the kingdom. I figured they had stashed me with Harold and Mom to keep me safe. That’s why nobody knew who I really was. Mom and Harold probably did, but we didn’t talk about it because the enemies of my real parents might find out where I was, and that would be dangerous.

I didn’t feel any sense of abandonment. I didn’t. I never felt sad about it either. I knew that everything would be explained and that I would be with my parents again someday. Every night before I closed my eyes, I thought about them and wondered when that day would come. Until then, I would go along and pretend to be Curtis Joseph, Grade 1 student at Whitchurch Highlands Public School in Gormley, Ontario.





Chapter 5

Topsies and Knockdowns

SCHOOL WAS WONDERFUL. Whitchurch Elementary was one of the first schools in the area to implement team teaching. Mrs. Simms and later on Mrs. Sarr were our homeroom teachers. They were nice ladies. Our music teacher, Mr. Burrows, who was also our science teacher, was nice too. He taught us to play “O Canada” on the recorder. But my favourite teacher was Mr. Bucholtz. He was friendly and athletic—a larger-than-life kind of guy. Sometimes he’d bring his good friend Mike Kitchen to school to talk to us about hockey and character. Mr. Kitchen had won a Memorial Cup with the Toronto Marlboros and was currently playing defence for the Colorado Rockies in the NHL under coach Don Cherry. Don had coached Bobby Orr in Boston for a couple of years.

Two of my best friends were Mike Hinton and Harvey Libby. Mike and Harvey and I, we loved all sports. We lived for our O-Pee-Chee hockey cards. Bobby Clarke, Guy Lafleur, Bobby Orr, Wayne Gretzky, Darryl Sittler, Mike Bossy, Denis Potvin, Bryan Trottier, Larry Robinson and all the Toronto Maple Leafs. To us, those cards were as good as money. A big stack of them made you feel like one of the richest guys in the world. We didn’t trade them, we gambled for them—playing Topsies and Knockdowns. At the start of Grade 2, my older brother Grant gave me a handful, and by the end of the year I had piles and piles.

The boys’ bathroom was our casino. From Grades 1 to 4, I spent an incredible amount of time in there. If I close my eyes today, I can still smell the industrial cleaner mixed with dirty mop and see the slick, speckled concrete floor.

Knockdowns required good hand-eye coordination. We’d stake out a spot up against the blue square tiles under the sinks, and each of us would lean cards up against the wall. The more cards you lined up, the more chances you had to win. When it was your turn, you’d back up about ten feet and, using your index and middle fingers, you’d flick another hockey card towards the target cards on the wall. You kept all the cards you were able to butterfly down.

For Topsies, we’d all lay cards on the floor and take turns chucking more cards at them. Whenever one of your cards landed on another card, you’d get to keep it. Some guys would go into the bathroom with a huge stack and come out with only a few. It was like Vegas.

At school, we did a lot of track and baseball thanks to Mr. Bucholtz. I was good at track for two reasons: I had this spaghetti-like body and I had help from my older brother Grant. He built a long-jump pit in our garden and taught me how to run and touch and take off. In Grade 2, by the time the other kids were being introduced to it, I was already distancing nine feet. I had a big advantage. Grant also taught me the Fosbury Flop. Remember that? Named after Dick Fosbury, the American who won the Olympic gold medal in high jump in 1968. Grant found some old mattresses and set them up under a high-jump bar he constructed out of some scrap lumber and an old broomstick. He taught me how to run at it diagonally and then, just before the bar, pivot, lean back and jump up backward. You lead with your head, arch your back as your shoulders clear the bar, then flip your legs up at the end. You go over a bit like the letter S.

Grant should have been jealous of me because when I came along, Mom kind of pushed him aside. I was the shiny new object. She liked taking care of little, helpless things, like babies and dogs and cats. She often carried around a tiny poodle named Bojack. We had another poodle, a grey Standard named Bear that barked and barked and barked. Freddy’s kids were scared of him.

I was a small baby and a pint-sized kid. That bought me some time in Mom’s favour, but the shine was off the apple when any kid hit ten years old. It must have been hard for Grant, but he was a good brother when I was younger. By the time he was a teen, there was no supervision and he was able to get out of the house a lot, so that’s what he did. But I don’t blame him.

I wanted to play ice hockey with my friends, but I knew that was never going to happen. Mom said it was too dangerous and it cost too much money. Instead, I played road hockey all the time—before school, after school and all through recess. I always carried a stick. Anything could be a hockey net—a church pew, cement parking blocks, doorways. If a puck could hit it, I shot at it.

For me, there were only two seasons—baseball season and hockey season. And in Gormley, the weather was perfect for both.

Our school grounds had all this space that you could run on. There was a nice track, a baseball diamond and monkey bars for tag (when you fell off and hit the ground, you were out). Winters were way snowier than they are today. I remember snowbanks three or four feet high after the plow came by. Perfect height to contain the puck. Mother Nature’s boards.

An hour after the morning school bell rang each day, my brain stopped being able to listen to Mrs. Simms. It wasn’t her fault. I just couldn’t concentrate for very long. I liked being near a window. There were woods next to the school. Three hundred yards deep along the whole width of the schoolyard. And it was full of pine trees. On a windy day, the branches would blow back and forth and grab the sun, making it look like a forest full of silver. We’d play soccer out there and make forts and use sticks for sword fights with the boys a grade older. In the spring, Mr. Burrows would take us out there for science class to look for larvae.

Every day, I’d sit at my desk and daydream about playing in the woods or winning hockey cards or sliding across the parking-lot ice and scoring goals. And then the bell would ring and I’d jump up and run out the door and do it all for real.

At Whitchurch, we were in pods, open-concept “classrooms,” named after planets—Venus, Jupiter, Mars and Saturn. It was kind of like the USS Enterprise. State of the art. You had to shove your way through the older kids down a long, angled hallway out to the back where the pavement was. In the fall, we’d have races around the school, but by December it was cold and windy. Most guys would grab their coats, toques, mittens and boots and bundle right up. I didn’t bundle up as much as most. I rarely had a winter coat, so I’d layer up with sweatshirts and pajama pants under my cords.

I was afraid of Mom. There was no love, no back and forth. I never asked for anything. I don’t remember ever having boots. I don’t have big feet—even today, I’m a size 9½. You know how they used to bind the feet of Chinese girls so they wouldn’t grow? Well, I’d wear the same shoes for a year and a half, long past the time my feet had outgrown them. There’d be holes where my toes had worn through the leather. But I was lucky enough to get Adidas. Maybe Mom would go to the same store or something, but thank goodness she did, because I loved those white Adidas Rom runners.

It’s funny how the body gets used to things. Yeah, it was cold outside in the winter, but I don’t remember feeling it. Maybe it’s because I never stopped moving. We’d grab our sticks, which we’d have left leaning up against the brick exterior of the school, and then run to the far end of the parking lot, where we’d make a circle and throw our sticks in the middle to pick teams. I remember how fun it was when you’d be running along and catch a patch of ice, and then use it to let the shot go and watch it rocket through the goal.

My upbringing, the fact I never had any money, made me a pretty reserved spender. I’m happy to buy things for others, but I have trouble when I need anything for myself. I was the same when I made generous amounts in the NHL. I’m not one of those impulse buyers. I’ll look at a car or a set of golf clubs, or even boots or shoes, and I’ll go away and think about it, and then come back and maybe go away again, thinking, “Do I really need this?” And then, eventually, I’ll pull the trigger. Unless it’s a steal. Unless it’s a great deal, and then I might pull out the plastic.

Mike Hinton and I rode the bus together, and every once in a while, I’d be invited over to his place. Mike lived on a ten-acre parcel. I remember his three dogs. They were always running around and coming back covered in porcupine quills. I remember his mom. She was nice. She’d ask me how I was doing, things like that. And she always made great snacks. Hot chocolate and cut-up buttered toast sprinkled with sugar and cinnamon.

I’d sleep over at Harvey Libby’s place too. The Libbys lived on a twenty-three-acre piece of land in Stouffville, pretty close to the school. Oh man, I loved going over there. Harvey’s dad, Harry Libby, owned a print shop. They had a nice place. A big house, two storeys on a little bit of a hill with a walk-out basement, a big TV room, a pool table and an outdoor swimming pool. But as nice as it was on the outside, it was even better inside—around the kitchen table. Their family was tight-knit. Harvey had two older sisters, Cathy and Colleen. They’d laugh and talk about their day, everybody would be teasing and interrupting each other, and his mom, Irene, was friendly and happy, always buzzing around.

Mrs. Libby would make us grilled cheese sandwiches, and then Harvey and I would run outside and tear around the property. I was fascinated by the whole family and I used to wonder if my real mother, like Mrs. Libby, was also from “Nordern” Ireland and said things like, “Ach! You poor wee thing, didya hurt yourself now?”

At night, we’d sleep head to foot in his wooden Sears captain’s bed, warm under his navy blue sleeping bag. We’d talk until his dad came in and turned off his wagon-wheel bedside lamp. We’d wake up to the delicious smell of bacon and his dad calling up the stairs, “Toad in the hole, boys!” which meant fried toast with an egg in the middle. I wasn’t as big as most of my friends, almost half a foot shorter than most—probably due to the fact we just never had much to eat at home.

When I got a little older, there was another family I hung out with, the Weilers. I was there a lot. They all played sports and were very good at them. Martin Harding and Joe Weiler and I, we’d play road hockey after school at the end of Patterson Street in Newmarket. And sometimes there was this little kid who kind of hung out with us bigger kids. His name was Bruce Gardiner. That little kid went on to play in the NHL. Six seasons, mostly with the Senators.

Jean Weiler, Joe’s mom, was great. Quiet and kind. Nice to us kids. She used to work at Granny’s Tarts. She’d bring home muffins and tarts—apple, blueberry—and these little chocolate-chip cookies that were always our favourite.

The Weilers lived in a duplex attached. Modest, but to me it was the best. They laughed, they played games, they’d argue a little bit—but not much. There were two girls and two boys. Twins Jeannette and Joe were my age, and then there was Robbie and Carol. Their dad was Bill.

I started going there after school almost every day. We were always outside. We played tons of road hockey. Our little gang of guys, we actually used to play against other streets. There was also baseball at the park. And down at the end of their street, we’d go into the forest and play hide-and-seek. If one of us was spotted, Joe and I would switch clothes and keep playing. It was pretty funny.

I started sleeping there fairly often too. The boys had the entire basement. There were a couple of beds down there, and we took turns sleeping on couch cushions on the floor. I loved hanging out there and playing hallway hockey on our hands and knees with a tennis ball.

Jean taught me how to drive. She had a big, blue four-door Chevy with a white top—the Big Boat. Bill was a plumber in the days before plumbers made much money. They probably lived paycheque to paycheque, but they fed me often. Pork chops, Kraft Dinner, beans and wieners, hot dogs.

I thought at the time that all these families were rich. Maybe they were, maybe they weren’t, but to me, all my friends were extremely wealthy. I think the most valuable thing I learned by hanging with my buddies at their homes was seeing what normal was. When I stayed with the Hintons, the Libbys and the Weilers, I filled up on their food and their love.





Chapter 6

My Very Own Cuckoo’s Nest

NOW, LET ME tell you what it was like growing up in a home for the mentally ill.

When I was ten years old and in Grade 5, my life changed big time. Mom’s husband, Harold, was fired. He’d worked at Sterling Drug in Aurora as a production planner. He was a very good worker. Got promotions and all that. Then, all of a sudden, he got his walking papers. It was a puzzlement to everyone at the time, but looking back, it makes sense. He was probably stealing drugs for Mom and got caught.

Harold was out of a job, so Mom started doing home care for the inmates at Martin Acres. She liked it there. She was in charge of handing out the medications. The men took all kinds of pills. The owners, Al Martin and his wife, were getting older and were talking about retiring, but they had no succession plan. Mom went to them and offered them a deal. Harold owned an eleven-room house in Aurora. How would the Martins like to trade Harold’s house for the business of running the rehabilitation centre? The Martins agreed on the condition that they kept ownership of the land and building. All Mom and Harold had to do was pay for the utilities. Mom and Harold jumped on it, and Harold signed over the house he and his first wife, Rose, had worked tremendously hard for.

I had no idea we were moving. I found out one day after school. There was no conversation about it, just “Get in the station wagon.” We pulled up past a sign that said martin acres and onto the driveway that ran in front of the house. Harold told me to hop out and unload my stuff. That wasn’t hard because I had only a few shirts, a couple of pairs of underwear and three pairs of socks, two sweatshirts, one pair of blue jeans, a pair of cords and my hockey cards. My whole world in one suitcase.

I followed Harold through the front door, then through another door, up the stairs to the right, above the garage. There were four bedrooms up there. He pointed to the first room on the right. “This is yours,” he said. The other doors were all opened a crack and I could feel several pairs of eyes watching.

I found out later that my room was with the men who were on the calm side. The other side was a little more dangerous.

Wellington was a pedophile, for sure. He was a big, meaty Black guy, sweaty and bald. He didn’t talk a lot and he had a strange way of looking at you. Karen told me later that all the men were on some sort of castration medication, but Wellington would follow me down to the potato cellar and flash me. When I was down there, I’d hear a creak on the top step and I’d fill the bag as fast as I could and then hide. But he’d stand at the bottom of the stairs and wait for me to come out. I did my best to avoid him. Any time I had to go anywhere on the property where there was a possibility he could corner me, I kept my head on a swivel.

I finally told Harold about Wellington’s habit. It was the first of two times I saw Harold get really mad. The other time resulted in a violent fight with my brother Grant. The memory of that fight still bothers me to this day. I’ll get to it later.

Harold found Wellington and threatened to beat the ever-livin’ tar out of him. No swearing—Harold wouldn’t swear. I felt good about Harold sticking up for me, but it didn’t change anything until the day Wellington tried it with Mom. There was a laundry room downstairs near the dining hall. Mom was in there, ironing, and he came up beside her and exposed himself. Mom didn’t hesitate. She lifted the hot iron and tapped it on the tip of his penis. Wellington stayed out of the laundry room after that.

Tony was an Italian guy in his mid- to late thirties. He was about five foot ten and roly-poly, with dark eyes and olive skin. He was probably the youngest and best-looking guy at Martin Acres. Tony wasn’t all there upstairs, but he took care of himself. You could see the comb marks running in neat rows through his thick black hair. He wore it long on top and slicked back.

Tony obsessed about his “thirteen imperfections.” If you went anywhere near him, he’d tell you, “I have thirteen imperfections.” And then he’d show you a freckle or mole. We were all told not to go out behind the barn because Tony might be lying in the sun, stark naked, out there. Sometimes he’d sit by a window in the commons room, take his shirt off and suntan. I guess it was his way of trying to get rid of his thirteen imperfections.

The patients rarely had visitors. I mean, nobody visited these people. Tony was one of the few guys whose family came by. They saw him a couple of times a year and they dressed well and drove nice cars. I never thought about what I didn’t have or what I did without, but they seemed rich to me.

Little George would sit in the same worn leather chair in the vestibule, at a table for two, every day. He was a short, portly Jewish guy. He had blue eyes and a big smile, although he was ornery a lot of the time. He complained a lot—he wasn’t getting enough food, he needed more cigarettes. “Where’s my medication?” Stuff like that.

His job was to empty the wastepaper basket. He’d been a lawyer, but one day, crossing the street in Toronto to get a Globe and Mail newspaper, he didn’t see a truck coming at him from around the corner. It rolled over him and the back of his coat got caught in the undercarriage and he was dragged. His cranium bouncing off the pavement for a fair distance caused brain damage. If you put garbage in the wastebasket he’d say, “Whoop! Whoop! Garbage, garbage, garbage,” grab the wastebasket and off he’d go to Harold’s big burn barrel out back. He was like Charlie Chaplin in the way he moved—really fast, but with a wiggle because he took such short little steps.

Karen came by a fair bit to help wash walls or take care of the patients whenever Mom and Harold went away. She’d rip a page out of a newspaper, ball it up, walk past George and drop it in the wastebasket. “Whoop! Whoop! Garbage, garbage, garbage!” And off Little George would go to the burn barrel. It seemed to make him happy.

Little George was a midnight raider. When people were sleeping, he’d sneak into their rooms and collect their socks and combs. In the morning, Rose, the lady who helped clean up for the men, would gather whatever he stole during the night and put it all back.

Little George’s son would come visit every month or so, and when he came, he brought chocolate bars for all the men. Little George lived at Martin Acres for the rest of his life. He died long after we left. He wandered off unnoticed and walked in front of a train only two miles from the house. It was shocking because I’d known him for ten years. Brilliant lawyer at one time, from what I was told.

Big George—there was a Big George and a Little George—was a nice soul, a great soul. We knew him the best. He was the closest to us, like part of the family. He was tall, very tall—probably six foot three—and he stunk of BO. It was bad. He would have been in his fifties. He had white hair with a thinning comb-over and was kind of funny-looking because of his big features—big ears, big nose. Big George talked to himself a lot.

Big George’s parents were good friends with the original owners, Al Martin and his wife. When he was eleven, there was a car accident and both parents were killed. George sustained a head injury that resulted in brain damage. It halted his intellectual and emotional growth. No matter how old he got, he was forever eleven years old.

Big George liked to do dishes and odd jobs. He would always ask, “Can I do somethin’? Can I do somethin’?” And Harold would give him little tasks to do. He was friendly, quiet, congenial and curious. He was always lurking around the corner whenever adults had a conversation. If he was doing dishes and Harold and Mom were talking, George would stop washing the dishes, drop his hands in the water and just stand there, listening.

Harold would tell him, “Okay, George, come on, finish up the dishes there.”

George would nod. “Okay, Harold.”

Big George didn’t like it if Grant and I fought, even if it was a play fight. We’d tease him by pretending to wrestle and that would make him lose his mind. Every time. Like clockwork. His tongue would come out of his mouth and his eyes would pop open wide and his face would start twitching. I know it sounds mean, but honest to God, it was funny.

Ding Wong was a slender Chinese guy. Very skinny. Early forties, maybe. He had long nails and fingers yellowed with nicotine. Most of the inmates were like that because they smoked so much. Ding walked and walked and walked and walked. He’d leave the commons room, walk through the vestibule and out the door. He did this day after day, and eventually he wore a path all the way around the building.

While he was walking, he would just lose it and start screaming at the top of his lungs in Chinese, like he was being bombed in the middle of a war. And then he’d pivot and start walking fast around the house in the other direction.

When Karen came to visit, she sometimes wore this soft, fuzzy, colourful pullover sweater—red, yellow and blue stripes like the rainbow. Ding would come up to her and run his hand up and down the sleeve and say, “Nice, nice, nice. Like! Like! Nice, nice. Like!” He was absolutely in love with this sweater. One day, she gave it to him. He put it on and wore it all the time after that. Mom used to argue with him about it because he wouldn’t let her wash it.

There was also a Big Albert and a Little Albert. Little Albert was short but wide. Harold did all the cooking for the men, but Little Albert helped in the kitchen. Now, he didn’t do meat, and he didn’t do all of the cooking, but he helped make the soup of the day. That meant chopping up all the potatoes, carrots, turnips, vegetables . . . that kind of stuff. Little Albert mostly kept to himself, but he was nice. Always had a kind smile. He came to a sad end. Years after we moved out and the home was taken over by someone else, Albert went out the side fire-escape door for a smoke and stood on the stairs. Somehow, he fell through, broke his neck and died.

Big Albert was a monster of a man. Huge. Over six feet and about 350 to 380 pounds. He was bald on the top but had hair around the sides like Friar Tuck.

I was told he’d been a professional wrestler, kind of a violent guy. The story goes that he lost his cool and killed somebody. That’s why they sent him to Nine Ninety-Nine and gave him a frontal lobotomy, which made him gentle as a lamb.

Once they saw he had been rendered harmless, he came to live at Martin Acres. He was strong as an ox. I remember him helping Harold move his big Wurlitzer organ through to the living room. It wasn’t like the digital organs you see now. It was a big, walnut-cased, two-keyboard reed organ with pedals and it took up a lot of space in our apartment inside the house. Big George lifted his end up like it was a box of oranges. But when they got to the doorway and Big Albert went to shove the instrument through it widthwise, Harold had to stop him and tell him to turn it lengthwise. Because of the lobotomy, Big Albert had lost his ability to figure that out himself.

Big Albert would lie in his bed every night, repeating over and over, “I’m dead. I’m in the morgue. I’m dead. I’m in the morgue.” One time, Karen was sleeping in the room below and it was driving her crazy. She hopped out of bed, ran up the stairs and gave him a little pinch on his arm.

He said, “Ow!”

She said, “Did you feel that?”

“Yes,” he said. “That hurt!”

“Well, then, you’re not dead in the morgue. Now stop it and go to sleep.”

We had an architect living there. I don’t remember his name. Maybe because he was nonverbal. Tall, slim, salt-and-pepper blondish hair, blue eyes. Good-looking guy. German, I think. Mom and Harold had to guard all the pencils because if he got hold of one, he wrote all over the walls in tiny, tiny, tiny print. Not random drawings—numbers. Measurements. He didn’t have a tape measure or anything like that. He wrote down what was in his head—widths, heights and lengths.

He had a bit of a phobia about kitchens. When Mom gave out medication, she’d leave his little glass of juice and his pills on the kitchen table and call him to the door. He would come to the doorway and not move until she stepped up the small stairway into the dining room. She’d watch him come up to the table, pull out the chair, sit down, take his pills, shoot back the juice, turn around, open his mouth, lift his tongue to show her that they were all gone and walk out of the room.

This happened only in the kitchen. He’d sit in the commons room and eat with the others in the dining room. But there was no way he was coming into that kitchen while anybody else was there.

There was another guy—Dave. I didn’t know much about him, but he came with long hair, really scraggly. He was brain-damaged
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