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O N E

 In July 1960, while Bret Yeatman’s dad lay dying of kidney 
cancer, his mother Sally rented a small cottage from Shecky 
Kaufman for six weeks on Ash Avenue in Winnipeg Beach, on 
Lake Winnipeg. It had a screened in veranda sagging off the 
front room where Bret, 12 at the time, and his brother Carl, only 
10, played Monopoly when it rained. From that day forward, 
Bret made a promise to God that he would one day buy her a 
cottage of her own. He believed in that promise as much as he 
believed in the God he made it to.

Bret’s dad, Morris, was against the idea of renting the cottage, 
but Sally Yeatman had saved up the money from her job selling 
perfume at the Hudson’s Bay Company, and by the time Morris 
was admitted to hospital, he had given in. It would be better, he 
told Sally, for the boys to be at the lake than watch him deterio-
rate in the hospital. Their mother had managed to dissemble so 
well that Bret and his younger brother Carl weren’t even aware 
that their father was dying. 

If Bret had to choose one thing he loved his mother for, it would 
be that summer. From the day they moved into the cottage, he 
was intoxicated by the strangeness of Winnipeg Beach. He awoke 
to mornings on which the early sun made the grass and rushes 
steam in an ode to evaporation and the air fill with the smell of 
tar-sprayed streets and split maples and oaks dripping sap. Within 
days, his blond hair went blonder and his skin tanned quickly. 
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His mother gave him and Carl extra allowances to buy comics 
at McGregor’s Drugstore. They spent mornings reading comics 
there and every evening he rode his bike back and forth from 
the Point, north on Prospect Road to Sandy Hook, the setting 
sun warming his shirt, past beautiful cottages and intermittent 
thickets. When he felt like it, he’d ride down the narrow wooden 
piers off Poplar Street and the odd-numbered avenues and watch 
flocks of American white pelicans land along the shore that 
curved southeast to the water tower and northwest to Gimli. 

That summer, he and Carl made four phone calls to their 
father in the hospital, from the payphone outside McGregor’s. 
When it was Bret’s turn to talk, he’d tell his father about the 
cottage and the beach and his bike rides. One day he asked his 
father if he was going to drive up the next week. His father said 
he couldn’t make it next week, but didn’t explain why.

– Are you getting better? Bret asked him on the last call.  
– They’re giving me a special treatment. Should be good as 

new. I promise.
– I’ll take the Saturday morning bus into town to visit, Bret 

offered. – I promise too.
His father hesitated. 
– Taking the bus alone? Maybe you shouldn’t. I … I think you 

have to be a certain age.
Shecky Kaufman came to collect the rent on the last day of 

their stay. Normally, Sally Yeatman demanded respect from 
everyone, but that afternoon, she was almost obsequious to 
Shecky. Upset by this change in her behaviour, Bret rode hard 
that night, all the way out to the northernmost pier. The setting 
sun shimmered red above the lake, making the sweep of the 
lakeshore more poignant, the air sweeter, and the clouds over 
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the lake. He got off his bike at the head of the pier and began 
wheeling it down. 

That’s when he saw her: a girl with long dark hair, compact 
breasts and legs tanned a golden brown, wheeling her bicycle 
up the pier towards him. They passed awkwardly at the point 
where the pier narrowed to no more than a yard. The spruce 
two-by-sixes beneath drooped and cracked in a miniscule 
but regular rhythm until the moment Bret’s tires rubbed hers, 
making them both stop.

– This is a private pier, she said.
– Is it your private pier?
– Maybe.
– Can I stay a while? 
– Maybe.
– What’s your name?
– Sandra. Yours?
– Bret.
– Are you Jewish?
– Yes. 
– Hmm. Maybe you are.  
He reflected on the fact that, although Jewish, he was 

estranged from the community. His father had lost his door 
factory five years earlier after being swindled by two build-
ers, Eddie and Dave Gilman, who had reneged payment on a 
monstrous order, which his father said he delivered to the last 
doorknob. Morris had borrowed to cover his negative cash flow, 
but, eventually, the debt dug a hole down into which went: the 
factory, then their savings, then their house in River Heights, 
then their friends, then his father’s health. They were forced to 
move back to the North End, their lives eroding at both ends.
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His mother now had only one Jewish friend left, Mona Joffe, 
their neighbour. They had even been dropped from membership 
at the synagogue because they could no longer pay the dues, 
which meant that Bret hadn’t been bar mitzvah’d, which was a 
relief for him but a torment for his father. The Jewish Child and 
Welfare Services had paid for Bret and Carl to go to the YMHA 
on Saturdays – to breathe Jewish air – but his father’s reversal 
of fortune meant that they were virtually ignored there, some-
times vexed.

– Ech, she said, rolling her shoulders just as thunder rolled 
under distant clouds and the setting sun made one side of her 
face glow red.

That’s when he remembered seeing her at the town arcade from 
time to time with a small band of girlfriends who were always 
barefoot: an odd sign of their affluence. He remembered fanta-
sizing what it would be like to be admitted into their company.

– Are you a renter? Sandra asked.
– Yes. 
– So you don’t own your cottage?
– Would we rent if we did? Is that your cottage? he asked point-

ing his chin towards a large lakefront place with a sleek lawn, 
a screened-in veranda and a deck, more a house than a cottage 
because it was winterized and had a cement foundation.

– Maybe, she said.
– And this really is your own pier?
– Maybe.
– If I let you kiss me, he said, would you let me sit on your pier 

till it gets dark? It’s my last day.
– Why do you think I’d want you to kiss me?
– Do you?
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– Maybe. 
– Why do you say ‘maybe’ to everything? he asked.
– It’s a kick. Just a kick with me and my friends. Maybe 

means ‘yes.’
– It’s annoying.
– You want that kiss or not?
– Maybe, he said. 
– But only because it’s your last day, she said.
She nodded and together they wheeled their bikes down the 

pier towards the lake, she wheeling backwards with hers. They 
leaned them against the handrails, his against hers, entangling 
the spokes. When Bret realized she was going to keep her prom-
ise; he felt that deep inside she had generous feelings. 

She sat down on the top step of the soggy wood staircase that 
led down into the lake, and patted the spot beside her. He sat, 
and they positioned themselves for kissing.

– Close your eyes. Don’t look at me. I’m shy, she said.
He squeezed his eyes closed, and she opened his lips with her 

lips while touching his neck with her fingertips. Her tongue 
slipped between his teeth, reaching deep inside to lick his palate. 
She’s kissed guys before, he thought. Their kiss lasted twenty 
minutes but it was still over too fast. He felt that her kiss had just 
transformed life, made it nice to be alive.

When he opened his eyes, the sun had set and the clouds 
were pulled taut, darkening the sky, making the faery lights 
that garlanded the elms on her front lawn and the posts of the 
pier flicker and burn. 

– I’ve got to go, she said, nodding toward her cottage. – 
Important guests are coming if they’ve turned all the lights on. 

The next day Bret, his mom, and Carl, packed up and drove 
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home. They were going straight to the hospital, which is the last 
place Bret wanted to go. 

– Is he going to be okay? Carl asked, as they drove past the last 
wheat field before the outskirts of Winnipeg.

– The doctor says he’ll be fine, his mother said, in her hide-
the-truth voice.

– He’s still going to recover? Bret asked.
– Fully, Sally said.
– You’re not hiding anything?
– There’s nothing to hide.
Bret rode the rest of the way back to Winnipeg, enjoying the 

wonderful expectation of his father’s recovery. But one look at 
his father in the hospital bed, and Bret realized that his mother 
was right, in a way. There was nothing to hide: his father’s dete-
rioration, his posture, his smell crushed him. 

Bret realized then that he hadn’t thought of his father much 
that July. And he had broken his promise to take the Saturday 
morning bus into town to see him because he had preferred to 
read comic books. He would have to make a new promise, this 
time to keep his father alive. 

Two days later, before he could come up with the right promise, 
Bret watched his father die after one last gasp to try and suck in 
more life. He watched his mother weep as an orderly wheeled his 
father’s body into the corridor and parked it against the pale green 
wall. Bret’s heart shattered and, to dull the pain, he told himself 
that what he was experiencing was just a dream. He shut his eyes 
tightly against the roaring of the hospital noises and his mother’s 
sobs and willed himself to never open them again.  
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T WO

When he opened his eyes again it was early morning on a 
hot July day in 1968. He was 20 and back on the pier where 
a girl named Sandra had let him kiss her eight years earlier. 
Although he had dreamt of it, he had not been back to Winnipeg 
Beach in all that time. Their poverty, which had at first inched 
up on them during the debt years, had gripped their throats 
when his father died; his father’s war pension was halved, and 
his mother went on welfare, which made renting a cottage ever 
again hopeless. 

Before he had driven out, Sally had asked him to buy a yahrzeit 
candle for the eighth anniversary of his father’s death. It was a full 
month away but she had grown cautious about not doing things 
right away, for she feared it could lead to not doing things at all.

He rented a cottage from Shecky Kaufman with bonanza 
money he’d made selling marijuana; the end of the school term 
was good for business. It was a fair chunk, and with it he could 
have put a down payment on a small cottage for his mother or 
given her a holiday somewhere else: she’d always wanted to see 
the Rockies. He really did like the idea of buying a cottage but he 
didn’t follow through. Instead, he banked some of the profits, 
held a lot in cash, and invested the rest in new supply.

It had been impossible to rent the same cottage they’d had 
eight years earlier, but he found another one on Ash, closer to 
the beach and the town. The front yard had two fencerows of 
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