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TO MOM, DAD, AND CLINTON, you will live on in my memory forever.

And to my husband, Keith, and my children, Garrett and Katie.






Author’s Note

I am not a psychologist; neither am I a psychiatrist. My husband and I own a dental practice, where I am the office manager. However, I am a Certified Fearless Living Coach (CFLC)—a program I took to help myself face life after losing my brother to a tragic accident.

I wrote this book first and foremost as a cathartic exercise. I needed to deal with the emotional baggage I had been carrying around with me for decades and to empty my trunk of that baggage. I also wanted my children to know my story and hopefully learn from it so they might be better prepared for the inevitable curveballs life throws at them. The third reason I wrote this book was so that others struggling with their problems might find help in my story of overcoming grief, fear, and anxiety in order to live life more fully and joyfully.

As I began to face the loss, grief, and depression that have been the fabric of my life for as long as I can remember, I studied how I dealt with the seemingly continual bombardment of emotional trauma. The result is A Million Times We Cry, a book in two parts: memoir and a short section featuring my observations as a life coach.

My suggestions, advice, and meandering thoughts are based on my personal experiences, not a result of academic study—they come from the heart, tempered by time and reflection. Life teaches you a lot if you are open to listening, so please explore the life coach section at the back of this book and see if any of my advice, suggestions, or points to ponder resonate with you. I wish you well in your journey to better understand the loss, grief, and depression you may be experiencing.

Stacey Wempe

Estevan, Saskatchewan

November, 2023






PART I My Story [image: ]







CHAPTER ONE A Life Frozen in Time


It’s April 16, 2020, and the time has come. I’m finally ready. A few days ago, I asked Keith, my husband, to get the box out of storage, and here it is in the garage. Not so much of a box, really; it’s more of a chest—a wooden chest about three feet long and two feet wide. It’s solid; it looks like it was built to last forever or at least long enough. It’s been closed for twenty-three years, since a few days after my brother, Clinton, died in a tragic, horrific accident at the age of twenty-two—an event that haunts me to this day. The chest came into my possession four years ago after my father passed away; my mom originally packed it up, but she passed away eleven years ago, and neither of them ever had the strength to revisit Clinton’s life.

Since this box was closed and kept for posterity, I have experienced more emotional pain than any one person should be expected to endure. Today’s almost ceremonial opening heralds a new chapter in my life; it’s time to move on and share my story. I hope that by sharing what I have learned over the last two decades about grief, loss, and depression, I might make other people’s journeys a little easier.

I’ve never felt brave enough to face rummaging through my brother’s worldly possessions—until now. What’s changed? I’m still not sure I’m strong enough, but my writing partner, Mike Wicks, suggested it was an essential first step. He was right—it is cathartic, but that doesn’t make it hurt any less.

Grief overwhelmed me when Clinton died and then again and again for more than twenty years. I could never make sense of the loss—could never wholly come to terms with it. For a time, I was angry—how could he get up and leave me? How dare he? Then I was numb. The depression came a little later, a bottomless pit into which I crawled more than once.

I was close to my brother; I was only three years older than him, and I always looked out for him. We talked every day. We were a close family; we did everything together, and now it’s just me, me and this chest—a coffin for his possessions. Perhaps we should have buried it like a time capsule.

As I lift the lid, the aromatic, woodsy smell of Clinton’s favorite cologne, Polo Green by Ralph Lauren, hits me with a tidal wave of nostalgia. At once, I am transported back to when Clinton was twenty-two; at the same time, I feel the urge to turn around to see if he’s just walked into the garage to mimic my way of talking, teasing me while laughing uncontrollably. The smell of his cologne—leather, tobacco, earthy, and, yes, overpowering—brings back so many memories. This is hard. I begin to doubt whether I am ready for this. Heck, I always told him he wore too much cologne. The tears stream down my face, and I’ve not even picked up the stuffie lying on top of everything else. He used to love his stuffie, a cute, white, indeterminate animal, much loved and well-worn. The slightly bedraggled white faux fur brings back memories of a happy prairie childhood.

It’s the small things that hit you. Underneath his stuffie, there’s a birthday card that opens backward. Our cousin Holly, who was also a lefty, had written in it, “For your birthday. Got you a card designed for lefties.” I open the card awkwardly and smile. Then, tears again flow down my cheeks as my hand rests on hundreds of sympathy cards—literally hundreds. Around five hundred people came to his funeral, and the local florists ran out of flowers. Clinton was incredibly popular.

My emotions are frozen in time like the contents of this chest. But I can’t staunch the flow of memories—memories that I haven’t acknowledged in a long while. Memories of that night, that foggy night. The night that created my personal black hole. Perhaps today will be the day I climb out of it. This is hard, so hard. I miss him so much—my brother, my friend. And I miss my mom and dad because they also left me too soon. Much too soon—I wasn’t ready to be left alone.

I gingerly lift a yellowing newspaper, neatly folded, that reads “Memoriams.” For the first time, I realize it’s an odd word; shouldn’t it be Memorials or Obituaries? Clinton’s face smiles back at me, so young and full of unfulfilled promise. The words from the anonymous poem I discovered and placed in the newspaper announcement stare back at me:


You never said I’m leaving.

You never said goodbye.

You were gone before we knew it,

And only God knew why.

A million times we needed you,

A million times we cried,

If love alone could’ve saved you,

You never would’ve died.

In life we loved you dearly,

In death we love you still.

In our hearts you hold a place

That no one could ever fill.

It broke our hearts to lose you,

But you didn’t go alone,

For part of us went with you

The day God took you home.

We miss him and love him,

and he will always be in our hearts.

Love Mom and Dad, Stacey and Keith



I pick up his Montana State ball cap—he loved Montana. And, oh my God, his Scouts cap. A photo of his best friend, Darryl, who drowned with his father when their canoe overturned in 1991. Another senseless tragedy. Clinton’s whole life is here: a class recipe book and a scrapbook biography of Clinton from junior high. Oh my. It was a school project written by Darryl. Two deaths brought into sharp focus.

I’ve never read the scrapbook biography before; the tears begin to flow again. “Clinton was born in Lampman Union Hospital on September 10th, 1974; he was born about 1 a.m. His parents were Melvyn and Margaret Grimes. He has one sister; her name is Stacey; she has now graduated from Lampman High School and is at Minot University.” Several pages later, it ends with the words, “In ten years, Clinton would like to be in Texas on a ranch. In twenty years, he would like to be in Alberta on a ranch and have a good job.” I never knew this. This is so hard.

There’s another school project tucked away in the chest. In it, Clinton wrote, “My beliefs and values are to have a good life and to be good at things like jobs, and skiing, golfing, and horseback riding. What my family likes about me, I don’t know.” This makes me laugh out loud for the first time since I opened the box. So many mixed emotions. The teacher had written in red, “You should ask them.” He got 52 percent on the assignment. I sift through report cards for every year of school. Teachers liked Clinton, but his academic achievements were average at best—except, of course, when it came to shop; he loved that. Clinton hated school.

A photo of his chipped tooth, music cassettes (the Eagles, Garth Brooks, Reba McEntire), a Donkey Kong video game from the ’80s, batteries corroded in a remote, a bow and arrows, a skeet shooting trophy—Clinton was good at shooting. Oh, dear Lord, there are receipts, some from the trip we took to Whitefish, Montana, a few weeks before he died: ski rentals, gas, new boots. I look at his signature and remember how hard he tried to make it like Dad’s. He loved our father so much. Hidden in his wallet is a photograph of Marsha, his girlfriend at the time of his death, with the inscription “Marsha ’97.” She was so pretty, and he loved her so much. When I turn it over, I realize that someone, probably my mother, put it here when she closed the chest. It reads, “Mel and Marg, you guys are like my second family, and I hope you always will be. I hope someday the pain will get a little easier, but I’ll always be here for you if you need help with anything. Love, Marsha.” I put it back into the dark recesses of the wallet, where it belongs, somehow, with him.

I remember his previous long-term girlfriend, Saundra, telling me a story about when they were camping on their way to Whitefish. The campground had a small trout pond, and Clinton was excited to do some fly-fishing. It was a beautiful evening; the sun was setting behind the mountains to the west; it was picture-perfect until Clinton clumsily managed to get a fishhook stuck in his scalp. Saundra told me that he walked over to her embarrassed and wanted her to pull it out, but it was lodged under several layers of skin and she didn’t want to look at it, let alone touch it. She was grossed out and tried not to gag. He eventually convinced her to grasp the hook, which was still attached to the line, and said, “For God’s sake, just rip it out!” When she hesitated, he whipped his head back and ripped it out himself. She said she almost threw up. That was typical Clinton.

I miss his presence; it’s so sad he’s not here. I feel a part of me has died. But you can’t lock your emotions away; I realize that now. It’s what I did for many years, and I was… I was sick. I was mentally and physically ill because I locked my emotions away and never expressed my feelings. I couldn’t admit or share that I wasn’t having a good day or that I needed time alone to journal about what I was feeling. That’s why opening this chest feels liberating. It feels like I can let my emotions out too—set them free.



April 25, 1997, was like any other day; it was a Friday. My husband, Keith, and I had worked all day, and later we were vegging. I called my brother to see what his plans were for the weekend. Looking back, I must have somehow sensed something was going to happen. I’d felt the urge to tell him how proud I was of him, that I loved him very much, and that I sometimes worried about him because he was a boom truck operator, which is a truck with a crane on it used to move cargo or equipment. I told him what was in my heart. He told me he was the best boom truck operator in southeast Saskatchewan, and there was no need to worry about him. We talked about going to supper and a movie that night but postponed it until the following evening. He said he would pay the bill because Keith and I had just moved into our new house and started new jobs. He asked me if Keith wanted to talk to him, but Keith said not to bother; they’d speak the following day.

 It was 5:45 the following morning when my life changed. Someone was knocking at the front door. I remember thinking, Who the heck could that be? Keith opened the door, and my aunt and uncle stood there; they told Keith my brother had been in an accident. I was upstairs but could hear some of what was being said. I asked if he was okay. Uncle Darwin replied that no, he was dead. I said, “I just talked to him; how can he be dead?” My mom had asked her brother to come and tell me; he and Aunt Carol lived nearby. I was both hysterical and numb. It’s strange what you remember at times like that; I got dressed in red jogging pants, a white shirt, and white shoes. Nothing would ever be the same again. No, no, no, not my Clinton.

At 1:00 a.m., just seven hours after I had told him how much I loved him and how proud of him I was, his Chevy Tahoe ran into the twenty-second freight car of a train heading slowly westbound. He had spent the evening with Marsha watching movies, and at close to midnight, she had left to drive home—a journey that would take her over two railway crossings. It was not too foggy at Clinton’s house, and so she felt okay to go, even though she was not an experienced driver at only seventeen years old. She crossed the first set of railway tracks close to town without difficulty, but she hit a wall of fog when she reached the second set, four miles from his house. It was so dense that she felt the truck go over the rails but never actually saw them—scary. A few miles later, she couldn’t see the road and decided to pull over and call Clinton. Cell reception was usually patchy in that area, but she managed to get through and told him she would turn around and return to his house. Like the knight in shining armor he was, Clinton immediately told her to stay where she was and that he would be there in a few minutes. She waited and waited, but he never showed up. She decided to turn around and head back. A local, Michael James, had passed her a few minutes earlier on his way to town with a friend but was now close to the tracks, heading back in her direction.

The fog was lifting, and she could see Clinton’s crumpled truck. Michael said there was no one in it. Marsha screamed that her Clint had to be in there. The windshield was smashed, and the fog swirled around, but as if on cue, it lifted a little more and they could see Clinton lain back in his seat; the airbag had deployed. Marsha shouted to Michael to do CPR because, in her panic, she’d forgotten how, but he slowly shook his head. Later, the police told her that the impact had almost certainly broken Clinton’s neck. Visibility was so poor that night that it took the ambulance about an hour to get to Clinton.

Marsha called her dad, whose immediate response was “What train?” because that track was rarely used. He told her he’d be right there, and in the meantime he told her to call Lionel and his wife, Bev, family friends who lived close by. Marsha was trying to pull Clinton out of his truck when Lionel and Bev showed up. They took her back to their house, and Lionel returned to the crash site with his tractor. Marsha then called my dad, thinking he would come to the house first, but he drove straight to the tracks. Marsha recalls knowing in her heart that Clinton was gone but praying he wasn’t. She thought he might have been so cold because it was so cold out.

Later, Marsha was interviewed by the police. She remembers how nice the officer was; he asked her whether she had any questions, and she wondered whether giving Clinton CPR would have helped. The officer gently told her that nothing would have helped.

I always wondered why he didn’t hear the train, but fog deadens sound, and he would have had his music playing. Also, the locomotive was a long way away from the twenty-second car. The train driver himself didn’t realize there had been a collision. The police had to phone ahead to Carlyle, forty miles away, to stop the train.

Thick fog, an unmarked rail crossing, and terrible timing meant he would never arrive to “save” Marsha. And I would never see my brother again. In an instant, our family crumbled. I was numb—I barely remember the following week. My mother was so angry at Canadian National Railway for not having lights at a crossing known to experience thick fog. Frighteningly, more than two decades later, that crossing still has no lights or barriers; it lies there waiting for its next victim, and the CN corporate giant doesn’t seem to care. Yet a few miles away, in Lampman, the lights remain—guarding a crossing that is seldom, if ever, used.

More memories come flooding back. I remember my anger. I was angry, so angry. I was mad at myself for not saving my brother—why couldn’t I have said that we should go to the movie tonight, not tomorrow? Then I was angry at Marsha for going out when it was so foggy, and lastly, I was furious at my brother for dying. Years later, my psychologist asked me what I wanted to say to my brother that I didn’t get to say. I said, “I am furious at you! You left me. I won’t get to talk to you ever again. You won’t get to see my kids, and I won’t get to see your kids. I won’t get to be an auntie to them.”

I try to think about all the good times and the incredible conversations, especially the one I had with him just a few hours before he died. I’ve done a lot of healing between that night and today. I know now that it’s okay to revisit that place, stay there for a little while, and cry. It’s okay to remember the good times. To look at photos, watch videos, remember.

I refocus, and the chest is empty. Clinton’s life is strewn across the garage. It doesn’t seem like much, but there is so much life in every item—memories, emotions, things said and things left unsaid. There is healing in this pain. My seventeen-year-old daughter, Katie, has been videotaping this trip back in time so my writing partner, Mike, can understand who Clinton was and what he meant to me—and for me to spend some time remembering my brother. She says, “Mom, that was amazing what you did, honoring Uncle Clinton like that.” I hadn’t thought of it like that.

I recall asking my therapist about the difference between grief and depression. She said, “Grief usually is two to three months of pure sadness. You ask yourself, How can I live without this person? You feel sad; you don’t feel whole. You question how you can go on. That is normal, but if it lasts more than a few months, it is important to seek help; you have depression.” I remember I cried every day for a year after Clinton died. I was to experience significant loss twice more over the two decades following his death. Grief was to be a frequent visitor, and depression became an unwanted companion for far too long.






CHAPTER TWO Life in a Small Prairie Town


I was born on October 21, 1971, in Lampman, a small Saskatchewan prairie town twenty miles north of North Dakota. The town was named after the much-celebrated poet Archibald Lampman. He was called the Canadian Keats because he wrote poems celebrating nature. Today, the town boasts a population of 735, but on the day I was born, it was in the region of 650 souls.

We lived in a small house with three bedrooms upstairs and a living room and kitchen downstairs—a typical clapboard house, nothing fancy. It was just a few blocks away from Lampman’s four-story hospital. My father, Mel, used to talk about the day of my birth, complaining that he hadn’t been allowed in the delivery room. He told a story about the hospital’s system for announcing births. Mom was in the final stages of labor, and he was told to go home and look out his bedroom window toward the hospital. Doing as instructed, he said a nurse flashed a light to announce my arrival. He loved that story and laughed every time he told it. I was never sure why they didn’t simply use the telephone or, for that matter, why he couldn’t have hung out in the waiting room. Perhaps it was his way of saying I was the light of his life!

I was the first granddaughter on my father’s side, and my birth was much celebrated. It resulted in me having a special relationship with my dad’s family, especially my paternal grandma. I was born with hip dysplasia, a developmental disorder initially undiagnosed. My mother complained to the doctors that something was wrong with me because I would cry a lot, but they couldn’t find anything seriously wrong. Several months later, it was diagnosed, and I had to wear leg casts. They weighed about ten pounds each, and a metal bar stuck out from the sides. Mom used to tell me she lost a lot of weight carrying me around and frequently got clonked on the head. However, if it hadn’t been for her persistence with the doctors, I wouldn’t be able to walk normally today.

My parents were twenty-four when I was born. My mother was striking; my paternal grandfather told my father, “She’s a beautiful lady.” Mom always dressed well, styling her hair and even wearing makeup to the grocery store. At the same time, she was very down-to-earth. She never sugarcoated things; people always knew where they stood with Margaret. She was also a good cook and loved to entertain. I particularly remember her French bread and Christmas puddings. We called her Saskatchewan’s Julia Child because she always cooked with lots of butter and cream. I remember fantastic egg bakes, creamy fish, shrimp, and pasta Alfredo. Clinton liked her turkey, roast potatoes, and Yorkshire pudding dinners—we all did. She made everything from scratch, grew her own herbs, and always bought the freshest ingredients. I remember asking her once how come her chicken was always so tender. Without missing a beat, she replied, “You have to beat the shit out of it with the meat tenderizer.” I wonder what Chef Ramsay would say to that.

After she died, people kept coming to me asking for her recipes. I’m sad I didn’t learn any of them, because she never wrote them down. How often do we regret the things we fail to do, things that we never felt were important—until they are? I remember the last meal she made, exceptional yet straightforward—lobster with homemade fries. She was very ill, but she needed to cook a final, special dinner for her family.

My grandma Kathleen, my dad’s mom, told me Mom hadn’t always been such a good cook. Early on in her marriage, there was a time when she called Grandma to ask how to make fried rice. Grandma said, “You just fry it in a pan,” thinking it was pretty obvious. A short while later, Mom called back and told her it hadn’t cooked. It turned out she hadn’t cooked the rice first; she just threw the rice straight from the packet into the pan.


The Grimes Legacy

My family name was Grimes, and we were well-known in our little corner of Saskatchewan. My father worked at the petroleum plant. He was promoted to plant manager at age nineteen, the youngest ever. His father sold farm equipment, including tractors, combine harvesters, and other stuff farmers needed. I remember some of the brands Grandpa sold: Degelman, New Holland, and Versatile. Grimes Sales and Service was very well-known and respected. Dad told me he was put to work tidying the shop when he was only six. Many years later, around the time I was born, Grandpa contracted lung cancer and struggled to manage the business. My dad would work the midnight shift at the plant, go home and sleep for a few hours, and then go to the shop to help Grandpa. Grandpa suffered for five years; Grandma was only in her mid-forties when he died.

Early childhood lessons are important, and I grew up seeing my parents work hard, play hard, and give back to the community. They treated everyone with respect and always put family first. The values we learn or absorb before we are five help determine who and what we are in life. They become deep-rooted in our psyches.

Mom and Dad made a great-looking couple. Like my mom, my dad always dressed well. I have a photograph of him from 1980; he would have been thirty-three, and he was wearing pilot’s sunglasses and a jean jacket. He looked so handsome; he was tall and slim back then, but his weight was an ongoing challenge. He had a problematic relationship with food, and his weight would fluctuate a lot during his life, especially during times of stress. Another Grimes trait to which I can all too easily relate.

When Grandpa died, Dad took over the business. I was only nine months old. I wish I could remember Grandpa Grimes. Everyone liked him. He was a pillar of the community for eighteen years and served as mayor of Lampman for fifteen years.

My dad had massive respect for him. When Dad inherited the business, he carried on a long-standing family commitment to the company’s twenty or so staff, its customers, and the community. Grandma was the bookkeeper, but my mother gradually took over that responsibility. The company accountant said my mother was probably the best bookkeeper he’d ever known. She was amazing; she’d wake up at 5:00 a.m., do the laundry, cook dinner for that evening, and still turn up at the shop in high heels, looking like a million dollars. Unfortunately, neither Clinton nor I inherited her organizational skills.

Dad learned to fly in 1977, which became vital to the business’s success. The shop was across the road from Lampman Airport, and he’d often hang out there with his buddies. His customers were spread across Saskatchewan. Whenever they needed an urgent part for a broken-down tractor, he would fly it to them so the machine could be back in service as quickly as possible. Sometimes he would take along a mechanic, and they’d do the repair on the spot. He’d land his Piper Super Cub at a nearby landing strip or right on the customer’s farm. By 1983, when he got a bigger Beechcraft V35B Bonanza, he began attaching tiny parachutes to the parts and dropping them from the aircraft. He was known for his pinpoint accuracy; the replacement parts would always land within a few yards of the waving customer. Where many of his competitors had trucks, Dad had his plane. The service side of Grimes Sales and Service had always been important; my dad took it up a notch, and it didn’t go unnoticed.

Occasionally, Mom accompanied Dad on his flights, but she didn’t enjoy flying. This was especially true after Dad faked a heart attack once in midair. I don’t think she ever forgave him for that prank. Clinton and I often flew with him, and I can attest that he was a great pilot.

Clinton was born two years after Grandpa died, on what would have been Grandpa’s birthday. Grandpa Grimes was baptized as Clinton, but people always called him Clayton. So my parents named my brother Clinton in honor of Grandpa. When Clinton was born, I was three, and I loved the idea of having a baby brother. It was like having a real live doll. I’d push him around in a red-and-blue pram with daisies painted on it, and I’d help Mom care for him. He had blond hair, blue eyes, and a mischievous smile. We were always close, right from those early days. Even as adults, we’d talk on the phone or see each other almost daily.

We had what most would call a typical prairie life; family was everything. My dad had four siblings who lived close by, and the house was always full of life. Grandma told me she would have liked to have had ten children. We spent a lot of time with Uncle Gary and my Aunts Judy, Barbara, and Karen. Aunt Karen was only nine when Grandpa Clayton died.

Mom loved animals, and we always had pets. When she was younger, she had a billy goat, and Dad bought her a Siamese cat called Missy for their engagement. I couldn’t pronounce the cat’s name when I was young, and I always called her Sassy; she lived to the ripe old age of eighteen.

Grandpa’s and the Grimes family’s traits were the topic of many family conversations. One of them was the family’s love of television. Back then, televisions were still a luxury item, and Grandpa was one of the first people in Lampman to get one. He had eight of them in his house! This made him very popular; family and friends would regularly drop by to watch TV. My father said that he and Grandpa bonded over movies. By the time I came along, Mom and Dad had several televisions in our house. The trait continues; our place in Estevan, a small city in southeastern Saskatchewan, Canada, less than ten miles from the United States border and twenty-six miles from Lampman, has a television in every room.

The Grimes Sales and Service shop was like a second home when I was growing up. It was just a few doors from our house, but everything in Lampman was close. We could have walked to school, but Mom insisted we take the bus because she said it was a good experience. On the way home, the school bus would always drop us off close to the shop. Rex, our inherited German shepherd, would know when it was time for the bus to arrive and wait for us at the end of the lane. One of Dad’s mechanics left Rex behind when he moved on, saying he would return for him. When the mechanic returned six months later, the dog wouldn’t go to him; Rex had become part of our family, and my father told the mechanic he couldn’t have him back. That dog was remarkable; he would hear Dad’s plane coming back from a customer visit and be there waiting at the airport for him when he taxied to the hangar.

A few years later, Dad bought Clinton a Ski-Doo snowmobile, and we’d drive that to school in the winter. Rex would run alongside the Ski-Doo or pull a sleigh with Clinton’s friends onboard. Dad would snowblow a lane between the shop and the house to create a track for them. I remember Dad running alongside Clinton, shouting and laughing. Life was simple back then—well, our life, anyway. It revolved around family, friends, community, and the business. So much has changed; life is so much more complicated now.

Mom and Dad did a lot for the Lampman community. They donated to the church and the school and helped wherever they could. Dad would repair whatever needed fixing, and they were both ready volunteers. It goes back to the deep-rooted values by which our family lived. They always donated anonymously, but people knew; it was a small town. On one occasion, Dad donated a pumpjack for a local auction—it was a significant donation. Pumpjacks are used to extract oil from wells where insufficient pressure exists to bring it all to the surface; therefore, a pumpjack was a highly sought after and valuable piece of equipment in Saskatchewan. He regretted his choice later because it was apparent he was the donor. His father had built a legacy around the Grimes name, and my father was honor bound to keep that legacy intact. I remember a guy coming to our door because he had run out of gas; Dad gave him some money so he could make it home. Thirty years later, the man approached my dad at a local event and thanked him. In small communities, small kindnesses are remembered.

After my father died, the local church officials approached me for money to pay for new flooring. They told me that Dad had said he’d be there for them. “Okay,” I said, “if Dad said that’s what he intended to do, then of course.” It’s the Grimes way—it’s ingrained. I hope my children continue supporting the community, and their children after them. I feel supremely privileged to be financially secure and to have been the beneficiary of my grandparents’ and parents’ hard work and success. I hope to remain grounded, never forget how lucky I am, and share my good fortune with others.




School Days

I was never keen on school. I wore these glasses with huge frames and thick Coke-bottle lenses, and the other kids would call me four-eyes. I hated those glasses so much. The constant teasing heightened my anxiety so much that I faked being sick so I could avoid school. I also suffered from panic attacks when taking tests and exams. These were early indications of the anxiety and depression that would dog me throughout my life. When you are younger, you just work through it; you are more resilient. I remember writing a report on anxiety and depression for a school project, so I must have known my challenges even back then.

Clinton hated school; he was more of a hands-on kid and was always destined for a career in the trades. Despite my awful glasses and the teasing, I had plenty of friends. We’d ride our bikes around town, go to the outdoor swimming pool, and simply hang out.

When Clinton was six or seven, he teased me mercilessly. He’d steal food off my plate and take my cutlery and hide it; he’d tell me that what I’d ordered at a restaurant was gross and insisted that I’d never have a boyfriend. Although all in good humor, the teasing never stopped, and he and Keith would gang up on me later. He was cheeky to Mom too; he’d smirk and call her by her first name: “Hey, Maggie, what’s for dinner?” One of our cousins, Michael, called Clinton’s laugh visceral and out of control. As Clinton grew up, having fun became his philosophy for life.

Mom and Dad often had to separate us at the dinner table. On one occasion, I chased him around the house, threatening to hit him with a large piece of firewood. He was an incredibly mischievous kid. He brought Grandma flowers once, which she appreciated—until she discovered they still had their roots attached. He’d yanked them out of her front yard. Come to think of it, on that occasion, I think I was also party to that theft. Then there was the time when he was about thirteen and he and a friend got hold of some gunpowder. He wound up in the hospital with second-degree burns on his face.

Both of my grandmothers were positive influences on me when I was growing up, but I spent a lot of time with Grandma Kathleen when I was young. She lived only five minutes away and liked having me over to her house, especially after Grandpa died. I think I was a welcome distraction. When I was ten or eleven, I remember going to her house every Wednesday; we would cook and watch Dallas and Little House on the Prairie. Whenever I got mad at Mom and Dad, I would say, “I’m moving to Grandma’s house.” I lived at her house for a couple of weeks at a time. It was a win-win. Sometimes Mom’s depression would descend on her like a dark cloud, and she always refused to see a doctor. When life got too tough for her, it was easier if I went and spent time with Grandma Kathleen. I wonder if sadness can be learned or if it’s simply absorbed by osmosis.

Eventually, Grandma remarried, and I got a new grandpa, Grandpa Ben. She was happy in her new marriage, but Grandpa Clayton had been her soulmate, and she would always cry when she talked about him. I think they’d dated since before she was a teen; he’d always taken care of her. I felt I got to know him through her stories, and in turn, I became her emotional support, in a way taking his place. It feels like that was a big part of my childhood. I remember my father saying that I’d helped him look after Grandma. Maybe that was the nascent life coach in me starting to form.

I couldn’t grieve for Grandpa Clayton because I’d never known him, but years later, when Clinton died, I could relate to how Grandma must have felt. Later, when I was at college, Clinton’s best friend drowned. That was hard, but I felt somewhat distanced from what was happening at home—it didn’t affect me as much as if I’d been back in the community. I don’t think grief affects you at a primal level until a loved one—someone very close—dies.

When she was in her early twenties, my mom lost her dad, so I never knew either of my grandfathers, which is a shame. But when I was young, I visited my maternal grandmother occasionally. She lived in Estevan, and I remember visiting her, watching soaps on television, and reading the National Enquirer. It’s strange what you remember. Mundane activities in many ways, but remembering them brings waves of nostalgia.

Mom and Dad attended every school event and parent-teacher evening. They were hands-on; Dad would be one of the only fathers to make an appearance. They never missed a concert, play, sporting event, or any other activity in which Clinton and I were involved.

We used to call Dad “Dr. Phil” because everyone went to him for advice. He was a great listener and was always supportive. Mom told me that whenever they went to a wedding or a big event, he would never get a chance to sit down; people would gravitate toward him, and he’d be the center of attention. That was why he was such a great salesman; people liked and trusted him—he could sell anything.

My parents often won vacations in contests run by the company’s suppliers. This meant they were very well-traveled. I remember them going to Jamaica, Mexico, Las Vegas, and other exotic places. Sometimes Clinton and I would go with them. My friends were always amazed that we went on so many vacations. It wasn’t as common in those days. I remember family ski trips to Banff and Steamboat Springs in Colorado. In grade two, we went to Florida; that was our first big family trip. My friends would say, “Oh, I wish I could be adopted into your family. You guys travel so much.”

On vacation, Clinton was a wild card; when he was about ten he’d do cannonballs into the pool to splash young women sunbathing, and in the ocean he would pretend to be a fish and flap his fins in people’s faces. He was intent on getting a reaction, but he was so cute with his blond hair and blue eyes that no one could be mad at him for long—and his mischievous smirk defused any situation. My parents bought a cabin on Boundary Dam Reservoir, close to Estevan. It’s where Clinton and I learned to water-ski. The cabin wasn’t large, but it was always filled with family and friends. We often had twenty to thirty people visiting at a time—aunts, uncles, cousins, and friends would just turn up and hang out. One year, Dad bought a houseboat and renovated it. In winter, we’d ice fish. When I was about eleven, Dad built me a tiny cabin, a cedar log house. It had bunk beds, and my friends would stay over and we’d listen to music. These were good times. I guess I was spoiled—my parents gave me almost anything I wanted. Despite being financially comfortable, my parents led simple, unpretentious lives and were stalwart and generous community members.

All good things come to an end, though; it was tough on Mom trying to keep up with two homes. After Mom died and Dad became ill, he often wondered why people didn’t pop by anymore. I told him things had changed, that it was different now. When Mom died, the energy died with her to a certain extent. But all that came later.

I may have been spoiled, but I was expected to contribute and “know the value of a dollar,” as my father used to say. In grade six or seven, I would help out at the shop, babysit, and cook family meals. Later, during high school, I worked as a receptionist at the local Shand Power Station during summer breaks. I always did something. Having a work ethic was important to our family; no one got a free ride. People respected our family and never begrudged our lifestyle—the community knew it was hard-earned.

In 1984, Dad went into partnership with a cousin, Paul Grimes. The company was called Southern Resources; it was a young oil company based in southeastern Saskatchewan. By 1989, Dad was no longer selling farm implements, but he kept farming. He loved sowing, watching things grow, and then reaping the rewards. Years later, he took over the company and became the sole owner. The business went on to become quite the success story. One of Dad’s good customers, Paul Cheung, sourced a more efficient pumpjack from China, the HG pumpjack. It had a unique, odd design, featuring a curved walking beam that used two counterweights instead of one. It was a significant advance in energy-efficient pumpjack technology. Instead of losing a customer, Dad partnered with Paul and began importing this newfangled piece of machinery. Dad’s obituary in Pipeline News stated, “The HG pumpjack changed the landscape of Saskatchewan.”
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