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For Bruce and Anne and for every addict who’s ever had the courage to fight the horrid disease that is addiction.

—Scott Oake






If you or someone you know is struggling with addiction, I encourage you to contact us. Go to Bruceoakerecovery.ca.

Do it right now, if you need to.

Someone will answer you, I promise.

—Scott Oake
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Prologue This Place


On a warm summer evening in June 2023, I walk into a bright, modern facility in the West End of Winnipeg to attend an alumni-milestone event at the Bruce Oake Recovery Centre—what the staff and participants informally call Birthday Night.

Bruce Oake is an addiction treatment centre that’s named after my oldest son. Bruce died of a drug overdose more than a decade earlier, but he’s never far from my mind—especially here. As I walk through the centre’s front doors, I see the glass memorial case that holds Bruce’s remains, and I rub the top of it to say hello, the same way I do every time I enter or leave the building.

From there I make my way to the gymnasium, navigating through a crowd that’s getting larger by the minute. Along the way I mingle with the guys, and shake as many hands as I can. I also make a point of calling people by their names, because it means a lot to guys who’ve been on the fringes of society for so long to have someone remember who they are. Luckily, my memory is pretty good on this front. For the life of me I cannot tell you the final score in a hockey game two minutes after going off the air, but I can easily recall the names of dozens of guys who’ve been through the program at Bruce Oake. When I finally get to the gym’s entrance, I see rows of folding chairs facing the stage, where a podium and microphone are set up. It’s almost showtime, so I quietly take a seat off to the side and wait for the ceremony to begin.

When it comes to addiction and recovery, I’m not a professional. Far from it. Technically, I’m not even an employee at Bruce Oake. But as its cofounder, I am its biggest fan and supporter. That’s why I find myself coming by the centre most days, eating lunch with the participants and working out in its gym. When Bruce first started using, as a teenager, Anne and I didn’t have the slightest clue about addiction, and what a vicious disease it is. Nor did we understand that it was also a national crisis, with thousands of Canadians dying of overdose every year. After Bruce’s death, Anne and I started asking how one might go about building a recovery centre, and we were told, “Build the kind of place a person would want to live.” So that’s exactly what we did. As a result, this centre is 43,000 square feet of warm and inviting space, bathed in natural light, with dozens of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking a beautiful creek and trail system. It’s the perfect place to reflect and heal.

There’s an excited energy in the gym. In the world of recovery, your “birthday” is the date you stopped using, and we’re all here tonight to celebrate three guys from the program who have achieved a full year of sobriety—the first sixteen weeks as a resident of the recovery centre, completing the Bruce Oake program, and the rest of it out in the world, taking the skills they learned in here and using them to build a healthy new life for themselves. It’s not an easy thing to do, and tonight’s ceremony is a recognition of that accomplishment. Hanging in the rafters above us are dozens of customized Winnipeg Jets jerseys, each one adorned on the back with the last name of a graduate who’s achieved a year sober, along with the same number underneath: 1. Tonight we’ll be lifting three more jerseys to the rafters, bringing the total number to more than fifty—pretty impressive, considering the centre has barely been open two years.

The ceremony itself is just as celebratory. One graduate, who seems a little nervous, reads his speech to the audience off his phone. It consists of a series of bullet points, the first of which is, simply: “I love this place.” Another makes a joke about how he dreams of one day taking his jersey to an actual Jets game, along with the other guys from his recovery group. “Everyone there will be confused, because nobody on the Jets wears number 1,” he says. “But we’ll know what it means.”

No matter their talents at public speaking, I find all of these men and their speeches incredibly moving. They’ve been through something very difficult, and they’ve survived it. Now they’re onstage expressing gratitude and sharing their stories in front of their friends, family, and fellow alumni. But it’s the third speaker tonight who really makes me choke up, because he reminds me so much of Bruce. Like my son, this graduate comes from a well-off family, and enjoyed the kind of privilege growing up that some people think protects them from the dangers of addiction. Unfortunately, they’re wrong. Addiction knows no boundaries, not even socioeconomic ones, and it can come for anyone.

At moments like this, I can see Bruce in my mind so clearly: a strapping, 6'2", good-looking boy who got the best of Anne and me. He had dark brown hair, hazel eyes, and a thousand-watt smile that turned heads whenever he walked into a room. But it’s funny. I sometimes find myself trying not to think of him, because if I do, it’s easy to break down completely. I watch these graduates up there, beaming with pride, and can’t help but think about how Anne and I had always dreamed that would one day be Bruce. At the same time, if he hadn’t died, this place wouldn’t exist. I’m so proud of everyone who has found success here, while also feeling the intense sadness that my son can never join them on that stage. There is a whole range of complicated emotions that can take over if I let them. Instead, I focus on the guys. That way, I don’t become a puddle.

After the graduates have finished speaking, Terrence Morin, who was once a participant himself and is now a full-time employee of the centre, goes up to the mic. In some ways, Terrence is the polar opposite of Bruce—a heavily tattooed former gang member who for years was caught up in a life of violent crime. He still looks tough, but anyone who knows Terrence these days will tell you he’s the nicest and most loyal guy in the world.

“Recovery is real,” he tells the audience. “Brotherhood is real.”

Next up is Greg Kyllo, the executive director of Bruce Oake, who speaks passionately about both the work the centre is doing and the work that is still ahead. “Word is spreading from coast to coast to coast about this world-class facility we have here in Winnipeg,” he says, over a round of applause.





[image: Image]



It’s true—Bruce Oake receives phone calls from all across Canada, asking to join its waitlist. Demand is so high that, if a second centre were to magically open next door, its fifty beds would be full that same day.

When the speeches are done, a group of Bruce Oake alumni join the new graduates onstage, roughly two dozen guys from all kinds of backgrounds who may not have much in common besides their shared battle against addiction. But they’re all standing up there together, hugging and laughing, brothers in recovery. It fills me with pride to see these men returning to their families, their friends, and society as a whole, optimistic about their futures and wanting to make a difference. I think to myself, It’s amazing how far they’ve come.

It’s a beautiful evening, and I wish Bruce were here to see it. I wish Anne were here, too.

This book is the story of a building, and a story of hope, both for those who helped make it a reality and for those who’ve walked through its front doors in search of a better life. It’s also the story of grieving parents who wanted to do something to honour the memory of their son. But you can’t really tell either of those stories without also telling the story of that son and what he went through. In order to really understand the Bruce Oake Recovery Centre, you first have to understand Bruce himself.
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One Love You Forever


I awoke on the morning of August 21, 1985, in a hotel room in Saint John, New Brunswick. It was an ungodly hour, and my phone was ringing. I blinked. It was barely daybreak in New Brunswick, which meant it was two hours earlier than in Manitoba. Right away I knew something was up. I stumbled out of bed and picked up the receiver.

It was my wife, Anne. “I think my water broke,” she said.

My heart instantly jumped into my throat. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she deadpanned. “Pretty sure.”

Once the initial shock wore off, I realized that on some level I’d been expecting this call all along. I’m a sports broadcaster by profession, and for the last two weeks I’d been in town as one of the commentators covering the Canada Summer Games for the CBC. When I said yes to this particular trip, Anne was nine months pregnant with our first child, and I had a feeling I might need to return to Winnipeg sooner rather than later.

I usually spent weekdays in Winnipeg where Anne and I lived, and where I covered local sports for the evening news. On the weekends, I was often flown somewhere else in the country for an anthology show CBC used to make called Sports Weekend. But in between those two gigs, I would also get called upon to cover other major sporting competitions as they came along, including the Canada Summer Games, which was a good, high-profile assignment. I liked saying yes to these kinds of jobs. I was still at that hungry stage in my career where I wanted to go everywhere and do everything.

As the Games neared the end, we had both hoped she could hang on until I returned home. By the sounds of it, that wasn’t going to happen.

“Where are you now?” I asked Anne.

“Well, I’m in the closet of the house on Essex.” In other words, her parents’ home.

I was still so groggy I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right. “The closet? What are you doing in a closet?”

“I didn’t want to upset anybody!” she said.

This was classic Anne, who was always thinking about others before herself. It was one of the things I loved about her. While I was away, she was staying with her parents and her uncle Jim, who was very important to her. Jim was the oldest of her mother’s siblings, who had been caught in the polio epidemic of the 1950s. He ended up nearly a quadriplegic, with just enough mobility in one arm to operate his wheelchair. But Jim was also such a compassionate and intelligent person. His family used to joke that he was Google before there was Google.

And yet, despite being surrounded by her closest family members—even as her contractions were starting—Anne still took care not to bother them until it was absolutely necessary.

On the phone, I managed to convince her that the time was indeed now, and so she woke her mother up and they headed off together to the hospital. After I hung up, it really sunk in: I was about to become a father. This was no time to be sitting alone in a hotel room. I was half a country away and had to get back to Anne as quickly as possible.

These days, of course, the expectations are so different for fathers: you’re probably going to be there not just throughout the labour process but also for at least a week or two afterwards. Back then, however, it was considered normal that I only managed to just get myself to St. Boniface Hospital in time.

I called up the CBC’s business manager who was assigned to our show, and they arranged to put me on the next flight. I raced over to the airport, picked up the paper ticket that was waiting for me, and headed off to Winnipeg. There were no direct flights, however, so first I had to go to Montreal. As I went through the agonizingly slow process of boarding and deboarding, my mind was racing.

Anne and I had first met in the spring of 1977 on a blind date, of all things. At the time, François Riopel, my counterpart on the French side of CBC Manitoba, was going out with a girl who knew Anne, and we decided to go on a double date at Town N’ Country, a former restaurant/nightclub in Winnipeg where Portage Place mall is now. They used to bring in bands in like Tommy James and the Shondells, and Barbra Streisand played some of her first shows there as a teenager back in the ’60s. I was a bit nervous about the date, but Anne and I hit it off right away. She was not only beautiful but also a pistol, the kind of person who could take the piss out of you in about ten seconds if she wanted to. It was a perfect match. We started dating right away, and three years later got married at Norwood United Church.
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Anne and I had been married for four years and we’d been talking about having kids for half that time. I came from a big family, and I’d always liked the idea of having one of my own someday. But it had been difficult for Anne to get pregnant. We’d gone through the whole rigmarole of taking the temperature and monitoring the calendar for the best fertility windows. More than once, I’d received a frenzied phone call at noon: “Get home, I’m ovulating!”

In a futile attempt to steady my nerves, I downed a bunch of caffeine on the plane and was racing towards the exit doors the second the fasten-seatbelt signal was turned off. When I finally got to the hospital and found Anne’s room, she’d already been in labour for nearly fifteen hours. She looked exhausted. I ran over and excitedly put my arms around her, and when Anne caught one whiff of my coffee breath, she said those beautiful words that every father-to-be dreams of hearing: “Get your fucking hands off me!”

A beautiful moment, I think you’ll agree. But Anne was right. This was no time for a passionate embrace. The baby was coming.

As the labour went on, however, it was clear that Bruce wasn’t moving that much. Plus, Anne was in a lot of pain. The doctors finally gave her an epidural, which helped, but as we approached midnight, the physician who was in charge of delivering the baby decided that we’d waited long enough. He announced he was going to use forceps to help get the baby out, and from there it wasn’t long until Baby Bruce emerged—with a slightly oblong head, it must be said, but that quickly rounded back into shape. He also came out with a shock of dark hair, spiked out in all directions like an infant Johnny Rotten. Anne was sent off to the recovery room, while I sat up in the quiet night, cuddling our brand-new baby.

A lot of that day is a blur to me now, but I’ll never forget the hour or so that Bruce and I sat there together. I remember racking my brain for nursery rhymes to sing to him as he slept, and ended up humming a bunch of nonsense while mentally hoping he wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. The whole time, I looked at his tiny infant body, thinking, This is it. Every decision we make for the rest of our lives will be with him in mind. It was equal parts exhilaration and concern. My old life was over, and my new life as a parent was just beginning.

Then I went to the airport and got on a red-eye back to New Brunswick, where I finished calling the Canada Summer Games. What an idiotic decision on my part. What I should have done was tell my bosses that I wasn’t coming back. I don’t think they would have even questioned the decision. But that’s just how things were back then. I was at a good place in my career, doing a lot of network assignments, and it felt like I had no choice but to keep going. (There may also have been a bit of ego involved. How, I thought, would the Games survive without the great Scott Oake present?)

Unfortunately, this type of thinking is all too common in my line of work. There’s still a belief among a lot of people in media that you never pass on an assignment, because if you do, someone else will come along and do it better than you would’ve, and then you’ll never get another opportunity again. You see this in the NHL, too, where players feel pressure to tough it out and keep playing through difficult situations because there are ten other guys on the roster waiting to take their job. Or so they think, anyway. Back then it was a very real concern, and it led me away from my son just a few hours after he was born.



We named our son Mckenzie Bruce Oake, after Anne’s mother’s maiden name and my beloved older brother.

I grew up in the working-class town of Sydney, Nova Scotia, as the second oldest of five kids in the 1950s. My younger siblings were Judy, Brad, and Stuart. My older brother, Bruce, was born with a condition called spina bifida, which is basically an opening in the back of the spinal column. If someone is born with spina bifida today, they’re rushed straight into an operating room and that opening is closed up right away. Suffice to say it wasn’t treated that way in the ’50s. The opening in his spine was left untreated for a couple of months, until my aunt finally found a doctor way on the other side of Cape Breton Island, in Inverness County.

The doctor looked at Bruce’s back and said, “Well, I don’t know much about this, but I can see you’re desperate, so I’ll read up on it and come in tomorrow morning to do the operation.” And that’s what he did. Bruce remained a paraplegic, but if not for that operation, he would surely have died within months, or even weeks.

More than anything, Bruce was just a good person. As a kid I always followed him around and did whatever he did, because whatever he did usually turned out to be the right thing. As a university student, Bruce and a group of his friends somehow managed to get a government grant of nearly half a million dollars to run a program that provided recreation for people with mental disabilities. He was just driven to help, and I always admired that about him.

The pressure to work hard was instilled in all of us from a young age. My parents came from a generation where very few people ever went to university, and all they wanted was for their kids to do better than they had done. Sydney was a company town, and my dad, like all of the other dads, worked at the steel plant while my mom stayed home and raised all five of us kids. Walt, as I always called him, had a strong work ethic, which I like to think I’ve inherited. And my mom may have worked even harder than he did. She was a fairly even-keeled person, and she handled all of the household work in front of her with aplomb.

Walt had a pretty good job, but our family didn’t have a lot of money. Bruce’s condition required a lot of expensive, specialized medical care, and every year he and my dad flew to Montreal for operations at the Shriners Hospital. (Luckily for us, the organization covered their airfare.) We lived on a street in Sydney called Moxham Drive, in a co-op of eight identical houses, most of which were occupied by members of my extended family. It was a tight-knit little community, which was both good and bad. On the one hand, the street was always full of other kids to play with. On the other, everyone always knew everyone else’s business.

When I got a bit older, Dad took a new job at a different steel company, and so our family moved to St. John’s, Newfoundland, where Bruce and I both went on to attend Memorial University together. Because he’d had to spend so much time in hospital, Bruce fell a year behind in school, and so the two of us ended up in the same grade despite my being a year younger. That suited me just fine. And so when Bruce started hanging around the campus radio station, naturally I did, too. Eventually I got a shot filling in on a couple of sports and news hits, and from there I caught the broadcasting bug—or, as I like to say, I fell in love with the sound of my own voice.

Not long after that, I heard about a summer-relief job at the local CBC station. I was excited and sent over an application, but didn’t hear anything back. A couple of weeks later, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to call the station directly to follow up. The guy who answered the phone said, “Oh, right. Yours is actually the only application we got. So I guess you can start on Monday.” If this story sounds a little far-fetched, keep in mind that broadcasting back then wasn’t the distinguished career it is today. It was still seen as a kind of novelty—in fact, TV in Newfoundland was still black and white well into the ’70s.

I ended up doing that summer-relief job for two summers, alongside my studies at Memorial. Then the station told me that one of their two full-time sportscasters had quit to go to law school. Don’t ask me how I ended up getting the job, because my style at the time was to speak faster than the speed of light. I already thought I knew everything, and, if I had to, that I could get it all out in the world’s longest sentence. For some reason they hired me anyway.

I’d always been interested in sports. From a young age I’d fancied myself an athlete, though in reality I was a poor one. And I had long been a voracious reader of anything related to hockey. As a teenager, I used to camp out by the front door every morning for our copy of the Cape Breton Post to be delivered, just so I could see whether Normie Ferguson had scored the night before. Ferguson was also from Sydney, and scored 34 goals in his rookie season for the Oakland Seals—he ended up losing the Calder race, but it was to Danny Grant, a fellow Maritimer, so I couldn’t be that upset.

I was two years into my degree when I got the full-time job offer, and I knew my father wasn’t going to be happy when he learned I was dropping out. I tried to placate him by promising I’d only do the broadcasting job for a couple of years, and then go back to finish my education. I’m not sure if he believed me. And I did actually take a couple of night courses when I first started working. But then, two years after leaving school, I was briefly recruited to work at CBC in Toronto, and from there moved to Winnipeg to replace the late great Don Wittman on the local sports beat. A few months after that, I was sent to the Olympics in Montreal.

After that, there was really no looking back.

Whenever I’ve told this story in public, I say that my dad continued to ask me every month until he died when I was going to finally go back to finish my degree, just so I had something to fall back on when CBC and Hockey Night in Canada finally figured out I was no good. In reality, it didn’t happen quite that often—but he did keep bringing it up. I had to gently tell him, “It’s a little late for that, Walt.” And it was.

When I landed in Montreal to cover the Summer Olympics, I felt like my career was really taking off. Those Olympics happened to mark the first real leap for the CBC into what we call marathon broadcasting. Back in Munich in 1972, the network was still doing things like filling the primetime hours with prepackaged events that had already taken place. For the first-ever Canadian Olympics, however, it was a point of pride for them to be live on the air all day long: morning show, afternoon show, and evening show, with different commentators at every single venue.

At the time, I took my assignment as proof that I was on my way towards stardom, but looking back on it, I have to laugh. How many summer Olympic sports were there? Twenty? It’s painfully obvious to me now that the CBC simply needed all hands on deck to cover such an ambitious broadcasting schedule. It’s true that I was the youngest guy on the broadcast team, at just twenty-two years old, but my imminent rise to celebrity was perhaps a bit overinflated in my own mind. I got the call because everyone did.

Regardless, that confidence powered me through those Olympics broadcasts, and in particular one of my greatest achievements on the air.

I was assigned to cover wrestling alongside Ole Sorensen, who had actually competed in Munich and used to go running around the top of Mount Royal while I was still lying in bed. But that didn’t faze me. I acted like such an expert during the broadcast that I managed to keep the actual wrestler quiet while doing almost all of the talking myself. In the heat of the moment, I considered it a great victory that I didn’t need his help. (As one of my bosses at the CBC once told me, “Kid, the key to broadcasting is to be able to speak for an entire minute on a topic you know nothing about, and never repeat yourself.”) Now, I’m mostly just surprised Ole didn’t punch me in the face.

At the same time, that kind of ambition somewhat comes with the territory. My goal from early on was to do as many sports as I could and one day become a national network commentator. Most of the folks who get into this business are the same way. You start out trying to find work doing, say, play-by-play for junior B hockey. Then you graduate to junior A. Then, if you’re really lucky, you make it to the pro level. But there aren’t many network sports-commentator jobs to go around—and there were even fewer of them then. I was hoping I would one day rise to top, and I was willing to sacrifice to get there.

Of course, it’s easier to make those sacrifices as a single man. Not so much as a husband and new father.

But God bless Anne, she never really complained. Not even when I left her and Bruce that first night in the hospital. There may have been a few wisecracks here and there over the years, but she never once laid down the law and asked me to make a choice. No matter whether I was off covering darts, or speed skating, or track and field, or trampoline, she always put my career first. And in the long term, it only worked out because of Anne’s love for me, and her understanding that my career was important to me—and, by extension, to us as a family.

It was incredibly difficult for me to leave so soon after Bruce was born. But that sadness was matched, and then some, by the happiness I felt when I finally arrived back at home from the Canada Summer Games and saw Anne and Bruce waiting for me at the garage door of our family home. Suddenly, I wasn’t just coming home to my wife anymore. Now it was Anne, standing there in this beautiful red flower dress, holding our son in her arms. We were a family. In that moment, I felt like I really had it all.

I treasured my time with Bruce just as much, especially because I would spend the rest of my week yo-yoing between Winnipeg and the rest of the country. The way it worked back then is we would record Sports Weekend somewhere on-site, but then we’d have to go back to Toronto, where the show was edited and packaged, to produce the final mix. So those times at home, where it was just the three of us, were special.
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Bruce really was a dream baby. He never fussed. He was even good in restaurants. And he certainly never had the kind of uncontrollable fits where you’d have to leave the room with him. Bruce’s favourite book was Robert Munsch’s Love You Forever, and Anne used to read it to him every night before bed. When she was done, she would close the book and say to him, “Love you, like you, see you in the morning.”

Anne and I thought we’d hit the mother lode—and in many ways we did.

People had told us that once the baby was born our lives would never be the same. And they were right. Having a child fulfilled something inside me. I realized I’d always been drawn to the idea of fatherhood: I liked being around kids, and I’d even worked with the Winnipeg chapter of Big Brothers for a while. And of course I came from a family of five kids myself, which meant the household was always busy when I was growing up in the Maritimes. But having a child of my own was a whole new level of emotion and responsibility. I remember in those early days watching Bruce cuddling his baby blanket and marvelling at his potential. I used to think, He could be anything. He could take the world by storm.
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Two Patterns


Bruce was such a good baby in those early months. He slept so soundly that Anne used to wake up at 3 a.m. and put her finger under his nose, just to make sure he was breathing. You hear these stories about newborns who are so fussy, and require so much care, especially through the night, that their parents become zombies who aren’t able to have any kind of life outside of childcare. It wasn’t like that with us at all. Bruce was just calm and content, sleeping soundlessly for twelve hours every evening.

The one part I can take a bit of credit for is building the cradle that he slept in. I’d gotten the blueprint from the father of one of Anne’s good friends, and her uncle Jim and I brought it up to our family cottage to see if we could figure it out together. It took us a couple of weeks, on and off, but the end product turned out really nicely, if I do say so myself. The cradle was supported by two dowels so that it could rock back and forth, and the first time I lowered Bruce into it, I was suddenly filled with fear that the whole thing would collapse under his body weight. Please, Jesus, I thought, stay together. Fortunately, the structure held, and Bruce took to it right away. Anne and I placed it next to our bed, and Bruce slept there peacefully for the next few months.

The plan, going forward, was that Anne would take three or four months off to be with Bruce, and then go back to work. We both had good jobs—me as a broadcaster, and she as the marketing director for a couple of shopping centres around Winnipeg—so we weren’t under a lot of financial pressure, but the thought of living on just one income still seemed risky. Plus, Anne liked her career and didn’t want to leave it behind just like that.

So she put an ad in the newspaper and found a family in nearby Linden Woods to look after Bruce while we were both at work. Rana and Purvis Shere were a lovely couple who did a great job taking care of him. Each morning, I would drop Bruce off at the Sheres’ place, and then Anne would pick him up at the end of the workday. It was a busy arrangement, especially with me being on the road so much, but Bruce loved the attention from the Sheres and we found a way to make it work. They had a couple of kids of their own, one of whom was still a toddler, and they all loved spending time together.

But like I mentioned, Bruce was a good baby and an even better sleeper, almost too good of a sleeper. When you factor in all of those unconscious hours, plus the full eight-hour workday and commute, Anne found she hardly got any quality time with her son. She’d have about half an hour with Bruce each morning, and then another hour or so after she got back home in the evening. But that wasn’t enough.
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One night we were eating dinner together after Bruce was in bed, and she seemed equal parts sad and frustrated. Finally, she said, “This isn’t working for me.” It was clear something had to change: she knew it, I knew it, and, it turned out, even her boss at work knew it. And so, just three months into her return to work, Anne quit for good. From that point onwards, full-time motherhood took over.

Soon enough, our house got busier, too. Anne and I were expecting our second child. By then Bruce was just over two years old—which was, as it turned out, the time things started to change for him. Our calm, content newborn quickly became a very difficult toddler. And it took Anne and me a long time to figure out why, and what, if anything, we could do to help him.



Compared to the marathon labour that accompanied Bruce’s birth, the arrival of our second son, Darcy, was a walk in the park. In fact, it started with one.

The fall of 1987, I was hosting CFL games on CBC, and that particular Saturday I was away covering a game in Ottawa. When I got home on Sunday afternoon, Anne was there at the front door, saying, “I think I need to go to the hospital.”

But because Bruce had needed nearly twenty-four hours to finally be born, I figured we still had plenty of time. So I took Bruce, who was by now a toddler, on a walk to a nice park and playground near our house. I’d missed him while I was away, and we had a good time together, especially since I knew our lives were about to change again—and soon.

When we came back, Anne was there again, and this time she was more adamant: “Okay, time to go. Now.”

Fair enough.

We went and got admitted to the hospital, and once Anne was settled in a bed, I popped out to the Coke machine to get a drink, again trying to pace myself as I expected the labour to be long like with Bruce. I hadn’t even gotten my change back when a nurse came out and said, “Uh, Mr. Oake, you better get in here right now.”

By the time I hurried back into the room, Darcy was already born. It was such a quick labour, it was almost as if he’d come out with rugburns on his face. Unfortunately, I could see right away that Darcy was born with the dreaded Oake gene, which meant he already had quite possibly the biggest head known to mankind. Thankfully, Anne survived the ordeal with no complications and Darcy spent the better part of his life growing into that head, only catching up now that he’s in his thirties.

The other complication with Darcy’s birth was that he came out with jaundice. The doctor told us he needed to go into an incubator for a couple of days, which was not news Anne and I wanted to hear. The doctors decided that she should stay at the hospital to be near him while I went home to take care of Bruce.

Back at home, I quickly realized that taking care of a toddler was a full-time job, and thanked my lucky stars once more that I had someone as capable as Anne in charge most of the time. But I did my best to keep the house running as it usually did. When I told Bruce it was time go to the hospital to visit them, he got excited and said, “We’re going to Mommy’s house!” I’m still not sure what he meant by that. Along the way I stopped and got takeout from one of Anne’s favourite restaurants, so we could have dinner together.

At first, I don’t think Bruce was quite sure what to think about suddenly being an older brother. But then again, their first meeting was a bit unusual—Darcy was still inside the incubator, and was wearing these giant hospital-issued goggles to protect his eyes from the bright lights used to treat his jaundice.

It all seemed surreal to me. But Bruce just stood there, taking it all in.



Most people would agree that one kid is a lot of work. But it’s important to know that two kids aren’t two times the work—it feels like it’s about five. Darcy was a pretty good baby, all things considered, but he required more attention to get to sleep and stay asleep than Bruce had. He had to be rocked to sleep every single night. I remember sitting in the rocking chair with him, thinking, Okay, we’ve been motionless for about half an hour. That must be long enough. Well, my arms may have been asleep, but apparently Darcy wasn’t. As soon as I’d get up, he would start yelping and I’d have to start the whole routine all over again.

Once again, the bulk of the parenting workload fell onto Anne’s shoulders, because my career was carrying on more or less uninterrupted.

My main gig was still doing the local sports for the CBC’s supper-hour news in Winnipeg, and a lot of the times I did the late broadcast, too, because back then we had early and late local-news packages. I realize this sounds like ancient history now, since highlights are so easily accessible these days. (Sometimes it feels like sports highlights are running twenty-four hours a day.) But back then, in the ’80s, it was still considered an important part of the overall broadcast.

Basically, it was my job to find a new local sports story every day. This meant running around and shooting interviews with players or staff from the Bombers, the Jets, an amateur team, or something else entirely. Generally I would get to work at 10 or 11 a.m. and try to think up a story that hadn’t already been done. Then I’d have to find a cameraman to go out with me to shoot it, and then we’d both hustle back to the station to edit it in time for the broadcast.

It’s not much of an exaggeration, however, to say that I was the most disorganized sportscaster in the history of the business. Let’s say the sports segment was scheduled to come on the air at 6:20 p.m. It wasn’t unusual for me to be running downstairs to the edit suites at 5:55 with my arms full of tapes—every tape except the one I needed. I’d quickly record a voice-over that I’d scrawled on the back of a napkin, then hand it over to the editor whose job it was to dig up the footage that would make the story make sense. Then I’d rush back upstairs, put on a shirt and tie, plop myself down in front of the cameras, and pray that the story would roll when I called for it. Somehow, it always did. But, my God, the number of times the editors would plead to me, “You’ve got to get more organized here.”

I took those complaints to heart. Really, I did. But then two days later I’d find myself doing the same thing all over again. In all honesty, the job should have been a lot easier than I made it. And if any of my old editors are reading this, I expect they’re nodding right now.



[image: Image]



The pace at home, however, was much different, mostly because Anne ran the house, and she kept everything calm and organized. She knew the time of every doctor’s appointment and the location of every swimming lesson. That was just part of her personality in general. She didn’t leave a lot to chance. For me, Anne’s level of care was such a gift, because it allowed me to fully concentrate on my work while I was away, and to feel like we could handle anything when we were together.
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