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        The job of the artist is always to deepen the mystery.
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      August, 2017

      I sat sweltering in a suit and tie, staring at Dad’s open casket. We’d never been close. I’d always imagined his funeral would be no big deal, sloughing off bad memories like so much dead skin. However, his sudden death had left me reeling. I should have visited, been kinder, more sympathetic.

      As the minister’s generic eulogy droned on, I put my arm around Mom. She has dementia and was sobbing quietly. Uncle Glen had stuffed her into one of his late wife’s designer dresses and paid a trendy Toronto stylist to make her up. She looked as embalmed as Dad.

      Uncle Glen sat beside us. Big-time real estate developer. Hadn’t seen him in years, not since he’d moved his side of the family to England. He looked tanned and tailored, ringmaster extraordinaire, PT Barnum redux. Only, I noticed he was moving slower these days, his face dotted with sun spots, hair thin and patchy.

      Dad would have hated the line of gawkers parading past his coffin, looking down on him like they did in life. He’d wanted something simple: cremation and his ashes scattered to the four winds. Instead, Uncle booked the largest church available, filled the chancel and transepts with flowers and the pews with drinking buddies eager for a booze-soaked wake. We Fredricks had always been a toxic clan. Dad resented Glen’s success. Uncle Glen had hoped Mom would run off with him. The sisters-in-law circled each other, warily. Dad turned to booze—his death the result of a drunken fall. Me? I became a struggling artist, escaping into my own little world.

      It was Uncle Glen’s turn to go up and read some hastily prepared notes: hypocrisy writ large about a brother’s love and the importance of family. I pictured Dad rising from his coffin and plunging a stake through his brother’s sanctimonious heart. But there were no miracles or second comings that morning. Dad lay mute, martyr to the end.

      Now came my turn. I hadn’t prepared anything. I decided to wing it, to say whatever came into my head. To finally be honest. I stumbled up to the brass podium and fumbled with the mic. ‘Dad hated fancy funerals,’ I blurted, motioning toward the ornate altar. ‘Pomp and Platitude is how he’d describe this. It’s no secret my father, John Fredrick, was a drunk. He lived a hard life, losing his home, livelihood and sense of purpose. Suffering from chronic depression, he struggled to provide for his family, caring for ailing parents and becoming his wife’s caregiver. Yet he was stoic to the end, the Unknown Soldier fighting life’s losing battle. Praise is wasted on the dead, he used to say. Instead, honour the living. They’re the ones left cleaning up the shit.’

      You could hear a pin drop as I stepped away from the podium. Returning to my seat, I glanced over at Dad one last time. I think he was smiling.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Uncle Glen booked a table for three at Mom’s favourite restaurant, a cozy Italian place in east Toronto featuring a Neapolitan singer on Fridays. I ordered Mom a pasta dish but she barely picked at it. Instead, she stared vacantly out the window, drifting in and out of the conversation like a scrap of paper caught in the wind.

      Uncle Glen had come directly from the wake, stinking of booze, still stinging from my eulogy. He slumped into his chair and promptly ordered a scotch. He leaned over, glaring at me. ‘Self-righteous little shit,’ he hissed under his breath. ‘You’re lucky I was in town. Your mother didn’t know where anything was, not the will, the power of attorney, not even you. Good thing I remembered the name of that dimwit friend of yours.’

      ‘Rob…? I’m amazed you remember him.’

      ‘How could I forget? The idiot tipped my liquor trolley into the pool.’

      ‘That must have been one hell of a bottle of Scotch.’

      ‘A single malt Glen Grant ’48,’ he replied, the tragedy seared into his memory like it was 9/11. ‘I pulled a lot of strings to get that church,’ he added. ‘You should be grateful.’

      ‘Dad wasn’t even Anglican.’

      ‘You didn’t even say thank you. The brooding artiste…!’ He took a swig, before continuing. ‘I’ve read the will. Your father left your mom a few low-interest RRIFs. That’s all.’

      ‘At least he wasn’t in debt.’

      Uncle sighed. ‘Wealth comes from spending other people’s money, not your own.’

      ‘I thought wealth came from robbing your workers.’

      He frowned. ‘Where’d you read that? In Das Kapital?’

      ‘I was quoting from your company’s mission statement.’

      Uncle turned redder than he already was.

      ‘Don’t fight,’ Mom said, picking up on the hostile vibe, whether she understood or not.

      So Uncle and I resorted to chit-chat, reminiscing about Clearview, Uncle’s former hobby farm located northwest of Toronto in the Caledon Hills. Each year, my parents and I would spend a week there, going for picnic lunches by the river and passing rainy evenings listening to Uncle’s direct-to-disc recordings. As you might imagine, it didn’t take long to exhaust the happy memories. Uncle Glen and I fell silent. He slouched back into his chair, glancing over at the woman he’d once desired, so thin and frail. The way he saw it, now she was just another problem to manage.

      Coffee arrived. Uncle checked his watch, impatience printed across his craggy face. ‘Your mother’s going to need round-the-clock care,’ he said, speaking as if she wasn’t there. ‘I still own an interest in Northgate Lodge. You may have heard of it. It’s a care facility north of the city. One of the few Canadian investments I held on to when I moved the family to the UK. The place is secure and well managed. I’ve even heard the food’s not bad.’

      He offered to cover the cost. ‘Her pension won’t,’ he stated matter-of-factly. ‘And you’re financially in no position.’

      I knew his offer would solve a lot of problems. Only, I’d read the home was one of the worst privately run facilities in the province: chronically understaffed and with a meagre seven-dollar-a-day food allocation per resident. The only laundering going on was the money that built the place. As for the unresolved health infractions, they were surpassed only by regular viral and bacterial outbreaks. Mom and I never saw eye-to-eye. Growing up, I often felt the back of her hand. Even so, I couldn’t condemn her to this.

      I glanced at Uncle’s smug face. ‘I’m not putting her in a home,’ I told him, flatly.

      I was relieved Mom didn’t appear to be listening, distracted by a boisterous Labrador pup romping with its owner outside the restaurant window.

      Uncle shrugged. With more than 32,000 seniors waiting for beds in the province, he knew I’d be back begging, sooner or later.

      ‘Then tell me how you plan to take care of her?’

      I had no plan. Everything had happened so quickly. She’d need a caregiver for sure. And something better than an artist’s garret, if she moved in with me. I couldn’t see how I’d make it work. But I wasn’t admitting that to him. Not yet, anyway.

      Am I protecting Mom, or just trying to show Uncle who’s boss?

      ‘Sleep on it,’ Uncle counseled. ‘Let me know before I head back to London.’

      I glanced over at Mom, her attention now focused on a bearded balloon of a man passing our window.

      ‘That’s him!’ she exclaimed.

      ‘Who, Ethyl?’ Uncle inquired.

      ‘That man,’ she said, pointing excitedly. ‘He roasts squirrels on my roof. I’ve seen him do it!’

      I told you so was written all over Uncle’s face.

      A waiter came by to refill our water glasses. We sat listening to the ice cubes cracking.

      ‘Ever hear from Anne?’ Uncle asked, presently. ‘I assume you two keep in touch?’

      I shook my head. I hadn’t heard from his daughter since they’d moved to London thirty years ago. I had a crush on her, back then. She got me interested in art.

      ‘How’s she doing?’ I asked.

      ‘Runs an art gallery in Mayfair.’

      I was impressed. And more than a little envious. Of course she’d had every advantage, going to private school and enjoying an unlimited allowance.

      ‘Send her my best,’ I said.

      ‘I can’t. She’s severed all ties.’

      ‘What do you mean by severed?’

      ‘Refuses to have anything to do with me. We haven’t spoken in months.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Damned if I know. It was shortly after her divorce.’

      ‘I didn’t know she was married.’

      ‘She eloped. I tried to talk her out of it but she wouldn’t listen. Thank God they didn’t have kids.’

      ‘You didn’t want to be a grandfather?’

      ‘She’d make a lousy mother. No patience.’

      He stopped to pour back his drink. ‘It’s no secret my daughter and I have had our differences. Meredith and I indulged her too much. She was never satisfied. Everything had to go her way.’

      ‘I remember when we were kids, she told me she hated boarding school. She got bullied a lot.’

      Uncle looked defensive. ‘She made contacts in private school, contacts that helped launch her gallery.’

      ‘Kids need love.’

      ‘She was spoiled rotten. Imagine if you’d been given those advantages!’

      ‘They were broke!’

      ‘I would have sent you. Your parents turned me down.’

      ‘Yeah, right,’ I said, dismissively. I turned to Mom, surprised to find her listening. ‘Is that true, Mom? Did Uncle Glen offer to send me to private school?’

      She nodded without hesitation. But did she really understand the question? Patients with dementia can be good at masking.

      Uncle Glen smiled. ‘In your little speech, you said your father lived a hard life. John needn’t have. His pride got in the way. Or maybe it was the drinking. Either way, you paid the price.’

      ‘Dad didn’t trust you, not after you sold the farm out from under us.’

      ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake! It was going into receivership!’

      ‘Don’t fight,’ Mom interjected.

      ‘It’s fine, Ethyl,’ Uncle Glen reassured. ‘Bill and I are just having a little chat.’

      I squeezed Mother’s hand. ‘It’s been a long day, Mom. Let’s get you home. You must be tired.’ I wrapped her thin nylon jacket around her shoulders and began helping her to her feet.

      ‘Don’t leave just yet,’ my uncle said, his voice softening. He suddenly looked sad and lonely. Caught up in my own grief, I’d failed to acknowledge his. But as I helped Mom back into her chair, I got the impression there was something else on Uncle’s mind, something that had little to do with Dad’s passing.

      ‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘Is it about Anne?’

      ‘Yes,’ he finally confessed. ‘I was hoping you might reach out to her. Get her to call me so we can sort things out.’

      ‘You can pick up the phone as easily as I can.’

      ‘I have. Many times.’

      ‘You’re the one who always talked about persistence.’

      ‘You don’t understand, Bill. Overnight, I’m poison. She turns and runs at the sight of me. It makes no sense. She’s even taken out a restraining order. Can you believe it? Against her own father!’

      The last thing I needed was to get dragged into another family squabble. What could I say that would make any difference? I hadn’t seen Anne in years. She’d think I was meddling. And she’d be right.

      ‘You two need to sort this out yourselves,’ I told him.

      ‘With a restraining order in effect?!’

      ‘Try your sister,’ I suggested. ‘Get Aunt Lottie to play go-between. Last I heard, she still lives in London.’

      Uncle Glen grunted. ‘Lottie?! I haven’t spoken to that cow in years, not since I set her up with Richard. How was I to know he was a fruit.’

      I frowned. ‘The term is “gay”.’

      ‘Whatever. The point is it wasn’t my fault he fucked off. She blames me for introducing him! How wacko is that?!’

      Mom was getting agitated again. ‘Don’t fight,’ she repeated.

      ‘I need to get Mom home,’ I said.

      Uncle Glen nodded. He touched Mom’s arm. ‘You get some rest, Ethyl. Okay?’ He looked over at me. ‘We can pick this up tomorrow.’

      I told Uncle I’d think it over. Not that I wanted to but given Mom’s state, I knew I had to keep my options open.
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      Mom’s apartment was on the tenth floor of a featureless Sixties’ era shoebox overlooking the Don Valley Parkway. It once offered an unobstructed view of the Toronto skyline, but now was blocked by a labyrinth of newer builds and construction cranes.

      The beige apartment’s narrow entrance led to a small living area next to a galley kitchen. A single bedroom located along a short hallway to the right adjoined the only bathroom.  The place smelled of stale cooking and derelict dreams. I helped Mom onto the burnt-orange sectional. I still needed to get some food into her. She’d barely touched her meal at the bistro. I checked the fridge, but there was nothing apart from a couple of bottles of Ensure, so I headed across to the local convenience store. When I returned with a few provisions, Mom was already snoring on the couch. I pulled a blanket up around her shoulders, then sat in my dad’s old recliner, the sagging Naugahyde still conforming to the shape of his withered body.

      I watched Mom, sleeping soundly. I should have carried her to bed, but she looked so peaceful I was afraid to disturb her. Instead, I sat with her, trying to psyche myself up for the challenges ahead. I pictured sorting through Dad’s things: His clothes piled high, still waiting for laundry day, the Remington shaver clogged with grey hair, the old toothbrush, the musty files, yellowed accounts and bleached Kodak moments, all destined for green garbage bags and the curb.

      That night, I dreamed I was trundling Mom along beige corridors in Uncle Glen’s nursing home, past rooms that reeked of urine and disinfectant, toward the lunchroom to commune with the other lost souls over tapioca pudding. It was still early when I got up and crept past Mom into the kitchen. My cousin Anne was on my mind. I toyed with the idea of making a friend request to her on Facebook. But what would I say after thirty years? She’d ghosted me after the move. In my opinion, that sent a pretty clear message. No, as far as I was concerned, Uncle Glen was on his own.

      I returned to the living room. Mom was still curled up on the couch. I relived her harsh words, the slaps, the time she locked me in the closet, the ways she had of making you feel worthless. She was old school. Spare the rod, spoil the child. Empathy wasn’t in her vocabulary. I realized I’d never gotten over my rage. Still, she looked so vulnerable, lying there. Maybe it was a good thing she couldn’t remember. I resigned myself to Dad’s recliner where, eventually, I drifted into fitful sleep. I woke to sunlight streaming through the yellowed windowpanes, mildew thick as lace hanging in the stale air. I noticed the bathroom light was on. Mom was up. I stretched, then went into the kitchen to prepare breakfast.

      ‘You okay, Mom?’ I called, putting on my happy face. ‘Hope you’re hungry. I’m making omelets.’ She liked omelets.

      I didn’t expect a response. She was hard of hearing and her language skills were failing. I was just relieved she was up and about. Maybe this would be one of her good days. Better than mine, perhaps.
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      I reached for the greasy fry pan and a couple of plates, hoping the clatter would get her attention. But when I checked a few minutes later, she was still in the bathroom. I stood by the door and listened. Apart from the dull roar of traffic in the distance, I couldn’t detect a sound.

      I knocked. No answer. I tried the handle. The door was locked from inside. I knocked louder. Still no response. I began banging on the door, my adrenalin rising. Silence. Panicking, I tried kicking the door in. After a few attempts, the cheap plywood framing gave way. I found Mom lying unconscious on the bathroom floor, an empty bottle of pills beside her.
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      The ward was painted porridge grey and stunk of carbolic acid. Mom’s room, a semi-private shared with an octogenarian choking loudly, was cluttered with machines pumping away in gloomy syncopation. Through the rain-streaked window, grey skies framed a commercial wasteland, cleaved by an expressway clogged with morning traffic.

      I sat by Mom’s bed, holding her waxy hand and listening to her wheeze with the aid of an oxygen mask. The paramedics had managed to revive her. According to the duty nurse, her prognosis was good. Despite her mental state, her blood work indicated she was strong for someone in her condition. It wasn’t clear whether she’d tried to harm herself or whether she’d just gotten confused. But it confirmed what my uncle had said. She’d be impossible to manage without round-the-clock supervision.

      Uncle Glen’s name appeared on my cell but I didn’t pick up. He could wait.

      At some point, Mom managed to open her eyes. I squeezed her hand. She squeezed back. I asked her if she knew who I was. She turned her head toward me, breathing with difficulty, her parched lips trembling through the plastic mask. A thin voice rasped: ‘Bill…’

      She still knew me, even if her synapses were shredded.

      She struggled to say something. Unable to make her out, I leaned in. ‘Glen,’ she whispered.

      ‘Uncle Glen?’

      She nodded, grasping my hand tighter.

      ‘I’m sorry if we upset you last night.’

      She shook her head, struggling to communicate.

      ‘It’s okay, Mom. Rest.’

      She refused to loosen her grip.

      ‘What is it, Mom?’

      ‘Glen…’ she repeated, her voice trembling.

      ‘What about him?’

      At that point, the fog descended. She stared blankly at the ceiling. I gently pried my hand free as an orderly arrived to check on her intravenous drips. I went down to the cafeteria to get a coffee. Dog-tired, I secured the last available seat in the lounge. I sat, sipping my coffee surrounded by a sea of shipwrecked faces treading water.

      By the time I returned to the ward, Mom was sleeping peacefully. She resembled an over-sized rag doll. How different from the angry force of nature I’d once known, the frustrated diva rocking a hammock at Clearview. Why had Uncle been on her mind instead of Dad—or me, for that matter? Maybe it was the fact she hadn’t seen him in years. Or else, had his unscheduled visit triggered some long-lost memory?

      Mom had been unhappy for as long as I could remember. It was no secret her marriage had been one long purgatory. And because of her religious upbringing, divorce was out of the question, even if it meant making herself and everyone around her miserable. What I never fully understood was why Dad put up with it. Maybe, like Freud theorized, the abused ego rejects reality, preferring the gratifications of trauma. I vowed never to end up like him. At least, I kept telling myself that.

      I returned to the apartment to clean up the breakfast that never was, then leaned against the fridge, numb. I stayed that way for a good hour or more. Eventually, I called Uncle Glen and told him what had happened. He took the news stoically. He wanted to meet downtown for brunch. I wasn’t eager to spend more time with him, but I was too frazzled to think of an excuse. We agreed we’d meet at the Windsor Arms. After gathered up Mom’s nightgown and a few toiletries to take over to the hospital later on, I locked up.

      Needing a change of clothes myself, I stopped by my Eglington Avenue East bachelorette. It’s located over a Filipino bakery where the smell of fresh pandesal rolls permeates the walls, and a neon sign from the adjoining Shawarma restaurant turns my bedroom bordello pink each evening. Built in the early fifties, the place has fallen into disrepair, first the victim of indoor malls, then Internet shopping and now, time itself. Its tenants are an aging, disenfranchised tribe, dead-enders wedged between construction cranes and high rises. Talk of eviction hangs on everybody’s lips.

      My apartment smelled of oil paint and turpentine. In more hopeful times, I tried to give the place a bright studio look, painting everything a crisp white and scattering bleached Ikea furniture about. Now it was more a cluttered warehouse, canvases crowding every available nook and cranny and paint stains dotting the wood parkette.

      I threw out some expired milk from the kitchenette and fired up the air-conditioner, located in the front window in defiance of modern building codes. From here, I could see past the parking lot out to the street where workers in yellow hardhats were carving up the crumbling asphalt with pneumatic drills. After showering and changing into some clean clothes, I caught the Yonge subway, into downtown Toronto, where condos were sprouting like invasive species.

      Getting off at Bloor, where Stollery’s landmark clothing store had stood for nearly a century, I headed west past the rubble and wire fencing, assaulted by the clatter of cranes and jackhammers, as developers transformed the site into another faceless tower.

      Fortunately, it was only a short walk to the comparative peace of St. Thomas Street where I headed south to the Windsor Arms Hotel, once Uncle’s favourite spot for sealing deals over liquid lunches. The exterior still retained its historic character, but a massive renovation in the Nineties had stripped the interior of much of its original charm. Also gone was Three Small Rooms, once Toronto’s top restaurant for foodies.

      The day’s buffet featured a mountain of shrimp and smoked salmon, with a jazz pianist squeezed in like a lemon wedge behind the salad bar. There, he waged a losing battle over the din of diners. Uncle Glen had reserved a table near the front where I found him sweating in a blue linen suit, checking e-mail. He didn’t notice me at first, so I paused to observe him. He reminded me of a tree sloth wearing a hand-stitched Italian suit.

      Uncle glanced up and caught me staring. ‘What are you looking at?’ he asked, turning off his phone. ‘Sit down.’

      I pulled up the chair facing him.

      ‘How’s Ethyl doing?’ he inquired.

      ‘Mom’s stable. They’ve put her on suicide watch as a precaution. Personally, I think she just got confused.’

      ‘Either way, she’s going to need round-the-clock care.’

      I sighed. ‘I know, you said.’

      ‘Your father must have been a saint.’

      ‘He loved her.’

      ‘Things never turn out the way you expect.’

      A harried server arrived, filling our champagne glasses with mimosas.

      ‘I remember the night John and I first met your mom,’ Uncle recollected. ‘It was at a singles dance. No online dating in those days. She was wearing a yellow frock. And her hair was done up in the French style. Birkin bangs we used to call them. After a French movie actress.’

      ‘And the lux handbag,’ I added.

      ‘They should have named something after your mom,’ he said. ‘That kind of beauty doesn’t come along very often.’

      ‘So, you really did fancy her?’

      ‘Who wouldn’t? She was a gorgeous woman.’

      ‘It never went beyond that?’ I was hoping he’d finally fess up.

      Uncle scowled. ‘What kind of question is that?’

      ‘You and Dad were like sparring lions.’

      Uncle sighed. ‘We argued over the farm. Not your mother!’

      ‘Come on. I caught you ogling her more than once.’

      He went red in the face. ‘This is not the time!’

      I’d touched a nerve. But he was right. This wasn’t the day to dredge up dirty laundry. We moved on to more pressing issues.

      ‘I checked with the retirement home,’ Uncle said. ‘They keep a spare bed for emergencies. I can get her admitted on short notice.’

      ‘I refuse to have Mom warehoused, eating fish sticks and tapioca pudding.’

      ‘I would never do that to your mom. We’ll arrange regular caregivers. And have fresh food sent in. The rooms come with a fridge, microwave and hot plate. And there’s nothing stopping you from visiting and taking her out. Besides, I saw your parent’s apartment. Anything would be preferable to that dump.’

      ‘My parents were born in a farming community, like you. They thrived on fresh air and wide-open spaces. They were never meant for high rise living.’

      ‘I tried to help them.’

      ‘You helped yourself, Uncle, turning the family farm into a shopping mall. My dad told me how you lobbied the town for rezoning rights, then made a killing off the redevelopment.’

      ‘It was my home too. It wasn’t an easy decision.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘I did a hell of a lot more for them than you ever have.’

      ‘You turn everything into a competition.’

      ‘That’s how life is, Bill. It’s a lesson you’ve never learned.’

      ‘Money isn’t everything.’

      Uncle snorted. ‘You think like a child.’

      ‘And you think like a bitter old man. Even your own daughter hates you.’

      He pushed his chair back. ‘That was out of line.’

      I knew he was right. ‘I’m sorry, Uncle. I’m stressed out.’

      He grunted and pushed his chair back in. We moved on to what to do with Dad’s ashes.

      ‘He wanted them scattered over the farm,’ I said. ‘But thanks to your redevelopment, it’s covered in asphalt now.’

      Uncle suggested a nearby pioneer cemetery where a number of the Fredrick clan were buried. I said that would be fine. I told him he’d have to do the driving as I’d never learned. Not much point when you can’t afford a car.

      ‘You should have asked me for a job years ago,’ he chided. ‘Managed some of my properties. And still painted on the side. You still could.’

      ‘Art isn’t a sideline, for me,’ I replied. ‘I don’t measure success by bank balances.’

      Uncle shrugged. ‘Have it your way.’

      By now, the pianist had switched to Jerome Kern. The music had a light, upbeat feel but neither of us were in the mood. We went to the salad bar. I picked through the mountain of seafood, while Uncle stuck to green salad. Doctor’s orders, he told me. Afterward, he eased himself back into his chair, complaining about a degenerative disc.

      I asked him about his time in England. He brightened a bit, describing his latest dockyard venture. He said his company had done a string of EU projects, including infrastructure work in Germany and Italy. He’d invested wisely and built a tidy fortune. However, now it was 2017. Investors were jittery over Brexit. To diversify, he was piling his millions into high-end art.

      After another mimosa Uncle began boasting about his many acquisitions: mostly twentieth-century masters, many selling at auction for record-breaking prices. Even admitted his Riopelle had been acquired through a kickback scheme in Naples. He seemed proud about bending the rules, using tax havens and numbered accounts to turn truth and beauty transactional. He talked about an art consortium he’d joined, a syndicate that pooled resources to buy, promote and hold the works of trending artists, before dumping them at inflated prices.

      ‘Time it right,’ he said, ‘and you can double, even triple your investment.’

      ‘Doesn’t it bother you, manipulating somebody’s career like that?’ I asked. ‘After the selloff, no one’s going to touch that artist with a barge pole.’

      Uncle gave one of his characteristic shrugs. ‘The public has a short attention span. Besides, the art market is practically unregulated.’ Compassion had never been Uncle’s strong point. We moved on to coffee. ‘I bought a place in Berkshire,’ he informed. ‘It’s right on the Thames. You should come visit.’

      I pictured Uncle, rambling around in some dark, gloomy mansion like Citizen Kane searching for Rosebud. Or, in Uncle’s case, that lost bottle of premium malt.

      ‘I call it Clearview East,’ he said, ‘for nostalgia’s sake.’

      ‘Maybe someday, when I’ve saved up.’

      I knew the invite was really to get me to visit his daughter in London. I told him I didn’t want to be dragged into another family feud. I’d had enough to last a lifetime.

      ‘I don’t have much lifetime left,’ he said, pouring a generous helping of sugar into his Guatemalan Roast.

      ‘I’m sure Anne will come ‘round,’ I assured.

      ‘I think my daughter’s gallery is in trouble,’ he said, stirring his coffee. ‘I’ve offered advice but she never listened.’

      ‘Like father, like daughter?’

      He chuckled. ‘Your grandmother was the same: single-minded, tough as nails. So was Meredith. And Lottie. But your mom, she was the toughest of all.’

      By now, the brunch crowd was thinning out. I looked at my watch. I needed to get back to the hospital. ‘I’ll call you as soon as the crematorium releases Dad’s ashes,’ I said, motioning to the waiter for the bill.

      Uncle Glen reached for his wallet, pulling out his credit card. ‘Bill, I said I didn’t have a lot of time left. I mean it. I’ve got cancer. Stage four. A year at best.’

      First Dad, now Uncle! And Mom hanging by a thread. How was this possible?

      The waiter returned with the check. Uncle waved aside my credit card, checking over the tab before punching in his four-digit code.

      ‘Did you get a second opinion?’

      He nodded, stuffing his platinum card back in his wallet. ‘A second and a third. They all tell me the same thing.’

      ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.’

      He pushed his chair back, preparing to go. ‘You’d like Berkshire. Fresh country air, just like up at Clearview. I bought the place a year ago, before I got my diagnosis. I hope I’m around long enough to enjoy it.’ He stood up. ‘Tell your mom I’ll drop by this evening. And think about reaching out to Anne. If you do, her married name’s Dalton.’

      Uncle Glen gave my shoulder a squeeze as he passed. His touch felt unfamiliar. Like Dad, he wasn’t big on expressing affection. Yet the gesture felt strangely reassuring, as if there might actually be a heart beating under those silk threads. I watched him lumber off like a dinosaur.

      I reminded myself Uncle was transactional. He wanted something in return. But how do you turn down the request of a dying man?

      Maybe I should reconsider his offer.

      I finished my cappuccino and got up to leave. On my way out I passed the pianist. He was packing up, looking underappreciated. I dropped a tenner into his tip bowel and complimented him on the medley. He looked pleased someone had listened.
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      I signed into my Facebook account. In the search bar I typed in Anne Dalton. About a dozen women came up, but I had no trouble spotting the former Ms. Fredrick. She still had that Pre-Raphaelite beauty I remembered, all flaming red hair and azure eyes. Based on her photos, she’d aged well, not that I put much faith in curated media.

      According to her posts, Anne was now the uptown girl. The majority featured her in evening gowns, attending fancy balls or standing in front of new works at openings. For me, a special event was having a Starbucks instead of a Tim’s.

      I didn’t see Anne with anyone that might pass for an ex. Perhaps she’d already deleted him from her timeline. Either that or he was much older and portlier than I’d imagined.

      I hesitated sending a friend request. If she did a search, she’d discover my life was pretty sub-standard compared to hers. Maybe some things are best left as memories.

      Still, Uncle Glen was prepared to go the extra mile for Mom. I needed to reciprocate somehow, so I deleted the least flattering pictures on my site, leaving mainly my paintings, the majority being portraits of clients. Portraiture had always been my thing. Starting as a kid, I’d drawn dozens of head-and-shoulders of my cousin. She became my childhood muse.

      I pushed Add Friend, and was surprised to get an almost immediate response. She appeared astonished but delighted to hear from me. We started messaging, reliving how we’d bonded over art books while sprawling across her father’s button leather couch: art nerds scrutinizing each colour plate, soaking up new worlds and subversive ideas. Art had been our journey into the deep woods in search of magic. It was a new way of seeing. Of being. From that moment on, I wanted to become an artist.

      We exchanged numbers, texted, then spoke over the phone. I recognized her voice immediately: tart and sweet, like lemon squeezed over dark chocolate. She told me about her years studying fine art at the Courtauld Institute and how she later set up her first gallery in Notting Hill, before eventually moving on to Mayfair. It was a fairytale come true. She was privileged but, to her credit, she hadn’t squandered her opportunities.

      Although I attempted to insert Uncle Glen into the conversation, she wasn’t having it. In fact, she advised me to stay away from him. She called him toxic, but refused to explain why. It was clear I had my work cut out for me.

      I continued visiting Mom at the hospital twice a day. She was getting stronger and, occasionally, I managed to get scraps of conversation out of her. I told her about being in touch with her niece, but all she remembered about Anne was that she was ‘a brat’. Again, I asked her why she’d wanted to talk about Uncle Glen, hoping it might connect a synapse or two. It didn’t.

      The next day, I collected Dad’s ashes and returned to my parents’ empty apartment. It was painful going back. I kept expecting them to walk through the door at any moment. Instead, the place felt eerily quiet, save for the sound of neighbours putting their garbage down the chute. Maybe I was expecting the world to pause in silent tribute. But that day the world remained indifferent.

      I was resigned to the fact that Mom could never manage on her own again. If Uncle’s retirement home didn’t work out, she’d just have to move in with me. I notified the super, cancelled the lease and authorized transfer of Dad’s retirement savings into a joint account with Mom. I donated the furniture and dishes, including Dad’s recliner, to the Sally Ann, folded Mom’s better clothes into a suitcase and took the rest to the dumpster. However, I kept my dad’s watch, a few bits of jewelry and some pictures, including a photo taken at Clearview. Uncle Glen must have taken it, or else Aunt Meredith. Mom and Dad were standing stiffly, holding hands and smiling at the camera. Anne and I were in the picture too, standing on either side of them, looking like startled deer.

      I stuffed the best photos into my backpack, looked around the apartment one last time, then gently closed the door after me. Dropping off the keys in the super’s office, I walked away, making a point not to look back.
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      The following day, my uncle rented us a long black Mercedes the size of a hearse. Subtlety had never been his strong suit. We drove an hour northwest to the tiny cemetery where both my grand-and-great-grandparents are buried. The area stank of diesel fumes from the eighteen-wheelers thundering past. Cut off by highway, the graveyard had once adjoined the Fredrick farm, now a tangle of malls and townhouses stretching to infinity. Uncle Glen looked shocked. He vowed to have the cemetery grounds restored.

      It was hot and humid as we struggled through the underbrush, clearing away highway litter like jungle explorers. Uncle Glen quickly flagged, sweat soaking through his linen suit. He reminded me of Sydney Greenstreet in search of the Maltese Falcon. Eventually we uncovered the family headstone hidden under a thicket of weeds, the name Fredrick all but obscured by moss. We’d brought a spade and put it to use digging a small hole to bury the urn, then stood in silent tribute. I was surprised to see Uncle Glen shed a tear. I wondered what arrangements he’d made for himself. Perhaps a state funeral with a twenty-one-gun salute. 

      Afterward, we sat in the car glumly picking at the gourmet lunch the Windsor Arms had provided. Given our mood, even the hotel’s best dry red tasted flat. I watched the highway traffic speeding by: another generation barreling along in the fast lane as we sat by the roadside, mired in the past.

      ‘Life goes so damn fast,’ Uncle Glen muttered. ‘Meredith and I were going to have another child. She was in her first trimester when she died of that heart attack.’ 

      I was surprised. Given our family’s general disinterest in children, I figured the pregnancy must have been an accident. Also, I struggled to imagine Anne coping with a baby brother or sister.

      Uncle claimed he’d never told his daughter. ‘She was away at boarding school. I didn’t think she could handle it, not after losing her mom.’ 

      ‘Does she know you have cancer?’ 

      He shook his head.

      ‘How can I help?’ I asked him. ‘I don’t even know why you two fell out.’

      ‘Do you think I do? The last time I saw her we left on good terms.’

      ‘There’s got to be some reason.’

      ‘I keep wondering if this has to do with Wayne. Her ex. You see, I was the one who introduced them. I should have learned my lesson after Lottie.’

      ‘You introduced him to your daughter…?’

      ‘Not exactly. Anne came to the launch of one of my projects. Wayne’s firm served as counsel and he came as their rep. When I learned they were going out, I advised Anne to break it off.’

      ‘Why?’ I asked.

      Uncle’s frown lines deepened. ‘I got a bad feeling about him. I should have run a background check.’

      ‘Anne told me he embezzled company money.’

      ‘You’ve been in touch then?’ Uncle looked over at me. ‘How is she?’

      ‘Fine. Like you, she invited me to visit.’

      His face brightened. ‘Then it’s settled. I’ll book you a flight.’

      ‘I’ve got Mom to think of.’

      ‘The hospital’s releasing her tomorrow. We’ll move her to Northgate. I’ll arrange to have meals brought in and community care. She’ll be well taken care of while you’re away. And don’t worry about the airfare either.’

      ‘I can’t.’

      ‘You can stay with me. I’m only a few blocks from Anne’s gallery.’

      ‘If she sees us together, she’ll know it’s a setup.’

      ‘True. Okay, then I’ll put you up in a hotel. My driver will meet you at Heathrow.’

      ‘You’re wasting your money, Uncle.’

      He shrugged. ‘I can’t take it with me.’
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      It was the height of travel season when I touched down at Heathrow.

      The airport was packed with tourists and it was a slog to reach Arrivals. London was experiencing a late summer heatwave, and after a sleepless night on the plane I was relieved when I finally spotted a man holding a makeshift sign with my name on it. He introduced himself as Tony, Uncle’s driver. Tattooed and bald, with a pate as polished as a billiard ball, he spoke with a heavy northern accent and looked like his last job was stitching mail bags in one of Her Majesty’s prisons. He picked up my backpack and escorted me to a silver Mulsanne.

      I tried to establish rapport, asking Tony about himself. He described a brutal, working-class childhood growing up in Sheffield. His father had been forced on the dole after the local mill closed, then turned to alcohol and domestic abuse to ease his pain. Tony preferred to answer most questions with ‘Oh, aye,’ and yelling ‘Move it, y’ daft bugger!’ at those foolish enough to get in his way. I got the impression Tony was doing double duty as Uncle’s muscle. 

      I’d read about Brexit Britain, heard about hard times, seen pictures of shuttered libraries, police stations and community pools, even public parks sold off to developers. But as we entered Mayfair and drove past the posh Savile Club, there was no hint of hardship here. The place was like a gold-plated mirage
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