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        To Vera, that extraordinary and enlightened mother of mine who died bringing me into this world, then chose to return and teach me that love transcends the boundaries between life and death.
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      Preface

      The Invitation

      There is a moment just before your first breath, when everything hangs suspended. For me, that moment lasted longer than it should have. My mother was dying. I was being born. And somewhere between those two facts, a choice was made that neither of us fully understood, a choice that would echo through every arrival and departure that followed.

      I almost died as my mother’s spirit traveled beyond the veil, requiring her to a choose between staying in perfect peace or re- turning to love the living. Those moments of her touching the other side shaped everything that followed: my lifelong friendship with mystery, my ability to find kindred spirits in the most unlikely places, and my certainty that invisible forces guide us home when we’re brave enough to follow.

      This is the story of a military brat whose childhood arrivals and departures taught him that home isn’t a place on any map, but a frequency you learn to tune into wherever you land. It’s about discovering that the same intuition that can find you when you’re a small child lost in a prairie can also navigate you through corporate hierarchies, international moves, and the technology revolution that would define a career. Most of all, it’s about the peculiar magic that happens when you stop trying to force your life into conventional patterns and start listening to the voice that’s been whispering directions all along.

      You might wonder about my credentials for taking you on this journey. I have no advanced degrees in theology or psychology, no bestselling books on spirituality, no famous teachers who’ve endorsed my insights. What I have is seventy-four years of following hunches that made no logical sense but somehow led exactly where I needed to go. I’ve learned to recognize the feeling of invisible doors opening, the sensation of being guided by hands I cannot see, the specific quality of silence that means the universe is about to whisper something important.

      I should also tell you what this journey cost me. Not money or effort, but the willingness to set down the stories I’d told myself for decades and look honestly at the life I’d actually lived. There were years when the guidance went quiet, when I wondered if I’d imagined the whole thing. There was a loss so enormous it threatened to swallow me whole. There were mornings when trusting an invisible voice felt less like faith and more like folly. Those parts are in here too.

      If you’ve ever felt like you’re living someone else’s life, if you’ve ever suspected that coincidences aren’t really coincidental, if you’ve ever heard a voice calling you toward something your rational mind insists is impossible, then you already understand the territory we’re about to explore together.

      This isn’t a memoir about achieving conventional success, though unexpected opportunities did unfold with startling regularity. It’s not a religious conversion story, though I encountered the sacred in the most ordinary places. Instead, it’s an invitation to consider that your own life might be far more purposeful, far more guided, far more magical than you’ve dared to believe.

      The journey begins with a breath that almost didn’t happen, in a small Ontario hospital where angels offered my mother a choice that would echo through every arrival and departure that followed. Pack light: We’re traveling to places that don’t appear on conventional maps.
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      The Breath That Almost Wasn’t

      In the summer of 1951 the possibility of nuclear war hung heavily. Six years after Hiroshima, the Korean conflict raged half a world away, and somewhere, engineers were putting the finishing touches on UNIVAC (short for Universal Automatic Computer), one of the first computers that would eventually revolutionize how humans and machines spoke to each other. None of this registered for the young woman laboring in Ross Memorial Hospital in Lindsay, Ontario, except that her husband was somewhere in that distant war, and the child she was bringing into the world might enter a very different reality than the one she’d known.

      What happened next has shaped every day of my life ever since.

      The pain came in waves that seemed to lift my mother beyond her own body, until she found herself floating near the ceiling, watching with detached fascination as the doctors worked frantically over the pale woman on the bed below. That woman herself had stopped breathing. The baby, me, was crowning in silence, and two hearts that had been beating as one were now suspended between worlds.

      “Come with us,” the angels said, and their voices carried the sound of perfect peace. “Your work here is finished.”

      But even as celestial beings beckoned her toward a light that promised an end to all struggle, my mother’s attention was pulled in two directions at once. Below, she could see me about to take my first breath in a world she was about to leave. And somehow, in a way that transcends physical law, she could also see my father, thousands of miles away in Korea, approaching a flooded road where death waited in the form of a buried mine.

      The choice she made in that moment between heartbeats would echo through every arrival and departure that followed.

      “No,” she told the angels, her spirit voice somehow carrying more authority than her physical one ever had. “Not yet.”

      And then, because love is stronger than physics, because intention can reach across continents, because mothers possess magic that science hasn’t learned to measure, she sent a message through space and time to a jeep approaching a dangerous detour: “Go through the water. Don’t go around.”

      Major Gosselin, riding in the vehicle behind my father’s, chose the safe path around the flood. The explosion that killed him and his men happened exactly where my father would have driven if he’d followed military logic instead of a woman’s desperate telepathy while suspended between life and death.

      When my mother’s spirit reluctantly returned to her body, the nurse was already placing a blue-tinged baby in her arms.

      “Here’s your beautiful boy,” the nurse said with the brisk cheer of someone who’d witnessed a routine miracle. “You should call him Edward; he’s got the look of a king about him.”

      My mother, still dizzy from her journey to the edge of forever, had planned to name me Francis. But something in the nurse’s certainty, some lingering echo of angelic guidance, made her nod. “Edward Francis,” she whispered, and I opened eyes that had already seen more than most souls witness in a lifetime.
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        Figure 2. Ross Memorial Hospital, Lindsay, Ontario. Photo by H. Oakman

      

      Canoe River Train Crash

      Just about seven months before I was born, on November 21, 1950, at 10:35 a.m. there was a terrible train accident along a stretch of train track near Canoe River, British Columbia.

      A westbound troop train with my father on it collided with an eastbound Canadian National Railway train. The collision killed twenty-one people, of whom seventeen were Canadian soldiers, mostly from the Royal Canadian Horse Artillery, on their way to the Korean War.

      My mother was living in Lindsay, Ontario, more than two thousand miles away. She had no way of knowing right away what had happened, except for the fact that sometimes psychic abilities just bubbled up in her.

      This was one of those times. My mother was standing in the kitchen when she suddenly felt my father’s presence beside her, not a memory or a worry, but him, vivid and immediate, as if he’d simply walked through the wall. He told her about the crash, told her he was unhurt, and then he was gone.

      Hours later, the news reached Lindsay. Twenty-one dead. My father was not among them. My mother, already knowing, simply nodded when the phone call came.

      The Invisible Companions

      The story of my birth wasn’t revealed to me until I was in my late teens, shared during one of those rare moments when my mother let her guard down enough to speak of things that couldn’t be proven. By then, I’d already experienced enough unexplained guidance to recognize the truth in her words. The same invisible protection that had kept me alive during that first transition would manifest again and again throughout my childhood

      Like the afternoon I vanished from our base housing at Camp Shilo, Manitoba.

      I was barely walking, certainly not old enough to navigate the vast prairie that surrounded our military community. One moment I was playing in our small backyard; the next, I had simply disappeared. My parents organized search parties that combed the base and the surrounding grasslands as daylight faded, and temperatures dropped toward freezing.

      They found me hours later, far from home, sitting peacefully in a field of grass. I was unharmed, unafraid, and unable to explain how I’d gotten there.

      “It was a miracle,” the searchers said, after finding me, but I suspect it was something more specific than that. The same force that had whispered navigation instructions to my father in Korea was already watching over the child whose arrival had required such dramatic intervention.

      The Education of Movement

      Being a military brat means your sense of home gets calibrated differently from other children’s. While my classmates drew pictures of the houses where they’d always lived, I learned to sketch the feeling of belonging rather than any particular place. Home became the sound of my mother’s voice reading bedtime stories, the ritual of my father’s evening return, the way our family constellation, which also included my brother Philip and sister Margaret rearranged itself in each new location while maintaining its essential pattern.

      Lindsay, Shilo, Woodville, Ottawa, Kingston, Winnipeg, Oromocto: The names blur together like train stations viewed from a moving window, but each stop taught me something crucial about adaptation. In Ottawa, I learned that cities could be both vast and intimate if you found the right neighborhood. In Kingston, with its limestone buildings and military college history, I discovered the beauty of places where past and present coexisted comfortably. Winnipeg taught me about extreme temperatures that could kill you if you weren’t properly prepared, but also about the peculiar clarity that comes from air so cold it burns your lungs clean.
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        Figure 3. With my Mother, brother Philip, and sister Margaret in Lindsay, Ontario
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        Figure 4. With my mother in Woodville, Ontario
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        Figure 5. With my sister and mother in Shilo, Manitoba
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        Figure 6. With my mother in Ottawa, Ontario
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        Figure 7. With my sister, mother, and our dog in Kingston, Ontario
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        Figure 8. Winnipeg Halloween, with my brother and sister

      

      But it was in Oromocto, New Brunswick, that I first understood the difference between arriving and coming home.

      The Gift of Mark

      My friend Mark had the kind of red hair that seemed to generate its own heat, and a face so covered in freckles that summer sun looked like a redundancy. He lived three houses down from us in the military housing development, and from the moment we met, we shared the wordless recognition that sometimes passes between kindred spirits. “You want to build a fort?” he asked the day after my family arrived, as if he’d been waiting for exactly the right coconspirator.

      We spent that summer constructing elaborate hideouts in the woods behind our houses, creating kingdoms that existed primarily in our imaginations but felt more real than the adult world of military protocol and dinner-table discussions about postings and promotions. Mark understood, without needing explanation, that the best adventures happened in the spaces between official realities. “My dad says we’re probably moving next year,” he told me one afternoon as we sat in our latest fort, watching chipmunks navigate the obstacle course we’d built from fallen branches. “Mine too,” I replied, and neither of us spoke about what that would mean.

      When the time came to leave New Brunswick, I experienced my first real heartbreak: not romantic, but the particular grief that comes from learning that friendship, no matter how perfect, can’t transcend geography and military scheduling. Mark and I promised to write, and we did for a while, but letters are poor substitutes for shared presence. Eventually, the correspondence faded, leaving only the memory of that summer and the knowledge that such connections were possible. Looking back, I can see that Mark was my first lesson in the peculiar gift I’d carry throughout my life: the ability to recognize immediately the people who would matter, to form bonds that felt like recognition rather than introduction, to create family from strangers in the space of a shared glance or laugh.
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      The move to Arlington, Virginia, in 1962 felt different right from the beginning. For the first time, we were leaving Canada entirely, crossing not just provincial but national boundaries. My father’s posting to the Canadian embassy in Washington, D.C., represented a promotion and an adventure that carried our family into the heart of American power during one of the most turbulent decades in modern history.

      Our house on Thirty-Third Street sat in the suburbs like something from a television show: actual American suburbia with sidewalks that led somewhere and neighbors who invited you to barbecues. For an eleven-year-old Canadian kid, it was like living inside a movie. Everything seemed bigger, brighter, more confident than anything I’d known before.

      The neighbors welcomed us with a warmth that caught me off guard. Mrs. Johnson from next door brought over a casserole and stayed for coffee, asking genuine questions about Canada that didn’t involve igloos or dog sleds. The elderly couple up the street invited us to watch their new color television, gathering the whole neighborhood to marvel at programs that flickered between vivid hues and static snow. At Jamestown Elementary School, I discovered the peculiar status of being the foreign kid who wasn’t quite foreign enough to be exotic. My accent was close enough to theirs that I could blend in, but different enough to be interesting. When they elected me class president in sixth grade, I felt a satisfaction that went beyond the usual childhood pride: I had been chosen, accepted, validated in a way that felt like coming home.

      But it was the neighbors themselves who provided the most education about the complexity of American life in the early 1960s. The man to our left worked for National Geographic and carried the haunted look of a Vietnam veteran learning to live with memories that wouldn’t stay buried. Sometimes late at night, we’d hear shouting from their house, followed by the arrival of police cars and flashing lights that painted our bedroom walls red and blue.

      The family to our right presented a different kind of mystery. The father worked for the CIA: a fact that made him both fascinating and slightly dangerous in my young imagination. While other neighbors kept their distance, unsure how to relate to someone whose job existed in shadows, my parents embraced the chance to know him as simply a man trying to raise his children well.

      “Canadians,” he told my father one evening over backyard beers, “you don’t carry the same fears as most Americans. You see people instead of security clearances.”

      One evening I overheard my father and the CIA neighbor talking, their voices low and easy in the way that men’s voices sometimes get when the day is finished and no one is watching. I didn’t catch the words, only the tone, two men from different countries finding, against all probability, a shared language.

      Those Arlington years taught me that belonging wasn’t about surrendering your original identity but about finding places where different worlds could coexist comfortably.

      I learned to navigate American optimism and Canadian reserve, to understand that confidence and arrogance wore similar faces but came from completely different hearts. I discovered that belonging wasn’t about surrendering your original identity but about finding places where different worlds could coexist comfortably.

      The Day That Shocked the World

      November 22, 1963, arrived with the crisp clarity that only autumn in Virginia can deliver. I was sitting in seventh-grade social studies at Williamsburg Junior High, half listening to a lesson about the Constitution, when the intercom crackled to life with an announcement that shocked the world.

      “President Kennedy has been shot in Dallas, Texas.”

      The words hung in the air like smoke from an explosion, incomprehensible at first, then devastating in their clarity. Our teacher, a composed woman who’d maintained perfect control through every classroom crisis, began crying. Around me, my classmates sat in stunned silence, then several began sobbing, not the dramatic tears of childhood disappointments, but the deep grief that comes from watching the world reveal its fundamental instability.

      For the first time in my young life, I understood that terrible things could happen to good people for no reason that made sense. The president I’d seen in person during a White House tour just months earlier, looking young, charismatic, full of promise for a future I’d been excited to grow into, was gone. The America that had welcomed our family with such warmth suddenly felt fragile, dangerous, unpredictable.

      In the days that followed, as television screens across the country showed the same grainy footage of a convertible in Dallas, of a vice president taking an oath, of a widow in a blood-stained pink suit, I watched the adults around me struggle to make sense of senselessness. The neighbors who’d once gathered to enjoy color television now huddled together for comfort, trying to process what felt like the end of innocence.

      “Everything’s different now,” my father said quietly, and though I didn’t fully understand what he meant, I felt the truth of it in my bones.

      Departure from Paradise

      By 1965, the decision had been made: We would return to Canada. The official explanation involved the completion of my father’s embassy assignment, but I sensed deeper currents at work. The America we’d fallen in love with: confident, optimistic, welcoming, was transforming into something more complex and troubled. The Vietnam War was escalating, racial tensions were exploding into violence, and the sense of unlimited possibility that had defined the early 1960s was giving way to something darker and more uncertain.

      Our last months in Arlington carried the bittersweet quality of an extended goodbye. I memorized the details I wanted to carry with me: the way dogwood blossoms looked against redbrick houses in spring, the sound of ice cream trucks playing their tinkling songs through suburban streets, the particular quality of American friendliness that assumed the best about strangers until proven otherwise.
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