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Foreword

			When Peter Enns first asked me to read and help edit his story, I didn’t quite know what to expect. What I encountered was a deeply human, often heartbreaking, and ultimately liberating journey that stayed with me long after I’d finished reading.

			Peter’s story is one of restrained courage. For most of his life, he lived within the structures of faith, family, and tradition. He was a devoted husband, a loving father, and a man trying earnestly to live according to what he believed was right. But behind that life was a reality he kept hidden, a part of himself that didn’t fit the script he had been handed. He was gay. And he was deeply religious. Those two truths sat in silent conflict for decades.

			This story is careful, honest, and tender. Peter doesn’t just recount events; he reflects on them. He examines the cost of repression, the slow unravelling of certainty, and the discreet, steady work of becoming whole.

			Though I’ve only known Peter for a short time, and mostly through the process of helping him shape this manuscript, I came away with deep respect for him, for what he’s lived through, and for how thoughtfully he has chosen to tell it. There is generosity in these pages. Peter does not ask for pity or applause. He simply offers his story in the hope that it might help others who find themselves caught between worlds—between faith and doubt, duty and desire, expectation and authenticity.

			I believe it will.

			John Hinds

			



	

Preface

			I didn’t speak the truth out loud.

			I wrote it.

			One letter for each of my children and one for my wife. Writing them was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. Every sentence felt like peeling back a layer I had covered for decades. Yet with each word I also felt a strange lightness, the first flicker of freedom after a lifetime spent holding my breath.

			But everything shifted the moment those letters left my hands. I watched my family’s faces change from surprise to confusion to fear. I felt the ground tilt under my feet as decades of silence, secrets, and carefully built walls crumbled. There was no taking any of it back.

			I was sixty-five years old, and for the first time in my life I was speaking as the real me.

			But the dam hadn’t burst in a single moment. Cracks had been forming for decades, tiny fractures in walls I built out of fear, shame, and the belief that God himself demanded my silence. I learned early how to hide. I learned what a good boy was supposed to be, what he must want, and what he must never say. I learned how to bury the parts of myself that didn’t belong.

			And when it finally gave way, when the truth I had suppressed for a lifetime surged into the open, it didn’t just change my life. It swept through everything: my marriage, my family, my faith, the very story I had been living inside since childhood.

			That moment was more than a confession.

			It was the breaking of a lifetime of fear.

			

	

It was the day the walls collapsed.

			The day I stopped hiding.

			The day my real life finally began. 

			This book is the story of that moment the dam burst and everything that led to the flood.
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Chapter 1: Young and Innocent

			My arrival into the world was marked by a slight administrative oversight. I was born on October 23, 1950, into the austere simplicity of an Old Colony Mennonite (OCM) family in Chihuahua, Mexico, but my birth certificate would forever declare my birth year as 1951. This minor inaccuracy stemmed from my parents’ decision to delay my registration until a potential move to Canada presented itself. Faced with an unexpected late fee, a few precious pesos they simply couldn’t spare, they opted for the lesser of two evils: a slightly altered birth year. This seemingly insignificant detail became a recurring, albeit minor, headache throughout my life.

			Ironically, both my parents were Canadian by birth. But when the Canadian government introduced compulsory public-school attendance, the OCM leadership believed the new rules conflicted with their religious convictions and traditional way of life. Rather than comply, many families, including my grandparents, emigrated to Mexico, where they were promised the freedom to run their own private schools. My early years in Mexico remain largely a blur, a collection of faint impressions rather than vivid memories. 

			However, the winds of change soon stirred. Seeing an opportunity, a resourceful Mennonite individual recruited families for agricultural work in Southern Ontario, Canada, promising a better life, albeit with a significant cut for himself. My father, desperate to escape the grinding poverty of Mexico, readily embraced the offer. And so five families, including ours, became human cargo packed tightly into the back of a three-ton truck on a northbound odyssey.

			I was a mere three years old when this journey began, and my recollections are sparse. Yet one peculiar memory remains etched in my mind: a three-legged cat. We had stopped to eat somewhere on the Mexican side of the border when this resilient feline limped towards us. Pity stirred within my young heart, and I offered it a portion of my meager meal. We piled back into the truck and soon crossed the US–Mexican border. We stopped again a while later, and to my utter amazement the three-legged cat reappeared. It must have found a cozy nook in the truck and hitched a ride. Once more I shared my food. Over the years this improbable encounter became a running joke in our family, a whimsical tale of a remarkably intelligent cat who knew that those with a “disability” might just find greater opportunities north of the border.

			The long road trip had been devoid of motel stays; instead, we simply bedded down outdoors. Some were fortunate enough to find space in the bed of the truck, but my family was at the bottom of the pecking order, so we had to make do under the open sky. In May of 1954, our arduous journey finally culminated at the Detroit–Windsor border. We crossed into Ontario, Canada, the fabled land of milk and honey, our perceived paradise. 

			Life, while undeniably hard in the beginning, was a stark improvement from the hardships we had endured in Mexico. For the first three months or so we continued to live outdoors. Then we stumbled upon a condemned house, its primary inhabitants a thriving community of skunks that had claimed the crawl spaces beneath. Moving into the main section of the house, the improvement over outdoor living was undeniable, though the pervasive pungent aroma left much to be desired. 

			These skunk families had their own internal disputes, and their disagreements often escalated into a skirmish. When skunks fight, their secret weapon—that unmistakable spray—is their recourse, even against each other. The result was a constant influx of fresh skunk scent. In her innate resourcefulness, my mother discovered that a loud tap on the floor with a broom handle instantly quelled their squabbles, preventing any further olfactory assaults. Thus, she became the unlikely mediator between warring skunks, clearing the air in more ways than one.

			One day I spotted an adorable black-and-white kitten. I was about to run over and scoop it up when my oldest sister screamed, “Daut es en Stinkkat!” (“That is a skunk!”) Her scream startled me more than the realization, but it undoubtedly saved me from a pungent encounter.

			Much of this early period is not from my direct memory but rather pieced together from the stories of my parents, siblings, and others. The duration of our stay in that skunk-scented abode is hazy, but I recall a subsequent move. I later learned that once my father grasped the intricacies of the Canadian system, he sought employment independently, breaking free from the clutches of the man who had brought us over. He secured a job with a farmer who also provided housing, marking a turning point for our family. Life began to genuinely improve, yet my family, and particularly my father, remained vulnerable to exploitation. He was still mentally anchored to the paltry wages in Mexico and perceived his Canadian earnings as a bounty. He failed to recognize the extent to which the farmer was taking advantage of his naïveté.

			Word of these returning Canadians being exploited by their fellow countrymen eventually reached the news media, and eager journalists descended on us to uncover the truth. They interviewed my father who, brimming with pride over his comparatively substantial earnings, readily divulged his wages. The media was aghast at the meager compensation he received for his arduous labour. The story became a headline sensation: “Fellow Canadians Take Advantage of Returning Canadians.” Understandably, the farmer was furious at my father’s unwitting transparency. If the story serves me right, he was even compelled to provide my father with back pay. This newly forged resentment poisoned the working relationship, leading to yet another relocation.

			Still, we clung to the belief that Canada was paradise compared to Mexico. Indeed, we discovered that Canadians discarded food that was far superior to anything we could afford back home. I recall collecting overripe bananas and other fruits from the local landfill. It seems a bit gross, but it was simply life, and we were content to be in this “good land.” 

			We were living across from a dairy farm when I was around five, and I befriended the farmer’s young daughter. The concept of “the birds and the bees” was entirely alien to me, but as my older siblings began to speak of their boyfriends and girlfriends, I proudly declared, “I also have a girlfriend; I am going to marry her!” Her name was Rosemary. I had no understanding of marriage, and my attraction to her was purely that of a friend.

			Another vivid memory from that farm involves the farmer’s massive bull. I gazed at this enormous creature confined to its pen, its eyes fixed on mine, one day in the barn. I was told it was four years old, and I thought, How can it be that I am one year older than this bull, yet he is so much larger than me? I suspect the bull had its own thoughts about me, for it suddenly let out a tremendous sneeze, splattering snot all over my face. That unforgettable moment remains far stronger in my memory than any fleeting notion of a first girlfriend.

			I began Grade 1 in September of 1957, a year late due to the birth certificate. We only spoke Plautdietsch, a Low German dialect, making school an immense challenge. Compounding this difficulty was a teacher who openly disliked what she termed “Mexican Mennonite immigrants.” We were subjected to the Dick and Jane readers, common in lower grades. In Plautdietsch, the word “look” meant “trapdoor,” and “book” translated to “stomach,” so you can imagine the profound confusion this caused my young Plautdietscher mind.

			Phrases like, “Look, Jane, look! Here comes Spot,” had me earnestly searching for the trapdoor they kept mentioning. Why is a trapdoor so important that it warrants such frequent repetition? I wondered. One day I spotted a basement window in the illustrations and thought, Aha! There’s the trapdoor! Still, its significance remained a mystery. It was equally perplexing when the teacher spoke of “books.” Why was she discussing stomachs? Asking questions or looking lost only antagonized a teacher who had no qualms about administering corporal punishment (a slap with a leather strap to the hand) for perceived misbehaviour, so I was pretty quiet.

			Our school was a two-room establishment housing grades one through four in one room and five through eight in the other. While the teacher instructed the older grades, we first-graders were often left to study reading or math, the only two subjects I recall from that school. One day while attempting to read, a funny thought popped into my head and I burst out laughing. This, it seemed, was a grave offense, necessitating the strap. My older brother intervened, saving me from the punishment, though the teacher’s displeasure was palpable.

			I typically made it a point to use the washroom during recess or lunch. However, one day the teacher called on me to read a passage from the reader. As I stood up, a desperate urge to use the washroom surged through me, and I knew I was about to wet my pants. I tried to communicate my predicament through squirming, but she insisted I stop fidgeting and read. I couldn’t; it was an escalating crisis. Suddenly she grasped my dilemma and uttered the liberating word: “Go!”

			The bathrooms were in the basement, but I only made it to the bottom step. I couldn’t hold it another second, the dam broke. My pants were soaked. Panic set in. How could I possibly return to the classroom like this? My young mind formulated a desperate plan that involved the back exit—perhaps a fire escape, I can’t quite recall—and I slipped out and dashed the two miles home. Every time a vehicle approached, I’d dive into the ditch and then resume my frantic sprint after it passed.

			Once home, another wave of panic washed over me: What would Mom and Dad think of me being home so early? My mind, still in overdrive, conjured a brilliant solution: I would hide in a closet until school was out and then simply reappear as if nothing had happened. My pants would be dry, and no one would be the wiser. 

			Meanwhile the teacher had noticed my prolonged absence and dispatched my older brother to investigate. He found an empty washroom. He raced back to inform the teacher, who confirmed my absence and initiated a search of the building and school grounds. I was nowhere to be found. Had I been kidnapped? It was time to alert the police. A search party was quickly assembled, and the entire neighbourhood mobilized. The school, now convinced of a potentially dangerous situation (a kidnapper, not me), was dismissed early.

			Exhausted from my covert escape, I had fallen fast asleep in the closet at home. Of course, my parents and siblings were frantic with worry. Local small airplane owners volunteered to scour the countryside but to no avail. As dusk settled, I remained sound asleep in my hiding spot.

			It was my baby brother who discovered me slumbering peacefully when he explored the closet. He ran to my mother, exclaiming, “Come Mom, Peter is sleeping!” In disbelief, she followed him and—sure enough there I was. She roused me and demanded an explanation, but that could wait till the urgent news of my discovery was relayed. The police, local news media, and the entire neighbourhood (including the teacher) clamoured for my story. An interpreter was brought, but I was terrified, shy, and overwhelmed by the sudden attention, so I could only cry. The thought of the consequences of my actions weighed heavily on me. 

			I was assured that if I told the truth, everything would be okay. To coax my story out, they told me I could order anything I wanted to eat. What does a poor hungry Mennonite boy order, especially with supper long past? I could have requested steak and potatoes and a grand feast, but I ordered a peanut butter and jam sandwich. As I took the first bite, a camera flash illuminated the scene. That photograph became the image used in the newspaper and on television. As I recounted the sordid tale, the teacher did not come off looking good. She received a stern reprimand from the school board, and her demeanour towards all students improved significantly thereafter. As promised, I faced no punishment for my unauthorized departure from school.

			Despite the teacher’s improved attitude, I simply couldn’t bring myself to like her, nor did I enjoy school. My progress in learning English remained stagnant. My brothers shared my disdain for that school as well. Once my episode had settled and our collective dislike for the institution solidified, my two older brothers hatched a plan. They included me, knowing I’d likely tattle if left out. My older sister, while not actively participating, seemed to anticipate our eventual capture and subsequent trouble.

			The plan was simple: We would prepare for school as usual and leave the house as if heading there, but along the way we’d sneak into the nearby bush. We’d spend the day playing while carefully tracking the sun to gauge when school was about to end. Then we’d watch for our sister walking home, join her and return as if we had been in school all day. 

			When the teacher questioned our sister about our absence, she informed her we were needed at home to help our parents. This deception worked for a time, but compulsory school attendance was the law. After a few days, the teacher sent a note home with my sister for our parents that demanded an explanation of our absence. This time we all faced the consequences, enduring corporal punishment both at home and at school.

			Fortunately, my father secured work with a different farmer, leading to yet another move. This time it was in the middle of the school year and to a new school district. This school was a single-room establishment, and the new teacher was a revelation. She enthusiastically embraced the challenge of educating the ignorant but bright Mennonite kids, and I instantly adored her. She was kind and brilliant, but most importantly: she listened.

			She gave me a phonics book and patiently tutored me. It was confusing at first, but within a week or so it was as if a light bulb had suddenly illuminated in my mind. I was ecstatic. The teacher noticed my new-found excitement and assigned me a single page of homework for the weekend. I was thrilled to simply take the book home, so I barely registered her instructions. It’s going to be a fantastic weekend! I thought proudly.

			When the teacher inquired about my homework on Monday morning, I handed her the book with a huge smile on my face.

			“I finished it all,” I said.

			She assumed I meant the one page but discovered I had completed the entire book that was meant to last for the rest of the year. Her face registered pure surprise, and she must have wondered, What am I going to do with this kid now? I was utterly pumped; suddenly school was the most exhilarating thing a young boy could imagine. My enthusiasm proved infectious, and the teacher was more than ready to help me progress.

			My only regret was the cultural constraints of my OCM upbringing. My parents held little interest in higher education. Their strong work ethic superseded all else, and schoolwork was never to interfere with our labours. Despite starting late and being pulled out early every year to work in the vegetable fields, I never failed a grade. This prioritization of farm labour over education was a tough pill for me to swallow.

			The work was relentless. We toiled for vegetable and tobacco farmers from our first days in Canada. While my father was the primary breadwinner, the kids would be crawling between rows pulling weeds and wielding hoes as soon as we could differentiate between crops and weeds. We picked fruits or, in the case of tobacco plants, broke off suckers. Working in the tobacco fields was the absolute worst. The plants exuded a sticky tar-like substance that clung to hair and clothes. It was truly disgusting. Picking prickly cucumbers wasn’t much better, nor was the back-breaking work in the sugar beet fields. I despised that labour.

			I was born with what is commonly known as a lazy eye, which left me noticeably cross-eyed. This condition significantly impaired my vision, making it difficult to read the blackboard at school at times. My teachers were understanding and allowed me to sit closer to the front, and I refused to let it impede my education.

			In Grade 3, I encountered Mrs. Simpson, a truly wonderful teacher who believed something had to be done to correct my vision. She initiated a fundraiser, meticulously collecting money to cover the cost of the necessary procedures. The optometrist initially opted for a regimen to strengthen the lazy eye, requiring me to wear a patch over my good eye to force the weaker one to work. This was incredibly challenging. 

			I’d collide squarely with the doorpost when walking through doorways because my eye refused to focus correctly. I detested the patch and soon resorted to lifting it slightly to see better. Perhaps because I was cheating, the patch proved ineffective and the optometrist concluded that this approach was counterproductive and risked leading to depression. 

			If memory serves me correctly, the surgery he recommended would cost $500, a substantial sum for 1960, but my dedicated teacher successfully raised the money. During the final check-up, my parents were informed that, while the surgery could straighten the eye, it was unlikely to improve its vision. However, it would eliminate the persistent double vision I had always experienced. My left eye provided a clear, focused image, while my right eye produced a blurry, ghostly replica, an intensely annoying sensation.

			While recuperating in the hospital, the surgeon introduced herself as the doctor. In my patriarchal Mennonite culture where men run the show, the notion of a female doctor was entirely alien. 

			“No,” I insisted, “you’re not the doctor, you are a nurse.” 

			She tried to reassure me, but I remained steadfast in my conviction that a female doctor was an impossibility.

			The surgery was a success, significantly reducing my double vision, though the vision in that eye did not improve. I spent a few days in the hospital making friends and even engaging in illicit wheelchair races, which, predictably, led to the revocation of our wheelchair privileges. My eye remained bloodshot for quite some time, which was a source of considerable embarrassment. Despite assurances that it would eventually fade, I harboured doubts. But fade it did, eventually.

			When my oldest sister’s boyfriend visited her, they’d retreat to her room and listen to country music on an old crank-style gramophone. My sister would hire me to keep the gramophone wound, ensuring the music played continuously. It was a tall floor-standing unit positioned so I could sit by the crank opposite their bed. I was explicitly instructed to simply wind the machine and not to look at what they were doing. As if a young boy would obey such orders! As I listened to the country tunes, mostly Johnny Cash, I’d sneak a peek around the corner to observe the lovebirds every now and then. The most I ever witnessed was a bit of kissing and “schmaungen,” as they called it, a form of fondling (though the spelling might be off). What truly stuck with me, however, was my burgeoning love for country music. I still listen to some of those classic songs.

			My parents’ frequent moves meant that we children attended different schools almost every year. During my fourth to sixth grade years, I found myself enrolled in Catholic schools, or “separate schools” as they were known. A small Baptist church was in the area, and they viewed us as a promising missionary project, so they offered to pick us up for Sunday school. Seeing it as harmless and free childcare, my parents consented. 

			While they clung to their OCM traditions, the nearest OCM church was a hundred miles away. They only attended once a year for communion, an adults-only affair where children were not permitted. So there I was attending a Catholic school, a Baptist Sunday school and being raised as an OCM boy at home. It was a veritable smorgasbord of confusing religious experiences and doctrines.

			I forged friendships with some of my Catholic classmates. One team project at school involved science, and a friend who lived kitty-corner from us became my partner. My parents were wary of worldly influences, especially Catholicism, but they reluctantly allowed me to go to his house to work on the project. However, they issued a strict warning: “No TV.” Television was a grave evil—the “beast” as spoken of in the book of Revelation. I gave them every assurance they wanted to hear, knowing full well I couldn’t keep my promise. I still wonder why they trusted me.

			After supper, I headed straight to my friend’s house. We quickly finished the project and then he asked if I wanted to watch TV. Though I had been eagerly anticipating it, a pang of guilt struck me. 

			“TV is very bad,” I declared. 

			He wanted to know why, but I was unable to articulate a reason, so I relented. 

			“Okay, I’ll watch a bit.” 

			As we watched, he asked me about being Mennonite.

			“Well,” I explained, “I am Mennonite so I can go to heaven.” 

			He countered, “But you should become Catholic because Catholics go to heaven and they allow you to watch TV!” 

			I, in turn, informed him that Catholics couldn’t go to heaven. Feeling more guilty than ever, I hastily announced, “Oh, I better go, I promised my parents I’d be back by now,” even though I hadn’t given them a specific return time.

			There was an older boy at school who had likely been held back a few grades. He was a notorious bully who was constantly picking on younger kids, teasing, pushing, and name-calling. Our school entrance featured benches attached to the walls with coat hangers above them; one side for boys, the other for girls. One morning as I sat on a bench removing my boots, this bully approached and brazenly put his foot in my face. I instinctively grabbed his leg and pushed forward with all my might. He lost his balance, toppled over, and slammed his head against the bench on the opposite wall. The impact resulted in a gash that required first aid from the teacher. Fortunately, the other children witnessed the incident and explained it to the teacher. I became an instant hero to all the kids, and the bully quite literally had some sense knocked into him. He became noticeably more cautious thereafter, and most of his bullying tendencies vanished.

			Another incident at the same school involved a game of hide-and-seek. The goal was by a tree at the front of the school. I was hiding behind a bush at the back while another child was concealed at the side of the building. Neither of us knew the other’s hiding spot. As the seeker approached, we both dashed around the school to reach the tree and collided head-on. The other child was knocked out cold and had to be taken to the hospital with a concussion. Later, one of the Catholic kids told me with a half-grin that “Peter” means “rock,” and I clearly lived up to it. It was the closest thing to a compliment I got that week.

			When I was in Grade 5, a Gideon representative made an unexpected visit to my school. They typically distributed New Testaments to fifth-grade students in public schools but generally avoided “separate schools.” Yet here he was. He told the teacher he had gotten lost and decided to drop by anyway in case any students desired a New Testament. In hindsight, I suspect he wasn’t lost but rather saw a prime opportunity to witness for his God. 

			“Well, that student might want one since he isn’t Catholic,” she said, pointing at me.

			She called me to the back and he offered me a small book, explaining it was the New Testament. My youthful ignorance prompted me to ask, “What is it?” 

			“It’s the story of God,” he said.

			I figured, Why not? It would be interesting to read the story of God. So I took one.

			OCMs weren’t encouraged to read the Bible extensively, and it had to be read in High German. My grandmother once famously declared that God spoke German, citing a verse from her Bible: “Und Gott der HERR rief Adam und sprach zu ihm ‘Wo bist du?’” (“And the Lord God called to Adam and said to him, ‘Where art thou?’”) The prevailing idea was that we should primarily listen to the preachers and their sermons, which were typically read from texts often written by the bishops. However, without a nearby church, we rarely attended except for the Baptist Sunday school I’ve already mentioned. I rarely paid much attention there, as they mostly presented Bible stories on felt boards, which were interesting but seemed disconnected from our daily lives.

			Now I held this “story of God

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			



	OEBPS/image/Tellwell_Black.png
teII_we_II%





OEBPS/image/2.png





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image/1.png
The Day
the
Dam Burst





