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Epigraph

I would keep my place if I knew my place;

things have never been that neat.

—Graffiti on the wall of a Toronto home
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The Acknowledged Catalyst

I cannot live in our home anymore. We have to move.

The Husband and I face one another at the security cordon of London’s Gatwick Airport. These words have not yet sprung from my lips; they remain in my head, though they have also spilled onto a missive, crafted in careful language, which is folded and tucked under my husband’s pillow at home. It awaits his patient reading and will demand his complete understanding and action. I am asking a lot of him, because unlike me he is a creature of routine and stability. He does not like change. He does not like moving. Less than two years earlier, I had promised him that this was it; that we would not move again for a very, very long time. But now that promise must be broken.

Back when the promise was made it had been a reasonable, heartfelt one. We had just endured a level of home-buying stress that had all the bewildering confusion of a pantomime and none of the hilarity. England’s convoluted system of buying and selling houses is not built for gentle constitutions, which goes some way in explaining why Britons are one of the least mobile and most risk-averse cultures on earth.

As a Canadian, I am made of hardier stuff: I enjoy moving house. No, let me rephrase that: I love moving house. I love the search for a new home, the packing up and the subsequent assessment and de-cluttering of all that I own, when old and new face off in a fight to survive the charity shop box. I love planning a new space, designing and styling the interior, thumbing through stacks of paint and fabric swatches. I love the ruminating, the budgeting, the logistical organization, the legal details involved in a title search. I have even grown to enjoy (with the exception of our last move) the chaos that is part and parcel of the moving experience.

Statistics reveal that Britons move on average three times in a lifetime, Canadians about seven times, and Americans about eleven times. I, however, have moved thirty-two times.

To some people, thirty-two house moves looks like recklessness; to me, thirty-two moves looks like life. And life is one big open house.

A track record like that does not come without personal stock-taking. Here is one: I have had more homes than lovers, by a long shot. A virtuous statement, and one that I wear proudly. Thirty-two homes in sixty-three years works out to one home every second year. Would I trade that for a new lover every second year? Are you crazy? I could never maintain a sex life like that—I would be too bored. But while I am not sexually promiscuous, when it comes to homes I am a shameless, serial adulterer. I have cast a covetous eye over other homes in my neighbourhood. I have brassily walked up to a new neighbour and drawn him or her into such intimate conversation, twirling the ends of my hair around a painted fingernail, that within seconds I am purring my way into their home just to check the layout and decor. I have sat on the sofa in a home I have just moved into and immediately started swiping left and right on Rightmove or MLS. Sex toys? Forget it. But give me a pencil and a floor plan and, oh, baby, I can reach ecstasy before you can say “stud wall.”

Second fact: I fall in love faster with a house than I do with a person. This I am not so proud of, because it probably puts me at the wrong end of the Asperger’s spectrum. Nevertheless, it is the God’s honest truth: I get more excited about meeting a new house than I do about meeting a new person. Perhaps that is true of most introverts. No tedious or awkward conversation required, no probing questions to circumvent. Does that make me cold-hearted? Indicate intimacy issues? Does it mean I relate better to buildings than humans? Does it look like I care?

For their part, houses are not as obviously discriminating as people, but they size you up—oh yes, they do. They absolutely pass judgment on you. For that reason, I am always on my best behaviour when I meet a new house, especially one that is for sale. A house can smell desperation on a potential buyer as surely as you can smell damp on it. There have been times when I have been actually flustered, almost on a crush level, about visiting a particular house. I think a home can smell that, too. Where I draw the line about lusting after a house is when it is a friend’s: I never flirt with or fantasize about their homes. I will cheer their own plans, and gush about their decorating expertise, but I will not so much as tamper with the placement of a sofa cushion. Unless, that is, I am asked.

Like lovers, houses can and do disappoint; on the outside they can be as sleek as a runway model, but on the inside they are vapid—a few radiators short of a heating system, if you know what I mean. The seasoned homebuyer deftly learns to separate the pretentious from the practical.

That is not to say that I can’t easily be seduced by a house. My pulse quickens when my eyes land on something that I know was built for me. There are some that I have actually stalked—online and in person—and I have occupied pleasant hours gazing at photos of its interior online or in a realtor’s brochure, imagining the place decorated and arranged with my furniture, and me cuddled into it with the sort of happy contentment that puts an end to my roving eye. When the object of my affection falls into the hands of a real buyer, I have been known to become distraught and to tumble into a period of deep mourning.

Buying a home has never frightened me or kept me up late at night; buying a car, yes; perhaps an item of clothing; but never a house. I am completely at home with homes in the same way people are at home with horses or recreational drugs. Nothing scares me about them. If a house intrigues me, and as long as a murder has not taken place in it, I can work with anything. Actually, if a murder has taken place in it, I will still look at the floor plan. I have been in houses where the layout was not appealing or where the scope and the result of a renovation would not produce enough of a satisfactory buzz, but I can pretty much look at anything and envision a spotless transformation. No floors? No problem. Leaky roof? Whatever. Dated and ugly bathroom? Piece of cake. My fantasies extend into that semi-masochist stratosphere of buying and renovating a home in a country where I do not speak the language. What a delicious thrill that would be. But I am not there yet, and I have accepted the fact that it is unlikely to happen. Not in this lifetime, anyway.

The only time I have come close to swearing off houses is when the experience has been a nightmare, such as our last move. It was so nerve-racking that I vowed never to go through it again. More specifically, I vowed never again to put my husband through it. As The Husband will read in the note that lies waiting for him beneath his pillow: “I do not relish the idea of moving, either, but I am prepared to take it on because I am desperate. The combination of unbearable noise and lack of natural light hampers my concentration. All the ideas and dreams I have when I am outside the house are crushed the moment I walk through the front door. This house is suffocating me.”

Of course, he does not know any of that right now because we are at the airport. I am about to fly across the ocean for three weeks of work, which will give him time to digest my note and acclimatize to the idea of boxes, house hunts, and unforeseen costs. Of uprooting a settled life and starting over.

It is only when he kisses me goodbye at the security gate that I tell him about the note under his pillow. I do not tell him about its contents.

His face falls.

“Don’t be upset,” I say. “You know me—I have to write out my thoughts in order to express myself clearly. I get tongue-tied when I try to talk to you about emotional things.”

“Can you give me a hint what it’s about?” he asks, searching my face for clues concealed beneath a practised smile.

I give him another kiss goodbye. “Just read it. We’ll talk about it when I return.”

Now he looks on the verge of panic, eyes wide, jaw trembling ever so slightly.

I reassure him with a wink. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’m not leaving you.”

Once he reads that note he will wish I was.

IF I HAD HAD AN INKLING during our seven-year transatlantic courtship of The Husband’s reticence about moving and about change in general, I would never have married him. It would not have been fair to either of us. I see moving as a natural, exciting adventure; he sees moving as a high-ranked indicator in the Holmes-Rahe Stress Inventory.

The Husband is English through and through. He likes his Sunday roast, football, and tea or a pint in front of the fire. He likes the quiet life. His calm, easygoing demeanour belies the cautious, worrying type who lives behind the facade. He does not court chaos. He judges things by how they appear in front of him, not by what they can become. His approach veers toward the pessimistic, weighing the probability of disaster especially if he is about to purchase something big.

He had lived in the same two-bedroom flat in northeast London for twenty-five years. It was the upper flat of a double-bayed Victorian semi-detached house on a tree-lined street of similar homes. It always frustrated me that the house was divided into upper and lower flats, and I often wondered how it might have looked had we bought the lower flat and returned the house to a single-family home.

Until I arrived in his life, he had never had anything done to update his place. It looked like bad student digs, with mismatched charity furniture, faded magnolia walls, and bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling, unsuccessfully masked with flimsy paper shades. I do not know where one even buys that sort of thing. The original state of the bathroom and kitchen do not merit description, but once renovated they looked very smart.

When we married and I moved to England, it was a given that we would move to a larger place once he retired. He was keen to move, though in hindsight he might not have been keen to move away from Walthamstow. However, as London property prices soared and it became glaringly obvious that we were priced out of the market, he was as relieved as I was to leave the city.

We could have moved anywhere in Britain, but we chose southwest England for its more reasonable weather and rugged coastal scenery. Our intensive weekend searches of Devon and Cornwall eventually brought us to the coastal town of Brixham, a place that attracted us. “Attracted” is not an entirely honest term. “Became infatuated to the point of obsession and losing all sense of the practical” is more like it, at least from my standpoint.

Brixham lured us with its relaxed coastal vibe and its authenticity. It was a proper working fishing port, with fleets of trawlers chugging out to sea early each morning and returning by mid-afternoon, hulls heaving with mackerel, conger, whiting, cod, black bream, bass, mussels. Neither The Husband nor I was au fait with seafood, but we were eager to try it. Besides, there was more than fish here: there was the gentle whoosh of the surf; the parade of shops, pubs, restaurants, and ice cream kiosks; the replica of the Golden Hind. There were cheerfully painted terraced homes draped like strung beads in a multi-strand necklace around the collar of the harbour, where skiffs and sailboats bobbed in watery glitter. We had walked into a cliché and fallen for it hook, line, and sinker.

The British seaside has long held an appeal for a certain type of retiree, but were we that certain type? Are you, dear reader? If, like me, you are a fan of cultural diversity, of year-round arts and street scenes, of cinemas, libraries, museums, art galleries, bookshops, live theatre, and fast trains to the city, then heed my words: avoid the seaside. It was only when we had finally moved to the Devon countryside that I detected a subtle but insidious campaign by social planners to nudge older people out of the cities and decant them to coastal geriatric ghettos. But by then, I was so high on love for Brixham that I did not care if such an edict had been mandated by a Russian oligarch.

Usually, my well-honed intuition will kick in to save me from making a huge error in judgment, but it did not this time. Or if there was a kick, I likely misread it as a sign to buy the early nineteenth-century double-fronted stucco cottage we eventually fell for. It was the type of place where you expected to find Poldark leaning against the mantel with a glass of port, smouldering with lust. And I am not even a fan of Poldark.

The front door opened into a small vestibule that in turn opened to a spacious room—to one side was the living area; to the other, separated by whitewashed beam work, was the dining area. It was all bleached wood, white walls, and tawny sisal carpeting. Behind this area was a kitchen that spanned the width of the house, and that came equipped with a Belfast sink and a large five-burner, three-oven range. A stable door led to a tiny courtyard that was dominated by what would have made an excellent climbing wall had we been rock climbers. From there, thirty-three precarious flagstone steps led up to the garden and its panoramic view of the town and harbour. We could see right across the bay to Torquay. Back inside the house, the two upper levels held four double-size bedrooms, two beautifully appointed and spacious bathrooms, and a storage room. It had more room than we needed, and aside from a bit of tweaking it required no work. A bonus was that the house was all of fifteen seconds from the harbour, the shops, pubs, and restaurants, and a fifteen-minute walk to the gorgeous, undulating Devonian coastline.

I felt a sudden connection to the house, convinced that we had “lucked out.” The Husband had agreed only because he saw the joy it gave me: “Happy Wife, Happy Life,” as the saying goes. If he voiced any objection, I did not hear it. I was too smitten. The house had the trifecta of English charm: quaint, quirky, and cozy—catnip to anglophiles like me. I was the one who had anointed it the “perfect home,” the one who upon entering it for the first time had squealed, “Let’s put in an offer.” And the price? This beautiful, spacious house cost less than the cramped two-bedroom, gardenless flat we had just sold in London.

Unusually—and prophetically—the estate agent for the property tried to talk us out of it, or at least tried to quell my enthusiasm. He had prudently suggested we look at nearby towns, where the culture and amenities were more suited to our personalities. I paid him no heed; did not even bother to visit the places he suggested, so confident was I in my heart’s desire. But I was wrong; he was right. There are times when other people—strangers, especially—can read you better than you can read yourself. Not long after we moved in, we visited the towns the estate agent had recommended, and I immediately regretted not having listened to him. To this day, I still troll property websites for homes in those same towns. As the adage goes, it really is about “location, location, location,” because on the days when your house wears you down, there is no place like town.

We bought the Brixham house and moved in. It took our furniture easily. We painted, redid the kitchen; put in bookcases and a wood-burning stove in the living room. The house was entirely comfortable.

When I would mention to friends that we had moved to Devon, their mouths would drop, their shoulders would relax, their eyes would glaze with envy. “You lucky bastards,” they would say. When they visited us, their envy was confirmed: the house was “chocolate box,” the town’s laid-back lifestyle was idyllic. Even the weekend pirates who descended on the town in full Johnny Depp and growling “Arrrr” gave a bit of cheesy charm to the place. A walk up the high street, where I did my grocery shopping at the butcher’s and the green grocer’s, guaranteed a wave back from the merchants. I felt like the reborn Scrooge who became a friend to all. I got involved in my local church. Our neighbours were lovely. There were days when I had to pinch myself that I was living in this little slice of heaven.

As for the house, it was like a rambunctious, eager-to-please Labrador, happy to be teased with paint colours and furniture arrangements, anything to save it from holiday-home hell and restore it to a permanent family home. Our talk became inclusive of the house, as in: “The house would look nice in this colour.” Or, “This would look great in the house.” Or, “Should we do this to the house?” Or, “If we go away, what should we do with the house?” In fact, the house became The House, as if it were an animated entity. When a gutter leaked like a dripping nose, we rushed to tend to it. Each month the window cleaner would arrive, and you could feel The House perk up as it welcomed the pampering. In the evenings, when The Husband and I snuggled on our sofa in front of the roaring fire, I could not help thinking that The House was relaxing, too, smiling benignly at its wonderful owners who coddled and loved it. It was like the third person in our marriage, and we were absolutely fine with that. I adored The House.

And then I did not.

Never have I fallen so completely and irrevocably out of love with a home as I did with this one. This loss of affection had nothing to do with The House itself: I would have happily picked it up and moved it elsewhere had that been possible. The problem was where it had been planted, and when the issue involves location, there is no option but to move. The pluses of the location, the ones of convenience that had seduced me, were many, but the few negatives carried more weight. We had viewed the house in February, which gave no clue to the tourist traffic nightmare that awaited us. At the first whiff of summer, cars and trucks whizzing past our front door became intolerable. Impatient drivers, caught up in the traffic-clotted narrow street, would lean on their horns and swear. Not the nice swearing, either, the sort done under the breath, but the bullying kind that spews the worst possible language at full bray. If it wasn’t the cars and their drivers, it was the motorbikes. From April to November, the town’s drug trade shifted into full gear, and numerous times an hour we endured the razor-like rip and whine of motorbikes gunning it back and forth as the dealers delivered their wares. A writer requires a certain level of quiet, though in my case not necessarily absolute silence: I can write with power drills and jackhammers in the background, but not with people swearing and motorbikes screaming.

Then there were the seagulls. No one had warned us about the seagulls.

Our first memory of Brixham was of driving into the town and watching masses of gulls wheel and dip against a steel-wool sky, white feathers lit by a single shard of sun that had penetrated dense stratocumulus clouds. We could not hear them—our car windows were rolled up tightly against the threat of rain—but even with the windows down I doubt we would have noticed. Their languid arabesques muted all our other senses and transported us to imaginary childhood memories of seaside holidays. This was Famous Five territory. Enid Blyton awaited us with sand pail and shovel in hand.

How quickly seagulls go from being the siren of playful days at the beach to the siren that drives you to consider self-harm or murder. Noisy, dirty scavengers. By night they kept us awake; by day they terrorized us in our garden.

I had decided to turn the shed at the top of our garden into a writing studio, but this did not sit well with the seagulls. As I repainted the shed and stocked it with my supplies and writing totems, a pair of gulls perched on a nearby roof, monitoring my movements like Gestapo agents, screaming their disapproval to their brethren, who seconds later swooped in and joined the squawk of displeasure. I persisted. But hunched over my laptop, working up my thoughts, I could hear the seagulls land on the shed roof with a great thud and stomp back and forth, their gnarly talons scraping the abrasive asphalt felting like fingernails on a chalkboard. I would emerge from the shed and yell and shake my fist at them; they would step up their assault, dive-bombing and pelting me with their guano. Eventually, I surrendered. I packed up my laptop, files, writing materials, and carried them back down the perilous steps, into the house and up two flights of stairs, where I set up camp in a spare bedroom. Which faced the road with the bumper-to-bumper traffic and the swearing drivers.

Moving my study inside did not silence the seagulls. They were particularly vociferous during their breeding and nesting seasons, but even in the off-season they made an unholy racket. At 3 a.m. one morning, they inexplicably erupted into a wild round of screeching that sounded like a party of toddlers having a go at one another with baseball bats and knives in the ball pool at Ikea. The Husband, who is a friend to nature and is so gentlemanly that his face winces and his body jerks when he hears profanity, shot up in bed and shouted, “WHEN THE FUCK ARE THEY GOING TO SHUT UP?” The seagulls were turning us into ugly versions of ourselves, driving us away as quickly as they had ensnared us.

Another big negative was that natural light was an infrequent visitor in our home. The narrow road we lived on was bordered on both sides by towering terraced homes that blocked virtually all available light and sense of the outdoors from the ground level of our home. We had to climb two flights of stairs to view the sky and get a true picture of the weather conditions. Something had to give.

Surreptitiously at first, I began to troll the property websites. As desperation mounted, I called estate agents and arranged for viewings of other homes. We would return from these outings and slink in the front door, not wanting to offend The House, not wanting it to know what we had been up to. But The House knew. It could tell we had been out admiring another house; it could smell the cleaning products of a rival on our clothes; it could read our distracted expressions, our lost affection as we wrestled with how to break the news to it. I sensed it glowering at us, hands on hips, scolding, “You’ve been seeing other houses. I know you have. You shameful two-timers!”

The House was all wrong for me for other reasons. I thought I would be happy living a small-town life, but I was not. I felt cut off from the wider world. I wanted more: more culture, more discourse, more diversity, nicer shops, galleries, a cinema, more anonymity, and I began to not only resent the absence of these things but mourn them like the loss of oxygen. Each time we drove back into town after being away for a few hours or a few days I could feel a part of me dying inside.

I DO NOT KNOW WHAT went through The Husband’s head that day when we parted at Gatwick’s security cordon, or his first reaction upon reading the note that lay under his pillow. For me, I adopted a fearless, stoic resolution that you only see on the faces of veterans of war. I marched resolutely through security, sat patiently in the departures lounge while flipping through property websites, and then boarded the flight. Settled into my window seat, I stared tight jawed at the tarmac beyond and took a deep breath. “We have to move,” I finally said aloud to no one in particular, after having repeated the phrase so many times to myself.
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The Foundation Is Set

Moving has been in my blood, has been my way of life since my earliest years, but the crucial support framework necessary for a lifetime of moving house was not as robust as it could have been.

I was born in Toronto, in the midst of a baby boom and a building boom. The city was reinventing itself for the modern age, and by extension so was its citizenry. Time to shake off that colonial past, develop some can-do spirit, give Hog Town a cosmopolitan makeover. The urgency for progress was dizzying, as if the city had just discovered a cache of mortar that had to be used up. Like all new things, everyone wanted it yesterday. You might be able to renovate a house virtually overnight, but not an entire city or its population. It would be many decades before a whiff of cosmopolitanism descended on Toronto the Good. In the meantime, the movers and shakers had set about redrawing the city, and they were assembling cranes and hoisting up the wrecking ball. Down came the old and dowdy; up went the tall and shiny. Houses, office buildings, hospitals, schools, shopping malls.

My generation was the lucky beneficiary of this modernization scheme. We entered brand-new schools where everything was pristine: there was not so much as a film of chalk dust in the classrooms or worn varnish on the gymnasium floors. I experienced this over and over, because by the time I was nine years old, I had already lived in three houses and attended five different schools. The pattern was firmly imprinted.

Psychologists today would have lots to say about the impact of a peripatetic life on a youngster. Perhaps back then there was a body of work that revealed disturbing statistics on the subject, some insight into the effects on so-called army brats—the children of servicemen and -women who were frequently uprooted from one military base to another with their parents. But for the most part no one considered the emotional, psychological, or social ramifications that numerous moves had on a child. My parents certainly did not. Neither of them was in the armed forces; they just moved a lot. Had there been any such research, they would not have paid it the slightest heed. Especially my mother. She was the reason we always moved.

I do not recall my young self being particularly flustered about moving from one house to another. I had tried to absorb it as an adventure, an opportunity to explore new places and meet a new tribe of youngsters who were ready to play with me. I tried to rationalize moving as a normal part of life: that all families moved into a house, lived there for a while, then packed up and moved to a different one. Like musical chairs, but with houses.

Except that my apparent amenability was a ruse, a necessary coping mechanism to please my parents so they would not worry about me. The reality for me was that moving was a black hole that sucked out familiar friends and hurtled me into an unknown universe to make new ones. Sure, being part of the great baby boom meant there was no shortage of young playmates, but for a shy, anxious child like me this was no consolation. I acquired—as if by osmosis—chameleon attributes: seeking the background, adopting a muted expression. I wore the mask of the polite and deferential; of the easygoing and compliant that, while not at all my natural character, would at least score friends. If I knew anything at that age, it was that no one likes a bossy-boots, and you are more likely to attract friends if you appear submissive.

It was the finality of moving that disturbed me, of being wrenched from the familiar and tossed into a quadrant far away with no hope of returning. Nowadays, when I track our various homes on a map of Toronto, I am surprised at how close they are in relation to one another. But distance is an abstract concept when you are nine years old and do not drive: tell a kid that you are moving four miles away and you might as well tell them you are moving to Saturn.

Moving is said to make a person more resilient, more able to adapt and integrate into different social situations. That was the reasoning my parents used. But it was not my experience: I grew more sensitive, more aware of how different our family was. An invisible line of demarcation between the normal and “us” was cleaved into my understanding. I felt like an outsider.

My mother was unimpressed with my sentimental attachment to friends. I confided in her my doubts about moving, my fears about missing my friends, but she scoffed, “Friends do not matter. You’ll forget them the moment we’re in our new home. New home, new friends.”

No, I thought, that cannot be right: Friends are vital for people like me. They are facilitators and guides to the complexity of neighbourhoods, schoolyards, relationships, and life in general. My circle of friends was small, but they were good, loyal pals who were savvier than I.

My best friend was Cheryll. She lived one street over from me in the then new suburb of Don Mills. She and I had met in kindergarten, and we formed one of those adhesive friendships that, if you are lucky, will accompany you through life. Crucially, Cheryll had a grasp of the world that I lacked, and through her I learned how life operated outside the tightly controlled home of my parents. What I was to appreciate decades later was that childhood friends are the glue of one’s past: who else remembers you as that tentative, awkward kid but a friend from primary school?

Still, I had to trust that what my mother said about friends was true, even if she refused to acknowledge that my personality made it difficult for me to make new friends. Then she said something so shocking that it lodged itself permanently in my consciousness: “People are important, but they will not get you ahead in life. Only property can do that. Remember that. Property first, people second.”

Her words stunned me and confused my green world concerning the nature of relationships. How could she say such a thing? Hadn’t we just learned in Sunday school that passage from John saying something about there being no greater demonstration of love than that of someone laying down his life for his friends? Not laying down his life for his property; for his friends.

I argued the point with my mother. This moving thing was grossly unfair. She stood her ground.

“Don’t be so sensitive. You need to roll with the punches. You need to toughen up.”

“But what about your friends?” I finally said with as much petulance as I could get away with without being spanked or sent to my room.

“Your father and I will make new ones, just like you will.”

They did. Of course they did. They had a car and a telephone, and so their social circle expanded exponentially and effortlessly, whereas my social circle shrank because it was constantly being redrawn.

Exploratory forays into each new neighbourhood confirmed for me that my family was different, perhaps even weird in terms of their frequent moves. My opener when meeting potential playmates was “How long have you lived here?” It astonished me to meet people who had lived in the same house for more than four years. Or who had been born in their home; had only known the house they were living in. In turn, they reacted with suspicion when I rhymed off the places where I had lived, regaling them the way an intrepid explorer might regale fellow adventurers around a tavern table but who in the midst of the telling rapidly recognizes how foolhardy it must sound.

“Why do you have to move so much?” my playmates quizzed.

“I have no idea.”

WHEN I THINK BACK to all the homes of my childhood, the one that resonates most strongly is Larkfield Drive. Perhaps the reason has to do with the fact that I was young; that it is the first home I remember, and that it was the only brand-new home we ever lived in. Larkfield Drive was in the new experimental development of Don Mills, and it was here that my world view was formed.

The area encompassing Don Mills was settled in 1817. Its name was conferred by Elizabeth Simcoe, wife of John Graves Simcoe, Upper Canada’s first lieutenant-governor, who in 1793 wrote that the river that ran through this area east of the city of York (now Toronto) reminded her of the River Don in her home county of Yorkshire.

From the time Earth was formed up until the mid-1950s, Don Mills was largely untamed, an area of gentle hills, forests, rivers wending innocently through a landscape that gradually included farmland and pastures. A few miles away, Toronto was racing toward its hopeful status as Centre of the Universe: immigrants were arriving weekly to supply labour to a growing host of industries, businesses, and services. Expansion was furious. Bucolic Don Mills remained virtually untouched, until it bumped up against dump trucks and planning schematics, and then redevelopment pounced swiftly. In 1950, Don Mills was home to about two dozen farms; five years later, it was home to about fifteen thousand new homes—the first planned residential community in Canada, and a blueprint for future North American cities.

Don Mills was built around the Bauhaus principles of its founder Walter Gropius, a pioneer of modern architecture. The movement gained traction in post–Second World War North America, where it was lauded, or criticized, depending on your sensibilities, for its radical house designs: angular and sculptural in appearance; low to the ground, with split-level layouts. Oddly, while espousing leading-edge designs and worthy principles about green spaces, Bauhaus exerted draconian control and conformity, and it became one of those creative movements that sees itself as so ahead of the curve that it fails to recognize its own hypocrisy: to wit, streetscapes were subject to regulated design edicts, and homeowners were forbidden to change the colour of their homes, not even the front door.

My parents’ home at 10 Larkfield Drive (since demolished and replaced by one of those monster homes that have bullied their way into older suburban enclaves) was a popular model in the development: a split-level, three-bedroom home with a broad, obtuse roofline. The front entrance was a recessed courtyard with irregular windows whose shapes mimicked the roofline. On the main level was a study/den, and behind it an open-plan dining/living room with a large glass wall and door that faced the backyard and patio. The kitchen, small but functional, had a side door that my brother and I were instructed to use whenever we came indoors from playing outside. The upstairs was compact: three bedrooms and a bathroom. Below the main floor were two lower levels: the first led to our family room, with its green-marbled linoleum floor; one more level down was the cellar, where the laundry was done and where my dad kept his few tools, though it could not be said that he was in any way handy.

Where our house differed from those of my friends was in its interior. My friends’ homes had furniture with straight sides, glossy surfaces, sofas and chairs of easy comfort, the type of furniture that suited a Bauhaus home. Our furniture was unusually shaped, embellished with carvings, turned feet, winged armrests, filigreed handles. Mahogany chairs, tables, sideboards, and cabinets looked distinctly out of place in this modern surrounding, like a group of elderly gentlemen who have wandered into a rave. That my mother referred to some of the pieces by name, such as “the Adam” and “the Chippendale,” added to the weirdness, and made my friends snicker.

“Why does she have names for her furniture?”

“I think they are like her pets,” I gamely said.

Indeed, my mother stroked, buffed, nurtured, doted on her furniture, and ensured the pieces were in prizewinning condition. Young fingers were discouraged from touching them; the bite would have been severe. At the same time, that furniture, erect and imperious, appeared to hold us all to account, and the collection sat among us as if it were doing us a huge favour by deigning to live in suburbia.

Outside our Victorian/Bauhaus home, newness reigned—in the young fledgling trees planted throughout the subdivision that grew quickly and softened the harsh geometric shapes of the houses; in the smell of freshly rolled-out turf; in the slick, shiny blacktop driveways; and in the thousands of smartly dressed young families and their babies who moved into the area. It was like a specific demographic had been selected to colonize the area, and we were its pioneers.

The writer John Cheever, who hated the suburbs but ended up living in one, lamented in an article that appeared in Esquire in 1960: “My God, the suburbs! They encircled the city’s boundaries like enemy territory, and we thought of them as a loss of privacy, a cesspool of conformity and a life of indescribable dreariness in some split-level village where the place name appeared in The New York Times only when some bored housewife blew off her head with a shotgun.”

But Don Mills was not a cesspool of “indescribable dreariness”: it was the place to live if you were young and ambitious, which my parents were. The average homeowner was between twenty and thirty years old, and included journalists, actors, artists, academics, advertising and marketing professionals, TV performers and writers.

An occasional visitor to our home was Robert Homme, who wrote and starred in the popular children’s TV program The Friendly Giant. My brother and I were explicitly instructed by our parents to address him as “Mr. Homme” and not by his TV name of “Friendly.” Mr. Homme happened to drop by one evening—obviously not wearing his alter ego’s Robin Hood–type tunic and tights—to speak with my father. My brother and I were getting ready for bed, and Mr. Homme asked my parents for the honour of reading us a bedtime story. That is how he phrased it: “the honour.” His humility touched me; if anything, it was an honour for us to be read to by the Friendly Giant. I have never forgotten his courteousness and gentleness, or his comforting, sonorous voice. Nor have I forgotten my awe: “Wow, Friendly is reading us a bedtime story!”

Larkfield Drive was as singsong sunny and carefree as its name implies. The sky was preternaturally cerulean; the air as clear and clean as a new pane of glass; the grass and shrubs in our large backyard as glossy as polished tsavorite. When my mind’s eye roams the streetscape in front of our house, however, the grass is always, curiously, parched; as gold as a wheat field. I have wondered about this many times: why the backyards of my imagination are green and lush, while the front yards are dry and pale. Perhaps from the vantage point of a youngster the terrain beyond our property was a metaphorical wasteland: that life beyond our home had yet to bloom and colour for me, while the backyard where I played was as green as I was.

I barely remember the winters; what is fixed in my mind are the summers—long, hot, humid summers of perpetual sunshine alternating against a soundtrack of lawn mowers and the high-pitched drone of the cicadas.

Mr. Tamaki, our gardener, kept the property trimmed and our trees, shrubs, and flowers blooming in orderly profusion. My parents also employed a cleaning lady. Mrs. Kaiser was young, beautiful, and blond, and she went through our home cheerfully dusting, vacuuming, and washing. At the end of the day, she would slip into the bathroom to change her clothes, and emerge minutes later in a plain but figure-enhancing shift, makeup applied and hair done up in a slight beehive. She would wait patiently by the front door for the arrival of Mr. Kaiser, young, blond, and handsome at the wheel of a gleaming red convertible. Mrs. Kaiser would lift a patterned scarf over her neat coiffure and tie it under her pretty chin, don a pair of white-framed sunglasses, and when smiling Mr. Kaiser arrived, she would elegantly slide into the white-leather passenger seat and with a gloved hand would wave us goodbye. As we waved back, I often wondered why the cleaning lady was more glamorous and happier than the people for whom she worked. A few years later, after our black Monarch finally and blessedly bit the dust, my father bought an ice-blue Ford Galaxy 500 convertible. We could at least pretend to be the Kaisers, pretend that we were cool and carefree when we went out for long drives—at least until my mother insisted that we stop at every antique shop along the way.

I was permitted to have friends over to play, but not when Mrs. Kaiser was there, or when my mother had a telephone interview to conduct (she was a columnist for the local paper), or when my father was at home. We could play on the front or back lawn, but only if Mr. Tamaki was not there working and only if we were quiet. My father had a low tolerance of children; my mother subscribed to the Doris Lessing school of parenting: “There is nothing more boring for an intelligent woman than to spend endless amounts of time with small children.” To my parents, play was a waste of time and children were a boisterous interruption to their quiet, smarter pursuits. Their eyeballs rolled whenever my brother and I pleaded with them to play in the sandbox with us, and if they relented, it came across as a huge sacrifice and never lasted more than three minutes. They did not want to play with us or converse with us; they conveyed to us that they had better things to do.

Eventually, my brother and I stopped asking. After all, we had an entire neighbourhood of playmates. Every home had at least one child. A notable exception was our next-door neighbours, a generous and childless couple, the MacDonnells, who kept a large freezer in their carport stocked with Popsicles and freezies, and who invited us kids to help ourselves. It was a child’s paradise: all you had to do was walk out the front door and there would be a kid or three waiting to throw a ball or go for a bike ride or ask you to play house.

My parents’ social circle was equally abundant. On the weekends, they had lively dinner parties, to which my brother and I were explicitly not invited. Bathed, readied for bed in our crisp pyjamas, we were allowed to greet the guests and to take their coats to my parents’ bedroom, but once all the guests had arrived, we were shooed off to our rooms and ordered not to come out. I always disobeyed. I would sit on a step hidden from view of the main floor, and listen to adult gossip and laughter, stealing a peek at the women in their shimmering pearls, the flared skirts of their satiny dresses rhythmically swinging and swishing to the music on the hi-fi. I enjoyed the house when it was filled with adults, and I loved seeing my parents in high spirits, laughing with their friends. But when the guests had left and the evidence of the party was cleaned up, they retreated into their silent lives—my mother to her writing, my father behind a newspaper or book. Occasionally, my mother would break the silence and monotony by mentioning that she had seen a new house—it was always coded as “having possibilities.” Something seemed to catch her fancy every week. Dad would lower his newspaper and listen to her avidly. He never discouraged her, nor did he ever encourage her, but he nonetheless would agree to go along “just to take a look” at her new discovery.

Move? Why was that necessary? And why was I not being consulted?

Being young sucked. I bristled against the powerlessness of childhood, and against not being allowed to express my emotions and feelings. Oh, the insignificance of being so young, and of having to weather the miserly affections of adults. I craved my parents’ attention and love, but it was as if they were withholding it until my brother and I grew up and became interesting. Furthermore, I sensed that if I did not share their interests, there would be no hope of me having any kind of a relationship with them.

If my parents could not wait for my brother and I to grow out of childhood, I
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