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To my family, the benevolent gardeners who plucked weeds, planted seeds, pruned me with honesty, and showered me with love. You helped me blossom into the person I was meant to be.





We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be.

—Kurt Vonnegut, Mother Night
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My parents, Jean Claude and Sylvia Garofoli, in Grimsby, Ontario, 1977





PROLOGUE A TIMES NEW ROMAN HAUNTING

THE BLUE BINDER HIT my sunroom table like a bomb with a thirty-year time delay. Inside were 175,000 words that would shatter everything I thought I knew about my father and me. My mother stood there, arms crossed, lips tight, as if bracing for impact.

She didn’t make the long drive from London, Ontario, to Bailieboro lightly these days. Usually, her trunk was crammed with boxes full of basement crap I didn’t want. But this time, she had only a small cooler and the binder. My gaze dropped to its spine. Behind the scratched plastic protector was a name I hadn’t seen in years: Jean Claude Garofoli. My father.

“It’s garbage,” Mom said sharply. “If you don’t want it, burn it.”

The air in the room shifted—suddenly colder. What could be in those pages that my mother wanted reduced to ash?

Before I could respond, she pivoted toward the kitchen, her voice switching to something too casual. “What do you have to drink?”

I picked up the binder. It was heavier than I’d expected. Clutching it to my chest, I followed her into the kitchen, my footsteps hesitant on the cool tiles. “What is it?” I asked. “Where did it come from?”

She kept her back to me, a wall of floral-print cotton. “The basement,” she snapped. “It’s been rotting there for thirty years.” With a flick of her wrist, she waved away the decades like a speck of dust. “At least I’m rid of it now. Do you have any Perrier?”

I froze, the binder leaden in my hands, as she yanked open the fridge. Glass bottles clinked as she rooted around.

“Mom, did you hear me? What is it?”

She paused, her hand lingering on the fridge door. For a moment, I thought she wouldn’t answer. Then, without looking at me, she said flatly, “Your father’s prison manuscript.”

Her words were a sucker punch—which was fitting because, in our family, I was the sucker.

Mom twisted the cap off her sparkling water with an aggressive crack. “It’s probably full of lies,” she muttered, shaking her head. “I couldn’t bear to read it.”

I stood rooted, the weight of the binder dragging at my arms. Thirty years of carefully constructed healing threatened to unravel in an instant. The past I thought I’d buried was rising fast, unstoppable. My father had died in 2013, but in that moment, it felt like he’d just left the room. His presence thickened the air—oppressive, impossible to ignore. Behind my eyes, a slideshow began to play: police cars in our driveway, Brad’s empty bedroom, my father’s face through prison glass, a cold gun pressed to my warm skin. All the jagged pieces of our family history I’d tried so hard to forget.

What truths or lies waited in those pages? And was I strong enough to face them?

I sat at the kitchen island, holding the binder tightly.

My mother had spent decades sharpening her bitterness into a weapon. She was married to Dad for thirty-five years and griped about him for another twenty-plus after the divorce. At eighty-one, she had allowed her mistrust to harden into a fortress of thorns. Any mention of a man—a colleague, a neighbor—would stiffen her spine and turn her voice cold.

“Men,” she’d proclaim, her voice sharp with conviction, “are the architects of all our wars.”

Her wars were far more personal.

She devoured crime dramas, her lips curling in satisfaction whenever justice struck down a cheating man. If a fictional husband found himself in handcuffs—or with a knife lodged in his throat by a scorned wife—she’d smile as if the universe had finally been set right.

I opened the binder. A musty scent wafted up, heavy with the dust of forgotten things. The first page was blank except for a dedication:


To Bradley,

May you find peace. There is none here.

Love, Dad



Brad. My dear, sweet brother, my protector, my confidant, my partner in crime. Brad, a pebble of a name that rippled through every part of who I’d become.

A memory flashed: Brad and I picking the lock on our grandmother’s safe, stealing silver dollars to buy Kit Kats and Oh Henry! bars at Turner’s Corner Store. His mischievous smile, once bright as sunshine, had now faded forever.

My throat tightened, and tears rose before I could stop them. I grabbed the Kleenex box, which was decorated with kittens whose painted-on joy felt mocking. I yanked out tissues one after the other, until the box was empty and the last one drifted to the floor.

I looked at the binder again. It seemed heavier now.

I stumbled into the mudroom, my vision blurred by tears. Yanking open the drawer in our floor-to-ceiling built-ins, the one stuffed with hats and mitts, I shoved the binder deep beneath layers of scarves and fleece. The sound ricocheted off the yellow walls as I slammed the drawer shut. Leaning against the door frame, I let out a shaky breath. The knot in my neck began to loosen, but my mind buzzed.

“Come here, honey,” Mom called softly from the kitchen.

I shuffled back to find her standing at the microwave. She punched in a few seconds and waited as the plate spun inside. The sweet, familiar scent of banana bread filled the air as she removed it, steam now curling from the loaf’s golden crust.

“Here,” she said, putting the warm plate into my hands. “I made it this morning before I left.”

I took a bite, and the flavors exploded on my tongue: sweet banana, warm cinnamon, the crunch of walnuts. It tasted like comfort. Like the mother I’d always longed for.

For a fleeting moment, I saw her clearly—the woman who could soften instead of bristle, who could offer warmth instead of walls. But the moment passed, and the distance between us reassembled, brick by silent brick.



Months went by before I touched the binder again. November’s biting cold sent me to the mudroom for a scarf and mitts one day. When my fingers brushed against the binder’s spine, curiosity flickered to life.

What was I so afraid of?

I carried it to the kitchen, poured myself a cup of steaming mint tea, and curled into a chair by the living room window. The lake outside was still, its calmness grounding me.

There was no turning back. Whatever lay inside was already part of me, waiting to be unearthed. I took a deep breath and opened the binder.

I would dub it “The Liar’s Playbook.”
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My dad’s manuscript on my sunroom table
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The Garofoli family in Venezuela, 1975





PART 1 THE INHERITANCE





CHAPTER ONE A NICE, NORMAL FAMILY

PICTURE A WHOLESOME NEIGHBORHOOD lined with charming century homes, each one with a wicker rocker poised on a pristine white porch that sits high above a manicured green lawn. On any given day, you might see children skipping double Dutch or retirees tending immaculate gardens. Neighbors smile and wave as they get into their cars and head off to jobs or sports practice.

At the end of a maple-lined driveway stood our charming home: black shutters stark against white painted stone, a brass knocker gleaming on the antique wooden door. It was the sort of house where people expected happy endings. As a child, I was unaware of the secrets scribbled in the margins of our picture-perfect lives.

The town was Grimsby, Ontario. That’s where I was born in 1965, and where I grew up on safe, orderly streets, oblivious to the rot spreading through our family’s foundations.

Our house was ruled by my grandmother Baba, a two-hundred-pound Ukrainian force of nature who watched endless episodes of The Streets of San Francisco between force-feeding us and wielding a baseball bat. The show had convinced her that America was a cesspool of crime, and my dreams of becoming a Pan Am pilot were her personal nightmare. In 1977, at age twelve, I didn’t care. Those thrilling cities called to me, and Baba’s dire warnings about New York and Los Angeles—or God forbid, San Francisco—only made them more alluring.

I skipped along those safe Grimsby sidewalks, my too-tall frame giving me a lanky, colt-like stride and my oversize Mary Janes clicking against the warm concrete. My dirty blonde pigtails bounced around my dirt-smudged face, and my front teeth were big enough to give a beaver envy. Snippets of hits from Fleetwood Mac and Anne Murray floated into the neighborhood air from passing cars. I’d twirl barefoot in the grass, belting out “Snowbird.” I was a child who still believed I could fly.

Golden afternoons unspooled as I plucked Bing cherries from trees in our yard or sweet strawberries growing wild behind our house, which was bordered by farmland. On a clear day, I would sit with a bowl on my bedroom balcony and fill my belly as I gazed across Lake Ontario at the silhouette of the newly constructed CN Tower, an icon that defined the Toronto skyline.

Aside from zipping around on my bike, skinning my knees while climbing trees, and using a hairbrush as a mic to practice being the next Stevie Nicks, I spent ages getting lost in books. I once ran away from school and was found hours later huddled against the limestone wall of the old town library surrounded by stacks of books. The pages of those volumes transported me to magical lands far more captivating than the monotonous drone of a teacher’s voice and the boring chalk marks on a blackboard.

After I read Jean George’s My Side of the Mountain, I became obsessed with the Bruce Trail, which runs from the tip of the Niagara River to the harbor village of Tobermory on Georgian Bay. Part of the trail was practically in my front yard, and I vowed that one day, I’d strike out on my own and shack up in a hollowed-out tree trunk somewhere along the path, foraging for roots and berries just like Sam in the novel. I imagined befriending a fox or a rabbit and naming it Judy (for Blume). I even began hoarding supplies—a pocketknife I got from my brother, a flashlight I took from the basement workbench, and a pack of matches I lifted from my father—in the little secret cupboard I had in my bedroom. Yes, one day it would be just me in the great outdoors, forging exciting adventures just like the heroes in my beloved stories. Little did I know then how far I’d go to find escape.

My sister, Margot—five years older—was away at boarding school for much of my childhood, and I have only a handful of memories of her from those early years.

My childhood adventures included twenty-mile bike rides with my older brother, Brad, three years my senior, fueled by Popsicles and chocolate bars. We pedaled our Huffys all the way to Ball’s Falls, an ancient limestone canyon carved by the churning of the Niagara Escarpment’s whitewater streams.

Brad’s tousled brown hair fluttered around his head, and his signature side bang bounced as we flew over roots and rocks. I loved how his brown eyes sparkled with excitement as we pretended to blaze undiscovered trails through the Amazon rainforest. When we got to the creek, we’d ditch our bikes, our sneakers flying off in a heartbeat. Then we’d plunge in, the shock of cold water against our sunbaked skin making us gasp and giggle. We’d wade through the shallows, hunting for crawfish and arrowheads with the determination of prospectors panning for gold, our pockets heavy with stolen Life Savers melting into a sticky mess.

Near the falls was an original pioneer settlement. The old church loomed over us, its spire a finger pointing to the sky. The blacksmith shop stood silent, the ghost of ringing anvils haunting its walls. And the mill, its wheel long stopped, whispered stories of grain and grit and generations past. As we pedaled from building to building, my mind spun tales of stern-faced pioneers and mischievous children not so different from us. Those days were like bubble gum, shape-shifting and ever sweet. We were untamed by schedules or adult expectations, drunk on freedom and the intoxicating belief that everything around us was there for our taking. Looking back, I realize we were building our own mythology one reckless adventure at a time, blissfully unaware of the shadows lurking at the edges of our tiny kingdom.

In the winter, we were daredevils on sleds, zipping with the local kids down Suicide Hill on a path dense with giant trees lining treacherous winding turns. I can still hear our wild laughter piercing the frosty breath of winter. After runs, we climbed the giant pine trees along the highway, shimmying up the cracked bark to the highest branches, our hands sticky with sap. The intense scent of pine filled my nostrils, and I loved how it smelled like Christmas.

Brad and I waged brutal snowball warfare from those dizzying perches, taking aim and pelting whatever cars were unlucky enough to cruise within our line of fire. We tallied scores, competing for who could zing the most direct hits or trigger the loudest honks of outrage from angry drivers. When the sting of the cold finally drove us inside, we thawed our windburned cheeks by the fireplace. Still giddy, we assembled triple-decker peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with no concern about ruining our dinner. We were the queen and king of our snowy empire. The adults in our home never gave any indication they’d noticed our absence, and I thought how lucky we were compared to friends whose homes were heavy with rules. Brad and I were free-range kids, the brats of the neighborhood—craving thrills and constantly challenging our limits, fully aware that our parents weren’t looking for us, even at dinnertime.

But sometimes our adventures crossed the line from mischief to real trouble. I remember the time we were about to leave for a cottage vacation at Buckhorn Lake in the Kawarthas. Brad stole a bicycle light at Canadian Tire, and I became an unwitting accomplice. As we stepped outside, I noticed a mischievous look on Brad’s face. He scuffed the light against the store’s concrete walls to make it look like he’d found it on the street if our parents asked where he got it.

Out of nowhere, a store detective appeared. Terror washed over me. Right behind him stood the cops. (The police station sat right next door.) I frantically assessed the situation. What were my odds of escaping? The weekend getaway to Buckhorn Lake hung in the balance.

While the police were talking to Brad, I spotted my opportunity and hopped onto my bike, pedaling furiously, focusing only on the speed of the spinning wheels. My heart raced. Everything blurred as I rode into a nearby cornfield, swallowed by rows of rustling stalks. I hid and waited, my breaths rapid, ears alert until darkness draped the sky and offered me protection. I became a fugitive.

After many hours of hiding in the field, I set off on my bike again, guided only by moonlight. Every rumble of a nearby car sent my nerves racing. I ducked behind massive trees, heart pounding in my chest. I played a high-stakes game of hide-and-seek to get home, determined to arrive before the paddy wagon found me—something I’d seen on a TV show.

When I finally made it, relief flooded through me, but I had no idea if my parents knew what had happened. Until I saw Mom’s face. Fury radiated from her narrowed eyes. She delivered the grim verdict: the police would take custody of me and Brad for the entire weekend while the rest of the family enjoyed the escape to the lake. A lie, of course, but children believe what their parents tell them. Meanwhile, Mom sentenced us to ten whacks of the belt. Shame welled up inside me with each crack of the leather on my bare bottom. I burned with anger at Mom, who ignored my claims of innocence. I’d had no idea Brad would steal. I was so angry that after my mom went downstairs, I slammed my fist into the dresser mirror. The glass shattered instantly, spraying shards across the floor. Pain shot through my hand, and blood began to drip down my wrist. I had to pick slivers of glass from my skin, each one a reminder of the injustice. With my fist still bleeding, I crawled into bed, curled up not just from the pain but also from the fear. I was terrified I’d get the belt for the second time in one day.

My parents both knew I didn’t steal the light, but they punished me anyway. These moments shaped how I respond to injustice as an adult. I can’t let go when faced with unfairness. Too often, I have fought for justice when I should have walked away.

Looking back, I realize that Brad’s mischief might have been more than just boyish rebellion. Perhaps it was his way of seeking attention when he couldn’t get it through other means. Brad wouldn’t have turned to mischief if our father had spent meaningful time with him.
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Baba watching me and Brad while our parents were in France, 1970

But no matter how chaotic the house or unreliable the grown-ups, I always had Penny.

She was our sleek black Doberman, all muscle and loyalty. In a house where love came with conditions, Penny’s was absolute. She slept at the foot of my bed, ears twitching at every creak, ready to defend me from monsters, real or imagined. I told her everything. She never flinched, never judged. I’d tie ribbons around her neck and pretend she was a champion show dog, and she’d tolerate it with quiet dignity, letting me believe whatever story I needed to. When I cried, she’d rest her head in my lap with a sigh that said “I know. I’m here.” And she was. Always.

Beyond our everyday troubles, Brad and I both suffered from learning disabilities that would remain undiagnosed throughout our entire school careers. Only as an adult, looking back at teachers’ comments on our report cards, did I recognize that we both had serious trouble focusing on our schoolwork. We constantly fell behind our peers in school and got labeled as underachievers rather than children who needed support. My brother also had debilitating asthma. One minute he’d be running alongside me, and the next he’d be curled up in a ball, wheezing and gulping for air. It terrified me. The adults around us seemed oblivious to how serious his problem was. No proper medical intervention, no inhaler—just the expectation that he’d eventually catch his breath and carry on.

But my parents were wide awake when it came to school performance. When my brother brought home bad grades, Dad would whack him on the side of his head and ask, “Why are you so stupid?” My sweet, troubled brother carried the weight of those words in his bones. At night, his demons would visit, leaving puddles of shame on his sheets. In the morning, I’d hear Baba’s exasperated sighs, the slap of wet fabric, and then the inevitable crack of her palm against Brad’s cheek. “Twelve years old,” she’d mutter, “and still pissing the bed like a baby.”

Dad owned a growing shopping plaza and car dealership in the city of Hamilton, west of Grimsby. He filled our home with relics as if the Louvre had held a clearance sale and he’d showed up with a U-Haul and a wad of cash. Our family room boasted an honest-to-God sarcophagus. My father swore that the mummy allegedly inside was just waiting for the right alignment of celestial bodies to claw her way out and exact her revenge on the family who dared to use her final resting place as a conversation piece. I’d lie awake at night, ears straining for the whisper of ancient bandages, the shuffle of three-thousand-year-old feet on our shag carpet. Also guarding our living room like some misplaced medieval bouncer was a suit of armor, its visor staring blankly at our TV, its gauntlet gripping a flail, that brutal ball-and-chain monstrosity that haunted my dreams. I’d concoct elaborate scenarios where the armor would spring to life, using its flail to defend us against the mummy princess. I didn’t realize then that collecting oddities wasn’t just Dad’s hobby—it was his way of transforming illicit wealth into something untraceable.
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Baba and me with Penny, opening Christmas presents under the watchful eye of our home’s mummy, 1976

Dad remained omnipresent yet eternally out of reach. Our heart-to-hearts were rare and fleeting. “I’ve got no use for kids,” he’d grunt in his thick French accent. “Come back when you’re grown.”

Desperate for even a scrap of his attention, I’d hoard wild ideas and half-baked theories, a magpie collecting shiny objects. One morning, drunk on the intoxicating certainty of a child who thinks they’ve cracked the code of the universe, I burst into the bathroom. Dad stood there, face half covered in shaving cream.

“Dad! Dad!” I exploded, “I’ve solved the mystery of the Bermuda Triangle!”

I explained my theory about magnetic poles and the aurora borealis and how I thought they were creating a massive vortex, like God’s own cosmic toilet bowl, flushing ships and planes right out of existence. I thought it was brilliant, but he didn’t even bother to throw me a glance. He dismissed me with a flick of his wrist, sending a glob of shaving cream arcing onto the counter.

“Not now, kid,” he muttered. “Can’t you see I’m busy? Get lost and let me shave in peace.”

I slunk away, leaving behind the bitter taste of rejection. Children are natural archaeologists, constantly digging through adult behavior looking for the artifacts of truth.

Dad often said, “I’ll give you five bucks if you can shut up for the entire day.” If I said one word, that would mean I’d broken the contract, so I dug into the challenge and was committed to winning the five dollars. He usually tricked me, though, so he wouldn’t have to pay up. During one such challenge, when it was almost dinnertime and I knew my five-dollar prize was within my grasp, he said, “What are you going to do with the money?”

“Buy a Nancy Drew book!” I exclaimed. I looked at the clock and realized I had just blown it by a few minutes.

One April day, Mom and Dad launched our boat a month early and took Brad and me for a ride. Margot must have been at boarding school. Miles from shore, he cut the engine, the sudden silence ominous. “I’ll give you five bucks if you jump,” he said to me and Brad, lighting a Camel with the casual air of a man about to watch a show. He adjusted his sailor’s cap, looking every inch the captain he thought he was. Five bucks. To our young minds, it was a fortune, a ticket to those shiny model car kits we’d been drooling over at the hobby shop downtown. We barely hesitated—our bravado was as thick as our corduroy pants. We leaped, expecting a quick dip and glory.

The lake’s glacial grip shocked every nerve. My body became rigid, my mind blanking white in the brutal cold. And then, horror: the boat’s engine roared to life, and our father, our protector, our supposed safe harbor, drove away, leaving us adrift in the vast water. Panic set in. I’d never known cold like this. My mind raced ahead as I imagined Brad’s lips turning blue. His asthma! Our bodies sinking into the depths, food for the fish. Our disappearance a mystery for the evening news. The shore might as well have been on Mars for all the good it did us. No boats, no help, just the indifferent sky above and the hungry water below. At that moment, I understood with crystal clarity that our father’s love was as fickle and dangerous as the lake itself, and we were at its mercy.

Each second was an eternity of numbing terror. But reality rarely matches the horrors in our minds; it was probably just a couple of minutes before Dad’s boat chugged back. He hauled us out, our bodies shivering so violently I thought we might shake apart. We scrambled belowdecks, two half-drowned rats seeking shelter. Huddled at the dinette, we wrapped ourselves in sodden towels that did little to warm our frozen cores, rocking back and forth as if we could generate heat through sheer force of will.

Dad’s voice boomed from above: “You know you’re not getting the money. That’ll teach you to listen to people when they ask you to do stupid things.”

“Oh, Jean,” my mom said flatly. This wasn’t a lesson in wisdom, as Dad might have deluded himself into believing.

His lies etched grooves in me, a phonograph needle stuck in a damaged track. As I sat there, shivering in that rolling boat cabin, I realized that growing up wasn’t about getting taller or stronger—it was about learning to survive in a life where even love could wound you, and trust was the riskiest move of all.



Dad took Brad and me to his furniture store on a few special occasions because we begged and begged until he caved. Once there, we turned his giant warehouse into our playground. Surrounded by towers of appliance boxes that had once housed refrigerators and ranges, we constructed elaborate forts with multiple rooms and entrances. Then we rigged up a TV from the showroom and lost ourselves in zany episodes of The Scooby-Doo Show. Sometimes we snuck caster-wheeled chairs from the stockroom and turned them into high-octane race cars, zooming through the warehouse aisles at breakneck speeds. Our laughter ricocheted off the pipes high up in the ceiling. At lunchtime, we hit the Italian bakery down the street for thick, square Sicilian pizzas and brought them back to our secret den.

Even amid our warehouse adventures, a part of me ached for something more elusive than chair races or hidden treasures. Beyond the heavy door to the office, Mom processed carbon-copy invoices and clicked away at her adding machine. Her golden hair, sculpted into perfect waves, caught the harsh fluorescent light and transformed into a halo. Her face was dewy and graceful, as if she belonged more to the silver screen than this dusty back office. I’d hover at the threshold, drinking in the sight of her, wanting desperately to cross that unspoken line and curl up in her lap. The air around her was infused with Chanel No. 5 mixed with Dad’s Camels. The scent of our family’s contradictions. Beauty and distance, awash in designer perfume.

There I’d stand, torn between the wild freedom of the warehouse and the magnetic pull of my mother’s presence. Watching her work with effortless poise, I almost believed beauty could triumph over chaos, and a mother’s love could be as constant and soothing as her signature scent. But then the adding machine would ding or a distant phone would ring. The spell would break, and I’d be stranded again, caught between childhood fantasy and the perfumed, uneasy promise of adulthood.
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My mom working in the back office at my parents’ store, Garfunkel Furniture

Night after night, I’d stand sentinel at the top of our winding stairs, a tiny gargoyle perched in the shadows, waiting for the whisper of her key in the lock. I’d drink in those fleeting moments, knowing they’d have to sustain me through the long drought of her absence. No goodnight kisses, no bedtime stories—just these stolen glimpses. She was as untouchable as the butterflies she collected, beautiful creatures trapped behind glass, wings frozen mid-flight. I’d press my nose to that glass, both fascinated and heartbroken, wondering what it would be like to be close enough to touch, to be held. But my mother was a ghost parent. Her remoteness created a void that I couldn’t name at the time.

While other kids had mothers who checked homework and bandaged scraped knees, I learned early to nurse my own wounds, both physical and emotional. I began to wonder if there was something fundamentally unlovable about me, something that made my own mother keep me at arm’s length. Baba became a surrogate mother, cooking our meals and washing our clothes with a grumbling efficiency. We also had a revolving door of housekeepers and nannies—faceless women who filled the quiet with the drone of soap operas and the clatter of cleaning.

When I did manage to snag a moment of Mom’s attention, she was constantly slipping away, rushing toward something more important than me.

In the summer of 1976, as I packed for Girl Guide camp, I asked Mom to take care of one thing: lunch money for the trip. I dreamed of McDonald’s, a beacon of Americana with its promise of burgers and milkshakes, so exotic to my eleven-year-old self. But when we reached the camp bus stop, she shrugged. “Oh, I forgot. I don’t have any cash. You’ll be fine.” No money, no lunch, but I’d be fine. It was my childhood mantra, the expectation that I’d always find a way to fill the voids she left.

Hours later, the bus pulled into a McDonald’s parking lot. I watched my classmates unwrap their treasures: burgers dripping with cheese, fries glistening with grease, milkshakes thick enough to stand a spoon in. I hung back, my stomach a knot of hunger and shame, my mouth watering.

One of the chaperones approached as I sat alone and asked if I had money. I said that I must have lost it on the bus. My classmate Nancy moved from the next table and wordlessly slid over half her meatloaf sandwich. The soft white bread, tangy ketchup-coated meat, and velvety mayonnaise were so delicious that meatloaf sandwiches are still my favorite to this day.

At camp, the other kids tore open care packages and dug into their loot of sugary treasures, the rustle of cellophane and the sweet scent of parental love. They huddled in giggly clusters, swapping jujubes for jelly beans, Hershey’s for Smarties. I sat on the fringes, hands empty, stomach hollow, feeling dejected. I began to understand how food could be more than sustenance—it could be comfort, love, and belonging. It was a lesson that would shape my relationship with eating for decades to come, leading to battles with food addiction that I couldn’t have foreseen as a hungry, lonely child. My absence from this ritual was a glaring neon sign: “Unloved Kid Here.”

I wasn’t even aware that my Girl Guide uniform was always disheveled while my peers’ uniforms were clean and pressed. I’d show up to meetings with wrinkled clothes, a crooked ascot, and holes in my stockings. Neither Baba nor our current nanny seemed to notice or care. It was my friend Elaine’s mom, Ronnie, with her strict sense of order, who finally stepped in to address my mother’s neglect.

The first time Ronnie saw my rumpled Girl Guide uniform, her mouth set in a firm line and she barked, “Where’s your mother?” in her British accent. Before I could answer, she yanked the uniform off me, grumbling about shame and standards as she attacked it with an iron. I stood there in my underwear, cheeks burning, wondering if this was what it meant to have a mother who cared.

After that, I became hyperaware of my appearance and tried desperately to press my clothes with water and my hands as if I could smooth away the evidence of my mother’s indifference. I appreciated Ronnie’s help, but her barely concealed contempt for my mother made me feel like a charity case, a problem to be solved, a walking, talking manifestation of Sylvia’s maternal failures.

Then came the Christmas parade. I was chosen flag bearer, and my chest puffed with pride as we marched down Main Street. The crisp winter air nipped at my cheeks, but I was too busy scanning the crowd for my mother’s face to feel it. As we neared the end of the route, however, the truth hit me harder than the cold: she hadn’t bothered to show up.

Back at Elaine’s house, I watched Ronnie tear into my mother over the phone. “How could you forget, Sylvia? She was leading the parade, for God’s sake!” The receiver slammed down, condemning my mother. She was out at our hobby farm in Beamsville, feeding our horses. I tried to convince myself that we were just different and too “cool” for things like parades and ironed uniforms. But in my bones, I knew no amount of flag-bearing or uniform-pressing could fill the mom-shaped hole inside me.

Ronnie’s kitchen table became my sanctuary. We’d talk for hours over steaming cups of orange pekoe and shortbread cookies. Real conversations where my thoughts mattered. In every careful ritual—the warmed pot, the knitted cozy, the splash of milk—she poured out the love I’d been so thirsty for.
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With my mom when I was eight

Years later, as a stay-at-home mom, I channeled Ronnie’s ritual with my own daughters. We’d gather in the kitchen each afternoon to prepare tea and cookies, sometimes hosting their friends for impromptu parties. As I stirred sugar into delicate cups, I realized I was giving them what I’d desperately needed as a child. This simple tradition, born in Ronnie’s modest house on Oak Street, had rippled through time. With each clink of spoon against china, I was transforming her lesson: that love often speaks in the quiet language of showing up, day after day, cup after steaming cup.



Every year as summer approached, I’d watch my friends pile into station wagons bound for cottages and campgrounds. Their stories painted pictures of a childhood I could only imagine: marshmallows over campfires, Monopoly marathons on rainy days, and forest adventures without end. Our family, Dad insisted, wasn’t built for such pedestrian pursuits. We stayed put, saving our getaways for winter jaunts to tropical resorts, except for the one summer we tried vacationing at a cottage, but my father hated it.

The minute our luggage hit the floor of whatever five-star resort we were gracing with our presence, my parents would vanish with the posse of friends we traveled with. My sister, Margot, ever the dutiful eldest child, would trail after them, abandoning me and Brad to entertain ourselves. We’d gamble on midnight crab races and win bottles of booze in limbo contests—“adventures” that no responsible parent would allow. I’d return home with a tan and tales that left my friends wide-eyed with disbelief and envy.

But as I listened to their tamer accounts of family game nights and trips to Disney World, a pang stirred deep inside me. It was years before I realized what it was: envy for a kind of wealth that had nothing to do with the thread count of hotel sheets. Booze I couldn’t even drink but that my parents were happy to take off my hands, which somehow made me feel prouder of my win. It was the richness of shared experiences, of memories woven together by parental presence—something no amount of tropical sun or precocious freedom could replicate.

Margot wasn’t just my older sister—she was a mythical creature, five years my senior but light-years ahead in Dad’s universe. At sixteen, she’d glide through our house with perfectly manicured nails and trendy clothing, while I stumbled through life in discount store clothes and scuffed shoes. Margot understood instinctively what labels meant power. She knew which doors they opened and which ones they kept firmly shut.

“Watch and learn,” she’d say, demonstrating how to properly taste wine or arrange hors d’oeuvres. But she was really teaching me my place in the family hierarchy. She was the crown princess, and I was the court jester, perpetually performing for attention I’d never receive.

Even now, decades later, I can close my eyes and see her perched on the edge of Dad’s desk, her laugh harmonizing with his as they shared a language just for them.

When she hit grade 9, Margot was shipped off to a hoity-toity Catholic boarding school in a neighboring town, as if our house wasn’t big enough to contain her burgeoning brilliance. At sixteen, she transformed into a parody of adulthood that would have been funny if I were old enough to get the joke. She’d cruise up in her Volvo, a car so sensible it practically screamed midlife crisis, wrapped in Mom’s mink coat like some teenage dowager.

When she was home, Margot appointed herself the Grand Protector of Silence, especially when Mom’s migraines hit, which seemed to be all the time. I’d hover near Mom’s bedroom, a lost puppy desperate for a scrap of affection, only to have Margot materialize like a bouncer, shoving me down the hall with a hissed “Shhh! You can’t go in there.” Her words were always laced with an unspoken “you idiot,” as if caring for our mother were a skill I’d failed to master.

Her precociousness was like catnip to our father. My mother would always say that Margot could bake a cake from scratch by the time she was five. Her report cards were a parade of A’s, each one proof that Brad and I had failed to measure up. So she became the chosen one, Dad’s official sidekick, while we were left to our little universe of two. We’d watch Margot and Dad, heads bent together in conspiratorial whispers, inhabiting a secret club so exclusive that even our mom seemed to be on its fringes. It was like being stuck at the kids’ table at Thanksgiving, but the holiday never ended, and the grown-up table was always just out of reach.



My mother seemed like she could’ve just stepped out of a classic Hollywood film, but Dad was a chameleon, constantly shedding his skin. His loosely permed black hair was a middle finger to convention. While other dads suffocated in brown suits and striped ties, ours strutted around in bell bottoms and T-shirts and zoomed about on a motorcycle.

At the time, I didn’t mind that my father was a rebel. Sure, he was short on affection and his life lessons were more like psychological warfare, but on the upside, he was a visionary. An alchemist who could spin a seed of an idea into something big with only a bit of chutzpah and a silver tongue.

In the ads for his furniture store, he christened himself “Funky Garfunkel,” a name that was part carnival barker, part used car salesman, all audacity. My classmates’ fathers endured monotonous shifts at steel mills or shuffled through paperwork in beige cubicles, but mine was always busy reinventing himself with the frantic energy of a man dodging his own past. Concert promoter? Why not! Let’s bring Pink Floyd to Hamilton and turn the football stadium into a mini-Woodstock. So what if it resulted in a thirty-year ban on concerts? His next venture? Gemologist. Absolutely! Who cares if he couldn’t tell a diamond from a rhinestone when he started? He had a framed (possibly mail-order) gemology diploma from the Gemology Institute of America, which was good enough. When I was twelve, he decided to run for city controller, claiming he wanted to “clean up” Hamilton’s corruption. Looking back, the irony was so blatant it makes my teeth ache, but at the time, I was too busy being proud of my dad, the underdog immigrant hero, to notice how he teetered between grand ambition and outright fantasy.

Every Sunday, Dad hijacked the kitchen, turning it into a European bistro. Baba’s Ukrainian comfort food was replaced by beef bourguignon or homemade pasta, the air scented with bubbling tomatoes and torn basil as opera arias blared from giant speakers. One such Sunday, I found him alone in the kitchen, a cigarette dangling precariously from his lips, ash threatening to season the pot. I was so excited to share my dreams in this rare moment when his attention wasn’t on someone else. “Dad! Guess what I’m going to be when I grow up? An airline captain during the week and an author on my days off!” I babbled about the little brown escarpment house I’d buy and christen the Writer’s Cabin.

He didn’t even look up from his sauce. “You’re not smart enough to make money writing, kid. And girls don’t fly airplanes. Just marry rich.”

And just like that, he punctured my dreams, leaving them shattered across the linoleum. I swallowed hard, refusing to let emotion surface, determined not to be the baby he thought I was. Standing in that fragrant kitchen, I made a silent vow to prove him wrong. His dismissal became my fuel.

I loved my father—this impossible, larger-than-life man who could charm the masses but couldn’t see his own daughter’s worth. By God, I was going to show him. His attempts to hold me back only stoked my drive to succeed. I didn’t realize then that it would take me until my late fifties to truly understand who I was.


[image: Brad, Leslie, and her father stand before a historic building with tall columns; her father in a suit, Leslie in a dress, and Brad in a suit leaning on a fence.]
Me with Brad and our father in Washington, DC, 1971


While I was in Las Vegas, I started asking around about getting into the concert production business. The concierge at the hotel set me up with a guy named Sam Smithers. Short guy, funny-looking, cigar always hanging out of his mouth. He might’ve been a comedian once, who knows.

He poured me a cognac, offered a cigar, made me feel like I belonged. After I explained about Hamilton—population, theatre size, all that—he said, “Mr. Garofoli, I’ll help you any way I can. But remember, this business runs on contacts. You’ll need ICM—International Creative Management. They handle Anka, the Bee Gees, big names. I’ll get someone to call you in Hamilton. You may need to fly to New York. And yeah, you’ll have to grease a few people. That’s how it works.”

He talked for over an hour, told me everything—stagehands, soundboards, opening acts, the whole machine. I walked out of that office with a notebook full of gold.

When I got back home, I named the company Garfunkel Productions. I figured, let them think it’s connected to Art Garfunkel. It sounded better than “Garofoli.” In this business, image is everything.

We booked Paul Anka for six nights. Sold out. But everything went wrong: the Philharmonic hijacked our rehearsal hall, the Musicians’ Union said Anka’s band couldn’t play—only local guys. Absurd. Then the Carpenters’ Union insisted I hire four times the crew I needed. I bribed the union guys with show tickets, paid off the rhythm section just to not play, and still made it happen.

Opening night—I’ll never forget it. I stood in the second balcony, watching the crowd. The lights dimmed. 2001: A Space Odyssey blasted through the speakers. My spine shivered. I actually cried. All the aggravation, the setbacks, the money—worth it. I made that show happen. Thirteen thousand people. Me, the guy who used to wash windows.

Anka, his uncle, and I celebrated with Cognac and caviar. I even asked God to forgive me for swearing at Jesus on Easter Sunday.

After that, things got big. Pink Floyd. I got exclusive rights to Ivor Wynne Stadium. Met with [local concert promoters] Michael Cohl and Bill Ballard. Cohl said they’d handle the logistics and give me a cut. I agreed—on one condition: my name had to stay on it. I also asked for the autographed hockey stick in the corner of the room.

Of course, the politicians lost their minds. Alderman Castellano came after me hard—called me a mobster, tried to kill the deal. He’d already sent the RCMP to my store once, accusing me of diamond smuggling. I told him, “Why don’t you mind your own jewelry store and leave me the hell alone?”

We went to council. Cohl was there. My lawyer shut them down. They couldn’t break the contract. The show went on.

Fifty thousand people. Hotels sold out. Restaurants packed. Even my stereo shop moved thirty-seven units in three days. And yeah, Pink Floyd’s crew blew up leftover magnesium after the show and torched the venue sign. Woke the whole neighborhood.

But nobody died. Just one hell of a memory.

—from “The Liar’s Playbook”




[image: Jean Claude Garofoli with curly hair and round glasses wears a light T-shirt with a cartoon graphic, indoors against a textured wall.]
Jean Claude Garofoli just before his first arrest
The Hamilton Spectator


[image: A photo of Leslie and Brad seated on a small dark horse; the mother holds reins nearby, with a grassy area, barn, and car in the background.]
Mom leading me and Brad on our horse, 1973





CHAPTER TWO OVER THE BRIDGE

IN 1977, WHEN I was twelve years old, I bounded off the school bus one spring afternoon, dizzy with the scent of lilies of the valley. Then I saw them: police cars all over our lawn. Burly men were loading our furniture onto a white truck, one piece at a time.

Mom and Baba stood by with suitcases at their feet. Mom was wrestling with our dog, Penny, her knuckles white against the leash. The panic bubbled in my chest, but before I could even ask what had happened, Mom gripped my shoulders.

“Get in the car. We’re taking a trip.”

A trip. Right. Because all the best vacations start with police escorts.

The three of us piled into Baba’s brown Pontiac LeMans as our neighbors stood gawking in their driveways with that peculiar mix of concern and curiosity reserved for someone else’s disaster. The car was silent for thirty minutes except for the hum of the engine. Then Mom spoke, her voice thin and too bright.

“Honey, we’ll be staying in Florida for a while. We’ll see if we like it there.”

She said it like we were browsing vacation homes instead of running from the law.

“Where are Margot and Brad?” I asked, my stomach knotting at the empty space where my siblings should have been.

Mom hesitated. “Margot’s finishing high school here. Brad’s staying with your aunt. Dad has… business.”

The way she said it made the word sound filthy, like it didn’t belong in her mouth.

I rolled down the window as we crossed the Rainbow Bridge. Niagara Falls thundered below us, drowning out everything but the sound of my thoughts. Mom clenched the steering wheel while Baba ground her teeth—her tell whenever rage simmered just below the surface.

I turned in my seat and watched the falls shrink behind us. The mist rose, lingering in the air. It reminded me of the Death Star disintegrating in Star Wars, which I’d seen at the drive-in just the week before. But this wasn’t a movie; this was real, and the destruction was personal. I thought this was the worst day of my life. I didn’t know we were just getting started as we raced south into the unknown, guided only by Mom’s lies and the roar of Niagara still ringing in my ears. I had no idea then that one day I would return to Canada and unwittingly help my father outrun the law.

The drive felt endless, each mile blending into the next. Mom stared straight at the road ahead, barely speaking. Now I realize she wasn’t just focused on the road—she was looking past the present to an unknown future. Baba sat in the passenger seat, her face a mask of stone-cold anger I wouldn’t fully understand until years later.

We stopped at a gas station in New York State. The old pumps ticked loudly as the attendant filled the car. We all went inside to use the bathroom. Mom grabbed a big atlas from a rack near the register and paid for it, along with some chips and pop. The guy at the counter gave us a weird look when we asked for pop. That’s when Mom realized they called it soda down there.

I didn’t get why she bought the giant atlas. Just more stuff to cram into our crowded car. But when I opened it, a whole new playground unfolded before me. The pages showed colorful lines and squiggles, each a road or highway. I couldn’t stop tracing the paths with my finger as we drove, finding comfort in those winding lines, like I was part of charting our course.

The map turned our boring drive into a game. Every exit, town, and state line became a new point to track. The atlas was filled with places I’d never heard of but suddenly wanted to visit. I matched the lines we drove on with the signs outside our windows, connecting the names to spots on the map. It calmed me down and gave me something to focus on besides the tense silence in the car. The atlas became a way to make sense of all the changes around me.

I called out the names of towns we passed. “Mom, we’re close to Hazleton, Pennsylvania!” or “Next up is the state line for North Carolina!” For the first time since we’d set out, a spark of excitement lit inside me. The atlas transformed our endless drive into an adventure. It made the hours in the car a bit more bearable.

The truck drivers provided the only other bright spot. I discovered they’d blast their air horns if I pumped my arm up and down. I’d seen another kid do it from a station wagon, and when I tried it, the result amazed me. It was louder and way cooler than I’d expected.

The first time it happened, I jumped in my seat. The BRAAAAP of the horn rattled the windows. Then I saw the truck driver grinning and waving. I was certain I’d unlocked a secret power. After that, every truck became a target. I’d wave frantically, waiting for that glorious honk. Some truckers even did a double honk, which made them heroes in my book. Baba hated it. She’d mutter in Ukrainian every time a horn blasted. Mom would flinch and grip the steering wheel tighter. But I didn’t care. It was my little rebellion, my way of injecting fun into this bizarre road trip.

As we crossed into Georgia, the landscape shifted again. The air felt warmer and thicker. The rolling hills were covered in stands of tall, thin pine trees interspersed with old oaks draped in Spanish moss that made them look haunted. Fields of tall golden grasses stretched out, broken only by red clay roads disappearing into the woods. Peach stands and faded signs advertising boiled peanuts dotted the roadside. The whole state seemed to hum with a slow rhythm, a mix of Southern charm and rugged beauty.

But it wasn’t just the scenery that caught my attention; it was the giant billboards. They began popping up along the highway—just a few at first, then more and more, each one advertising something I’d never heard of before: Stuckey’s. The signs were everywhere, bright and bold, promising clean restrooms and souvenirs that sounded too good to pass up. “World-Famous Pecan Logs,” one sign boasted. “Take a Break with Stuckey’s.” Each sign added to my curiosity, building a sense of anticipation.

When we finally pulled into the Stuckey’s parking lot, I was practically vibrating with excitement. The bright blue-and-yellow building stood out against the green of the trees, and as soon as we walked in, I was hit with a sweet, nutty smell that made my mouth water. The place was even more incredible than I’d imagined—aisles of quirky souvenirs, shelves lined with colorful saltwater taffy, and a whole section dedicated to pecans.

Then I saw it: the pecan log roll. It was bigger than I’d expected—a thick cylinder of nougat rolled in caramel and coated in crunchy roasted pecans. I held it in my hands like a piece of treasure. I couldn’t wait to take the first bite. When I did, it was a little piece of heaven. The sweet nougat melted in my mouth, balanced perfectly by the chewy caramel and the salty crunch of the pecans. I’d never tasted anything like it, and I could understand why it was world famous.

When we finally reached Fort Lauderdale a day or two later, it was a culture shock. A nauseating odor hit me as we entered our motel room: a repulsive mixture of harsh cleaning chemicals and stale cigarette smoke. My stomach twisted in disgust. The carpet was a grungy brownish-green with unidentifiable stains. I could’ve sworn something scurried in the fibers when Mom dropped her bag. No way was I going barefoot on that.

A game show blared from the room next door, and the racket made the already tiny space feel even smaller.

“I wanna go home,” I whined to Mom. The Denny’s hot dog from our roadside lunch gurgled ominously in my stomach.

She stared out the window. “We’re on an adventure,” she said, her voice flat and tired.

Even at twelve, I knew she was saying it to keep me from freaking out. But looking back, I wonder if she was trying just as hard to convince herself.

I thought about our house back in Grimsby. My pink bedroom, the cherry trees in the backyard, and the smell of Dad’s famous sauce. Without Brad, everything felt off-kilter, like a part of our family map had been torn away. Was he playing Pong on our new Atari without me? I didn’t
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