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Disclaimer

This book reflects the author’s recollections of her experiences over time. Some names have been changed, and some dialogue has been recreated.
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Dedication
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To the memory of Anne Bernadette Greene, still baking soda bread for the angels. (1934-2016)
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Reviews
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“I want to tell you how much I loved your memoir! I laughed, I cried and like all great books – when I got to the end, I wanted more! Your writing is evocative and memorable.”


-  Georgina Carson, Principal Partner, CCL Family Law



“I just finished your book, Recollections, and to say I loved it is a terrible understatement. It is so relatable and I simply could not put it down. It is a fantastic read and I look forward to your next book.”


-  Eileen Bain, Retired Nurse 



“I’m SO impressed with this book. On so many levels. It’s moving, interesting, entertaining and a time capsule of different eras. I’ve always felt this hard-to-describe tension within you – a combination of vulnerability and “f*ck you,” don’t mess with me.” You are quite unique in that. And it comes out so clearly in your book. I love it! 


-  Paul Russell, Professional Business Writer 



“An honest and gutsy portrayal of a family. Carol paints with the truth, and it makes her more human. ‘This is the way it was.’ A treasure!”


-  Michelle Edmonds, Library Technician



“Beautifully written with so many great stories – happy and sad, and funny! I especially loved how you wrote about your mother. Your memory for detail is impressive. ... Beautifully put together!”


-  Anne Bokma, Award-winning author of My Year of Living Spiritually, journalist, speaker and writing coach





“Just finished reading your book. You are an incredible talent. Your life experiences, both good and bad, told beautifully, with humour and grace. I enjoyed it immensely.”


-  Joanne Lafreniere, Financial Services IT Professional



"I rarely read memoirs, but I was immediately drawn into Carol Greene's. Her early years were so different from my own boyhood in England, and her life has been different, too. But she made hers come alive, and I found so much that I could relate to and enjoy. It's a delightful combination of personal and social history."


-  Richard Harris, Professor of Urban Geography and Author



“I greatly enjoyed Recollections. I really like its conversational style and your use of short pithy sketches and vignettes. It's a fun read.”


-  Satish Dhar, Urban Planner and Architect



“I started to read the book last night. I tried stopping after the first chapter, but went back about an hour later and kept reading. I finished it and loved it!” 


-  Juanita Costa, Artist



“Irish family mysteries are untangled by a returning daughter of immigrants. Relationships, grudges, wakes and secrets – this story is worthy of a film!”


-  Bob Edmonds, Artistic Director, Electra Communications 



“I read your Recollections. I truly enjoyed the read and was amazed that although we grew up miles apart, in different countries, there were so many similarities in our experiences. Thank you for sharing your life story in this beautifully written book!”


-  Marcia Linton, Financial Services IT Professional, Retired



“I just spent the morning enjoying your wonderful stories, so much so that I finished before I knew it! You are a beautiful writer, respectful and descriptive without being narcissistic. I truly enjoyed your book!”


-  Norma Frankoff, Not-for-Profit Consultant



“I read your book last night. I loved it. So many beautiful tributes... to your mom, your love of music, your love of reading. The fact that you are willing and able to document the key milestones that shaped you as a person and the lovely regular day-to-day events that tie them all together is truly an exercise of self-awareness, vulnerability and bravery. So, good on you for being able to produce this bound masterpiece. There are so many gems in the writing.”


-  Karen Abrahams, Owner, Native Plants in Claremont Inc. 
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Childhood
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The early years - me in 1964.
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Circle Game
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“What’s a Whirly Gig?” you may ask. Well, along with having a whimsical name, it was my favourite toy. My own personal carousel.

It was in our backyard on Glenside Ave., right beside the Jungle Gym, which I also loved. But not as much as the Whirly Gig.

“How did we come to possess such wonderous, large-scale playthings with fun names,” you may also ask.

These playground-quality joy machines were too expensive to have been purchased by my frugal mother and mostly indifferent to kids’ needs dad. No, my parents didn’t buy them. They were gifted to us in 1966, when I was four. But receiving the Whirly Gig and Jungle Gym was a big trade off for losing my first best friend, Peter Davis.

Peter lived across the street, three houses down. We were the same age — three — when we first met. I loved him and his mom, Mrs. Davis. As soon as I finished breakfast and it was safe to cross the street, I ran over to Peter with arms flung open, calling “Peter!” He’d receive me in his small open arms and we’d hug and hug until Mrs. Davis ushered us into their house.

Mrs. Davis was older than my mom. She had the same thick, short, dirty blonde hair as Peter. Her husband was a quiet man. I remember he was always neatly dressed in a dark grey suit. He was a white-collar professional. One of the only ones on our small street. Mostly, we had steelworkers, bakers, tradespeople, retirees and a firefighter.

The firefighter lived next door to the Davis family.

As Peter was an only child, he and I had his mom’s undivided attention. She made us cookies and grilled cheese sandwiches. In the fall, she took us on walks to collect large brown paper bags full of horse chestnuts. I don’t know what she did with Peter’s haul. My mom threw out my ruby brown beauties once they started to shrink and wrinkle.

The Davis’s backyard – the first home of the Whirly Gig and Jungle Gym — was a delightful place. Peter and I spent hours back there. Going round and round and round on the Whirly Gig. My hair and sundress fluttering in the swirly breeze. Arms and legs pumping like mad, heads thrown back in glee. “Faster, Peter, faster,” I’d shout. I loved Peter Davis.

But then he was gone.

Within a year of moving onto Glenside, the Davises decided to move away. No one consulted me about this big and devastating decision. I first learned about it when Mrs. Davis and Peter came over to say goodbye.

They moved to Orchard Hill, about a 10 minute walk from our house. But for a four-year old, they may as well have moved to Miami. My world started and stopped on Glenside.

Mrs. Davis told my mom they weren’t taking the Whirly Gig and Jungle Gym. “Did we want them?” she asked.

Did we? Did we ever!

The next day, their moving day, as if by some miracle, the two steel structures were there in our backyard, gleaming in the sun.

With the addition of a squeaky swing set, which my parents did buy for us some months later, our backyard became ground zero for fun. It was playground central for us five Greene kids and all our friends — for years. We climbed all over the Jungle Gym and hung from every appendage. And we rode that Whirly Gig like cowboys. The harder we pumped, the faster we went, the dizzier we got. Heaven!

There were two important components to a good Whirly Gig ride. First, you needed a companion. A partner in fun. You had to work together, and you had to work hard. That was the second thing. There was no battery or remote to make the thing move. It was only through shear exertion that the carousel went round and round.

Once you mastered those two things, you were a Whirly Gig ace. There’s no question, we only ever went around in circles, but what joyful circles!

We rode that magical metal machine until it seized up, which was just about the time we were all too old to keep whirling, anyway. Its final resting place was the scrap yard.

Years later, when I asked my mom why the Davises moved away so soon after arriving on Glenside, she told me they had a bad neighbour. “A rough one, that firefighter who lived next door,” she said. He made their lives hell. My mom said he harassed, goaded and threatened them. I guess he didn’t like their type — kind and quiet. 

I would have a similar experience years later with my first house in Toronto. I was in my mid-30s and it nearly destroyed me. I sold the house and moved away, too. It was the right decision, for both the Davis family and for me, I suppose.

In 1966, the year Joni Mitchell’s “Circle Game” came out, I was four years old. It was the year I gained my favourite toy, but lost my best friend, Peter Davis.
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Top: Michael and me; Bottom: Harold and Shannon riding 

the Whirly Gig through the years.​
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This Is Me in Grade 2
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Miss Spence with her Grade 2 class, St. Joseph’s Elementary School, Hamilton, ON, 1970. I’m back row, second from the left.

She was Scottish, with a fringe of bangs all the way from one ear to the other. They were like lush theatre curtains that danced atop her long black lashes. It was Grade 2, she was my teacher, and I thought she was magnificent.

Miss Spence didn’t think quite as highly of me, however. In fact, she thought I was remedial and sent letters home to that effect. They indicated I was uncooperative in her class. The notes surprised my mom as much as they surprised me.

“But mom,” I protested, “I don’t reply to her in class because she never calls on me.”

The first few weeks of Grade 2 were tough, and all indications were that I might not make it into Grade 3.

Sometime in November, however, the beautiful Miss Spence grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and demanded in her thick Scottish brogue, “Why did ye neh answer me when I called yer name, geddle (girl)?”

I said, “Well, what name did you call me, exactly?” She said, “I called ye by yer full Christian name, Kettle En!”

“Kettle En?” I replied. “But my name’s ‘Carol’.”

To my mind, “Kettle” had no communion with “Carol” whatsoever, and in my short life no one had ever used my middle name “Anne.” Together, “Kettle En” was meaningless to me.

We must have agreed to mark it down to cultural differences because from that moment on when she called “Kettle En”, I was primed and ready to respond! And Grade 2 got a lot easier. 

Finally getting along with my teacher was an important event for me in Grade 2. But there were two even more wonderful events that year. First, my mother was pregnant!

I already had a stack of brothers. Our and the other houses on the street were full of families with nothing but boys, boys, boys. So, with almost clairvoyant certitude, I knew I was getting a sister this go round.

At the weekly “Show and Tell” in Miss Spence’s class I regaled teacher and classmates alike with updates on my mom’s progress – how big she was, the funny way she walked, and the number of days left before the phoenix would land and I would get a sister.

[image: ]

Me in Grade 2.

Soon enough, I reported “the baby has arrived and she is to be called Shannon.” To be honest, I was perplexed by the name. I had only ever seen it printed on the green plastic bags my parents brought back from their trips to Ireland: “Shannon Airport-Duty Free.” So, I told my classmates they named her after an airport.

Shannon was the second great thing to happen in Grade 2. The third was the Kaminski family!

The moving van arrived two houses down, same side of the street. Hoping against hope it was a family with girls, I sat crossed legged on the neighbour’s front grass watching events unfold.

I counted not one, not two, not three, but four girls! Then Johnny and Kenny, the old Hungarian brothers next door, came out and told me to “get the hell off their lawn!” So now from the sidewalk, I confirmed my count. Four girls. I could barely contain my joy.

I ran home, yelling “Mom, mom, we need sandwiches! Lots of sandwiches. The new neighbours are here!” With baby Shannon on one hip, she mashed bananas while I laid out about 20 slices of spongy Wonderbread. We filled them with peanut butter, mashed bananas and an extra sprinkling of sugar – just the way I liked them. With the plate of sandwiches stacked high, we grabbed the jug of milk and headed down to welcome our new neighbours.

The parents didn’t speak much English, but the girls did and could easily translate their parents’ Polish.

From that day on, we became fast friends. I spent all my free time with the two younger daughters, Alex and Lonia. Alex was exactly my age, seven. The two older girls, Klaudia and Anna, played with us, too. We depended more on them to help us build forts out of cardboard boxes, fill our inflatable pool and walk us to the park.

I loved them all – all four sisters. I loved their kind, gentle mother, too, calling her “Mama,” just like they did.

I loved their food. It was so different than the bland Irish fare I had at home. Having survived the German-Russian occupation of Poland, where she had experienced near starvation, Mama believed everyone needed to be prepared for the next big social upheaval. That meant bulking up. “Too skinny,” she always admonished me, as she refilled my plate with more of the most delicious chicken schnitzel and roast potatoes I’d ever tasted. Pure heaven.

In addition, the Kaminski family loved my baby sister Shannon just as much as I did. They more or less adopted her, so she was always there with us, too. She was their baby sister and charge as much as she was mine.

As we got older, and went off to different schools, we grew apart. But we were still like family. There was that bond. We visited each other’s homes on major holidays and attended each other’s weddings, milestone birthdays and, eventually, family funerals. Mama and her husband, Tomasz, remained in their home and lived to good old ages, with Tomasz predeceasing Mama.

Mama had a longer, slower decline due to complications from heart disease. Her four daughters nursed her throughout the final year. The older two, Klaudia and Anna, lived outside of town, worked full time and had children at home. They cared for Mama on the weekends. The younger two, Alex and Lonia, took care of her during the week.

Alex lived in town, didn’t work outside the home and had two older boys, who were pretty self-sufficient. Lonia was single, worked only part-time and had always lived at home with her parents.

At Mama’s funeral, I noticed a coolness between the two older and younger sisters. I soon learned why. As Mama lay dying, the two younger sisters, Alex and Lonia, changed her will. They cut Klaudia and Anna out.

Their parents were not wealthy people, but the sale of the house would fetch a pretty price, the house having been well cared for and in a sought-after neighbourhood. When I challenged them about changing Mama’s will on her deathbed, they said: “Oh, they were only the ‘weekend daughters,’ we were with her all week. This is what our mother would have wanted.”

“Really! Really? You think this is what Mama would have wanted? Never. She would never have wanted this,” I said.

And right there, all the love and fondness I’d had for these two friends since they had come into my life when I was seven, in Grade 2, was undone. They fell away with a thud.​
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An Early Study of the Male Sex
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In assessing the male species, I took a mostly anthropological view. I spent a lot of time in my youth observing, analyzing and

imprinting with the male gender.

If we begin with the older cohort of my test sample, there seemed to be little empirical evidence to support all the position and power they possessed in our households. Some were petty and mean. Others stupid or drunks. Or a combination of all these things.

I didn’t know the term and hadn’t met any – certainly not among my mother’s friends – but I was what you might call “a feminist” from an early age.

In my field work, my approach was not so much to acknowledge male privilege and entitlement, as to challenge it. I don’t know where the impertinence came from. We were raised to be “seen and not heard.” But there was this constant tension between doing what I was told and then not. This force of resistance percolated away in my mind and stomach. Gurgling up, needing to be tested. To be applied.

I played a lot of football and road hockey with my brothers and their friends when I was a kid. Usually, they only asked me when they needed to even out the teams or up the number of players. Nonetheless, I was as good or better at these sports than many of the guys. Whenever a boy objected to having a girl on his team, my older brother John would diplomatically intercede on my behalf until I was invited back onto the road. I never knew what he said, but I loved him for it.

I was also a good handball player. All I needed was a tennis ball and a windowless wall. Then the quick serving, slamming and slashing would commence. Handball was a highly competitive sport at my elementary school. This was the 1970s, the era of Billie Jean King versus Bobby Riggs in “The Battle of the Sexes,” and so it was decided there would be a handball “Battle of the Sexes” at St. Joseph’s Elementary: Carol Greene versus C.N., the boy’s reigning champion.

The day and time were set, and word got around that this “Battle of the Sexes” would take place immediately after school on Wednesday. After we were let out that day, hundreds of spectators – all fellow pupils elbowing for a good vantage point – gathered to watch the match.

I quite liked C.N. and was bubbling over with nerves before the game. But I stayed focused. There was a lot at stake.

It was a long, difficult and close game. But I won.

When I beat C.N., I expected his congratulations. That he would be a good sport about it. I mean, Bobby Riggs was, wasn’t he? I thought C.N. would respect me for my skill and prowess. That maybe we could even train together. Play some mixed doubles?

Instead, C.N. spent the remainder of the school year making fun of me. Mocking me. He told everyone I looked like Howdy Doody and took to calling me that. “Oh, there goes Howdy Doody, a duoh, a duoh, a duoh...” I was disappointed and hurt by C.N.’s disparaging remarks.

Instead of his respect, which I fully expected having beaten him fair and square, I received only his wrath and contempt. ‘How surprising,’ my young self thought.

So, despite my considered study of the opposite sex in elementary school, I must admit I really didn’t understand anything about boys.

I do now.   
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My Grade 6 class, 1974. I am first row, fourth from left.​
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The Wolf Howl
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John and me, 1971, around the age we were when we camped.

Bella and Ron, my godparents, used to take my older brother John and I camping with them in the summer. It was to give my mom a break, no doubt, but also to show us some of our beautiful province – Ontario: Yours to Discover!

We’d sit in the back of their car for what seemed like eons, excitedly awaiting our destination and to see where our campsite would be. “Is it close to the beach?” was always our first question.

Once there, the routine was more or less the same: Set up camp, make dinner, dishes, fire, two Arrowroot biscuits each — and no more — and into the bedrolls. In the morning, we’d boil water for tea and porridge, and choose which ranger-guided hike we’d take in the afternoon.

John and I were city kids. So, we always tried to stay close to the ranger to learn as much as we could about the flora and fauna that was so foreign to us.

On this one particular walk, the ranger talked a lot about the wolf howl happening that evening. “Wow,” we marveled, “Are there really wolves around here?” He said, “There sure are. In fact, look here. What you see here are wolf droppings. A bit dehydrated, but that is what you’re looking at.”

John and I couldn’t believe our luck! “This is so cool,” we whispered. “The wolf must have dropped it while dragging his prey back to his den.” We hung back a little and once the group had passed, and no one was looking, we grabbed the droppings and slipped them into John’s backpack.

On our way home from the week at Algonquin Park, our Auntie Bella asked if we had enjoyed ourselves. I said, “Yes, and we can’t wait to show mom what we found.” “What do mean?” replied Bella.

“Well, those wolf droppings,” I said. “What do you mean!” she repeated.

“We’ve got those wolf droppings the ranger showed us.” “Where are they?”

“In John’s suitcase.”

“What? Ron!” she bellowed. “Stop the car. Pull over. We’ve got to get that wolf shit out of the kids’ cases before Anne sees it!”​
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The Water Knew
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Top L: John, Dad, Harold, me, Shannon and Michael, FL, 1975.

The water knew we were innocents. We’d driven cross continent, all seven of us plus a friend, so eight of us, in the station wagon. We slept on the side of the road the first night. We folded the second seat down and slept side by next in a row in the back, while our parents tried to sleep upright in the front seat.

Why did we sleep at the side of some rural road in Georgia? Maybe my dad thought he could drive right through but couldn’t, or maybe they didn’t have the money for a motel.

Eventually, a man with a big hat and gun, a state trooper, woke us up and told us we couldn’t stop there. “Move along,” he said.

We were an Irish-Canadian family, who had never “vacationed” before. The trip to Florida was the first and one of the only trips we made as a family. We would never have taken the trip if friends of my parents hadn’t moved to Sarasota and invited us to stay with them. Who in their right mind invites a family with five kids, well six including the friend, to visit for a week?

When we finally crossed the state line, all of us sticky hot and bleary eyed, my mom announced, “You see that sign, it says ‘Florida.’ We made it!” It was then my five-year old sister Shannon stood up on the car seat – looked around and said, “Well, where is it?” To her, to all of us really, Florida wasn’t a geographical destination so much as a carnival, a circus, a theme park. Where was it, indeed.

Once we got to Sarasota and reacquainted ourselves with our now Irish-American friends, the first order of business was to hit the beach! They gave us rough directions on a scrap of paper and declined to join us. “Too busy,” they said. All of them, including the three kids, had multiple jobs. “Work before play,” they taunted.
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