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Main Characters

Caradot, Wilfrid: son of Arthur and Cécile, bank teller (Montréal). Caradot, Arthur: Wilfrid’s father, streetcar driver (Montréal).

Casavant, Antoinette: Éva’s mother and Lucien’s wife, Biddeford (Maine). Casavant, Éva: a receptionist during the summer of 1930 at a hotel in Ogunquit (Maine) and a research assistant at Boston University during the academic year.

Casavant, Lucien: Éva’s father, school principal (Maine). Casavant, Yvonne: Éva’s sister, student (Maine).

Deslauriers, Louise: teller at the Bank of Montréal. Wildrid’s colleague. Diana, an employee at a hotel in Ogunquit, Maine

Lamarre, Denis, son of Paul and Judith and brother of Marie, a student and baseball fan (Longueuil).

Lamarre, Marie: teacher at a one-room schoolhouse. Lamarre, Judith: Marie’s mother, painter (Longueuil).

Lamarre, Paul: Marie’s father and Judith’s husband, manager of the County Registry Office (Longueuil).

Lamarre, Thérèse: daughter of Paul and Judith and sister of Marie; medical student at the University of Montréal and part-time restaurant server (Longueuil).

Laplante, Antoinette: secretary at Dupuis Frères (Montréal). Mathilde: a young saleswoman at a candy store.

Pétroni, Ginette: owner of a hair salon (Montréal South).

Plamondon, Cécile: mother of Wilfrid and wife of Arthur, saleswoman at Dupuis Frères (Montréal).

Plamondon, Jean: father of Yolande and brother of Cécile; spinner at the Pepperell textile mill in Biddeford, Maine.

Plamondon, Yolande: Wilfrid’s cousin and Jean’s daughter (Maine). Savaria, Lucille: neighbour of the Caradot family (Montréal).

Tremblay, Ludger: Éva’s childhood neighbour (Maine)




[image: ]

Map of part of Montréal’s South Shore before the opening of the Jacques Cartier Bridge, which crossed over St. Helen’s Island. The white circle indicates Wilfrid Caradot’s workplace.



Chapter One

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Meeting
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Montréal and its suburbs, 1930

Winter was still baring its claws. Fierce gusts lashed faces and noses, and tears froze on the cheeks of passersby struggling to make their way along the space set aside for sidewalks. Those who braved the raging storm breathed clouds of vapour. Traffic was dying away. The Bank of Montréal Branch in Longueuil was one of roughly sixty in the Montréal area. It stood on St. Charles Street at the corner of St. Alexandre employed five people: the manager, Damase Pelletier; the accountant; two tellers; and a clerk. Occasionally they went to the window and grumbled about the winter. The tellers, Louise Deslauriers and Wilfrid Caradot, were sealed inside their locked, iron-barred cages, handling rolls of coins.


The banks were struggling, and gloom prevailed everywhere. In the United States, several closed their doors each day. Investments were disastrous, and many businesses were going bankrupt. In Québec, the economic situation was somewhat more bearable. The banks, although fewer than in the United States, had sufficient capital to withstand the storm—but for how long? Even so, withdrawals exceeded deposits. Since the crash of October 1929, brought on by the reckless purchase of stocks on credit and the collapse of indebted companies, working-class families had been going hungry and watching the crisis poison their lives. Laid-off workers were ineligible for unemployment insurance, and only the destitute received meagre public assistance. Older people had no pension funds. The financial crash sweeping across the Americas was gradually spreading worldwide. Wilfrid, for his part, did not feel sorry for himself. His position as a teller reflected the bank’s image. As the first person customers saw, he welcomed them with elegance. People regarded him as a model of honesty. People liked him. Immaculately dressed, he cut a fine figure in a charcoal-grey Oxford three-piece suit and a neatly knotted silk tie. Women admired his tall, slender build and swooned over his Parisian accent; his smooth brown hair and sparkling hazel eyes completed the effect. He was the only employee who did not smoke. At twenty-four, he had his whole life ahead of him and was full of fire. His colleague Louise Deslauriers, thirty-three, was a little jealous. His charm overshadowed her.

The bad weather kept customers at home, but it did not stop Marie Lamarre, a young woman of twenty-three, from coming in to deposit her pay.

When she arrived, the employees returned to their duties. A clerk filled the inkwells and changed the blotting paper; the accountant entered transaction details in a massive ledger.

Marie was no vamp, but she had charm. What a charm ! Warm and refined, she made an impression with her slim, graceful figure. Her unfailing cheerfulness made her instantly likeable. Her complexion was pale, with a hint of peachy pink, and she blushed easily; in bitter cold, her oval face turned rosy. Short blond hair waved around her head. Her steel-blue eyes shone. Her eyebrows were fine, and her chin was delicate. When she smiled, she liked to show a row of flawless white teeth that gleamed. She wore emerald earrings decorated with four-leaf clovers and radiated vitality.

The blowing snow was keeping customers away, and Wilfrid was delighted that she was the only one who had come in. This time, she did not have to join the usual single-file line and could exchange a few words with the teller without irritating the impatient customers behind her. She dipped the nib of her pen into the inkwell, filled out her deposit slip, signed it, and then went to Wilfrid’s counter to endorse her cheque in front of him.

“Miss Lamarre!” Wilfrid called her. “Good morning,” she replied.

Laughing, she lifted her five-foot-two frame and said, 
“You’re French, Mr. Caradot. You can’t be fond of winter.”

“I tolerate it. In fact, I do a little cross-country skiing on Mount Royal.”

“I make snowmen with my pupils when it snows.”

“My colleagues rail against this season for lasting too long. Yet this storm is a delightful surprise. I had put my skis away, but I’ll certainly go skiing on Mount Royal tomorrow. I can find you a pair if you’re interested.”

“Mr. Caradot, you’re putting the cart before the horse. We don’t really know each other,” Marie objected, asserting her independence. “By the way, I’m very fond of your earrings. You must be a little Irish, after all, with those four-leaf clovers and your pretty freckles.” “My mother is of Irish descent. She’s an O’Leary. I treasure my earrings dearly. They are passed down from one daughter to the next.

They came directly from Ireland.”

“My father is from Paris, and my mother is from St. Amable. I’m not truly French. I owe my slight accent to my father.”

After a silence that lasted too long, Marie mastered her feelings and became practical again.

“Here is my deposit slip and my meagre paycheque.”

Taking his time examining the cheque, Wilfrid tried to learn more. “School Board of the Municipality of the Parish of St. Antoine

of Longueuil. Where exactly do you teach?”

“You’re rather inquisitive for a teller,” she said, then added with a smile:

“I work at St. Mary’s Country School on Coteau Rouge Road.” “I let my curiosity get the better of me. Please forgive my inconsideration. Ah, yes! You filled out your own deposit slip. I should have remembered. You’re almost the only person who does that. Would you like any particular denominations?”

“I rather like modest denominations, such as two-dollar bills.” “All right.”

Wilfrid noted the transaction in his ledger, opened his cash drawer, deftly fanned the crisp new bills between his thumb and fingers, then handed the money to Marie.

He hesitated to continue the conversation under the manager’s questioning gaze; the man was annoyed by the overly long exchange with a customer. The bank wanted its employees to remain single and was hardly inclined to promote married people within the company.


“I look forward to seeing you again next week.”

Marie’s gaze settled on Wilfrid. Their hearts were beginning to race. Marie added, giving him her loveliest smile as her milky cheeks turned pink:

“I certainly hope so!”

She placed the receipt in her sturdy leather handbag. Regaining her composure, she left the bank, giving him an automatic wave to contain her feelings. On the way out, she turned up her fox-fur collar.

She adjusted the natural fur of her coat and pulled on her sheepskin gloves, finished with kids’ skin.

Wilfrid watched her disappear into the squall as Damase Pelletier approached him.

“Wilfrid, you’re priceless. When the customers are pretty, you certainly know how to sweet-talk them.”

He went on good-naturedly:

“And be careful! You know very well that a schoolteacher who becomes pregnant can lose her job,” he warned, teasing him.

Louise, meanwhile, was in a dark mood and grumbling.

“You looked like an engaged couple. For heaven’s sake, restrain yourself!”

“Stop showing off whenever you serve a customer.” “Louise, smile at the men,” Wilfrid replied.

“I’m not a flirt. That kind of carrying on is your specialty. Besides, if I became pregnant, I could lose my job too.”

The manager defused the situation.

“Come now! That’s enough! Settle down, friends. An elegant female teller and a handsome male teller are good for the bank.”

Louise and Wilfrid fell silent. They had nothing more to say to each other.

On the way back, Marie’s heart was still pounding. She had never felt such emotion. An entirely new and unfamiliar force had arisen within her. Excitement swept over her.

“I look forward to seeing you again” was a common phrase, but Wilfrid had said it differently. With more warmth, she tried to convince herself. He had even invited her to go skiing. Throughout the journey, her imagination ran wild. She pictured herself at his side. She got off the streetcar at the corner of St. Helen and Victoria Streets in Montréal South, a town neighbouring Longueuil, and trudged nearly a mile to St. Mary’s School on Coteau Rouge Road, which served as both her workplace and residence. Occasionally, someone from the area gave her a ride to work in a horse-drawn sleigh. The teacher could live on the second floor, provided she heated and maintained the building.

For his part, once his workday was over, Wilfrid, with a scarf wrapped snugly around his neck, took the same streetcar line as Marie Lamarre but rode it to the terminus in Montréal. The accumulation of snow noticeably delayed the streetcar. In places exposed to blowing snow, workers cleared the rails with shovels and picks. As the streetcar crossed Victoria Bridge, Wilfrid, comfortably seated in his wicker seat, could make out the Harbour Bridge, which was due to open in a few weeks. Streetcar tracks had been laid on it. There were also plans for a bus route shuttling between Montréal and the South Shore. Today, no ice cutters could be seen on the river; the snow had piled too high.

Throughout the ride, his head resting against the window, Wilfrid watched the passengers and noticed that, morning or evening, they all wore the same expression: sleepy in the morning and worn out at night. His thoughts turned to the brief exchange he had had with Marie—less than two or three minutes. And yet!

Her final words—I certainly hope so—came back to him. Questions gnawed at him. Had it merely been politeness? Had she been sending him a message?

After getting off the streetcar on Papineau Street in Montréal, bright and cheerful, eighteen-year-old Mathilde was waiting for him:

“Ten cents’ worth of little chocolate tools, Wilfrid?”

“As usual. They’re for Mrs. Savaria’s children. Give me a bag of black licorice, some jujubes, and a box of milk caramels as well.”

“My mother loves them.”

Her conversation with Wilfrid was the high point of her day.


Knowing he came in every Friday, she had put on an alluring outfit to charm him.


“As charmingly flirtatious as ever,” Wilfrid said.

“You think so? Thanks, that’s sweet. It’s a good thing you support us. Winter is slow enough already, and with depression, things are pretty tough. We hardly sell any candy anymore, even the penny candies. And now, since Wednesday, it’s Lent!” she complained.

Wilfrid paid for his purchases and said,

“Thanks for reminding me. I’d completely forgotten. But Sunday is the Lord’s Day, so it doesn’t count. We’ll eat our treats then. See you next time.”

Back home, at the corner of Delorimier and St. Joseph, Wilfrid cleared the steps of the spiral staircase while humming. He was beginning to feel too old to be living with his parents. His mother, Cécile, was a salesclerk at the large Dupuis Frères department store. Her husband, Arthur, a Parisian in his late fifties with greying hair, worked as a motorman for the Montréal Tramways Company, which employed about five thousand people. In Paris, he had been a coachman. Because of his seniority, his employer had assigned him streetcar No. 12, which ran along the street and allowed him to pass in front of his home. The family had managed to buy a two-door Ford Deluxe Tudor. The Caradots extended their support to their neighbours affected by the economic crisis out of social solidarity.

Upon entering the vestibule, Wilfrid breathed in the aroma of baked beans that filled the flat. Still whistling, he shook himself off, then flicked the snow from his grey felt fedora, scattering a flurry of flakes over the entrance rug. He removed his boots and set them on the mat, then hung his tweed coat and scarf on a hanger by the door. He slipped his gloves into his overcoat pockets.

All around the flat, pieces of laundry were draped over the backs of wooden chairs, the bathtub, and even hung from the shower-curtain rod. The ironing board stood in the middle of the living room.

His mother, Cécile, was busy preparing supper; she could tell that Wilfrid’s day had gone well. Given the dreadful weather, she had I expected him to show his displeasure by either slamming the door too hard or retreating directly to his room.

“Well, look who’s here. Feeling good, my boy? That’s the first time I’ve heard you whistle on your way home from the bank.”

“Bah! I only had a handful of customers: a notary, a butcher, a pretty schoolteacher...”

“Oh, really?”

“My colleague had even fewer.”

“You little rascal, don’t tell me you’re going to bring home another one. Settle down once and for all,” Cécile advised him. “You don’t keep them; they fall for you, and every one of them ends up heartbroken. If a girl dumps you, you’ll find out how rough it is.”

“Have you ever caught that, Mom—a broken heart?”

“I’ve only had one man in my life, and that’s your father, whom I married. It was the first time I’d ever heard French from France. He spoke so beautifully. You put on your French airs too when you’re with a young woman. You like talking like your father, don’t you? Don’t lose that accent. It sounds distinguished, and it can earn you promotions almost as much as English. Days like this, with all the delays, really irritate me. I hope your father won’t be too exhausted when he gets home or has to eat too late.”

“Your beans smell good, dear Mom. But your cigarette smoke turns my stomach.”

“We all have our faults, my boy. At least I don’t run around. Ah, if it weren’t Friday, I’d have made a stew, but the good Lord chooses His own days for a storm.”

“Mom, what would you say if we went to the United States this summer to visit Uncle Jean?”

“In Biddeford? That’s a lot of mileage,” she said in surprise. “The States aren’t next door. It’s quite a drive.”

“Maine isn’t that far. Dad and I could drive. It’s really no great hardship.”

“I’d certainly like to see my big brother, but talk to your father.

He drives a streetcar nearly all week. He needs a break.”

“It would give everyone a chance to rest. I’m prepared to drive the whole way if necessary.”

“But there are three of us. Where would we sleep?”


“You could telephone Uncle Jean and ask him to reserve us a place at a motel in Old Orchard or Wells. Biddeford is halfway between Old Orchard and Wells.”

“We’ll see. We’ll discuss it with Arthur. It’s a little early to be thinking about summer, don’t you think?”

“I have to give my vacation dates to my supervisor next week.” Clearly anxious, Cécile went to the living-room window overlooking

Delorimier Street.

“It’s been quite a while since I saw your father’s streetcar go by. I hope he hasn’t had an accident,” she said worriedly.

“That’s normal, Mom. Everyone is running late tonight,” Wilfrid reassured her.

Steam hissed from the teapot.

“The water’s boiling. I have to keep preparing supper. We may have to sit down without him. I’ll warm his plate if he gets home too late,” she said.

“Carry on, Mom,” Wilfrid corrected her.

“Good Lord! Stop teasing me about that, you little rascal.” “You’re getting on my nerves.”

“All right, all right... O.K.”

The doorbell rang. Wilfrid hurried to answer it. “Good evening, Mrs. Savaria. How are you?” “I have to stay positive.”

“Come in!” Wilfrid urged her. Cécile appeared.

“Lucille, come have tea with us before I fill your jar with soup and your dish with macaroni. I made plenty.”

“Plenty, Mom!”

“Thank you. You’re spoiling me. But I have to hurry because the rest of the family is waiting for me to serve supper,” Mrs. Savaria told them.

An hour later, Arthur entered the flat. He was taciturn and introverted. His daily vocabulary was largely limited to calling out the names of the stops on his streetcar: “St. Catherine, Sherbrooke, St. Joseph Boulevard...” He never spoke with the passengers. “Molasses beans. Don’t worry, Cécile, I’m getting used to them. But one fine day I’ll get my hands on some Toulouse sausage and duck fat, and then I’ll make you the finest cassoulet from Toulouse.”

“Why the interest in Toulouse, Dad?”


“I studied and worked in Paris, but my home village is in the commune of Portet-sur-Garonne, just outside Toulouse.”

“All right, sit down and I’ll serve you MY beans. Meanwhile, Wilfrid, tell your father about your plan.”

“Your plan, Wilfrid? The last time you brought me one was in November, when we bought this year’s Ford, which I hardly ever use. Six hundred dollars is no small sum. No wonder I’ve been going grey and losing my hair ever since. A brand-new Ford Tudor Sedan after the stock market crash—that was bold.”

“It’s all relative. A Chrysler would have cost at least four hundred dollars more. In any case, I’m proposing that we use it this summer to visit Uncle Jean in Biddeford.”

“Well, I’ll be! Now there’s an idea!” Arthur exclaimed. “That’s quite a drive.”

“About ten hours, I imagine, if we leave early and drive straight through, stopping only to use the washroom and grab a sandwich. Otherwise, we can split the trip in two and spend the night at a hotel in Montpelier, Vermont.”

For her part, Marie had vigorously cleaned the schoolroom from top to bottom before returning to her family home on St. Alexandre Street in Longueuil. When she opened the door, she could smell paint. The family was fairly comfortable, and the walls were bright with paintings of Longueuil landscapes. Her mother had worked hard on one canvas but was now preparing a meal for her three children and her husband, Paul, manager of the Chambly County Registry Office, who sat at the kitchen table with his head buried behind Le Devoir. Marie’s Sister Thérèse, two years younger and freckled, was studying a medical textbook for an exam. Her training differed radically from Marie’s: anatomy, physiology, pathology, bacteriology, obstetrics, pediatrics...

The two sisters looked remarkably alike, but their personalities contrasted sharply. After taking off her coat and boots, Marie settled into the living room.

Thérèse looked up from her book and started the conversation.


“You look much less tired than usual.”

“Well, yes, but mostly I’m glad to be home. It’s more comfortable, and I have people to talk to.”

“Does that overexcited big boy still get on your nerves?”

“He’s settled down. But he’s in Grade 7, so I won’t see him again next year.”

“Nothing else out of the ordinary?”

“Yes. The little girl whose house burned down came back. The parishioners helped the family a tremendous deal. They were poor.”

“Are they all that poor?”

“No. There are a few fine buildings along Coteau Rouge Road, but the others reflect the occupants’ poverty. You can immediately tell the students’ economic status in the classroom by observing their clothing. Some children wear the same shirt almost all week. Two sisters often exchange clothes. Since the municipality has no municipal water system or running water, their hygiene suffers.”

“How do you manage all of that?”

“I buy water from the water merchant, who regularly delivers. I heat it and wash it with a facecloth.”

“With this weather, were any pupils absent today?”

“Yes, a third of the class. Listen, it isn’t easy sending them outside to the privy in bitter cold.”

“I could never do what you do.”

“I love teaching. I wouldn’t change jobs. But that isn’t all. These children need people to guide them. It would be irresponsible not to give them an education. Yet very few people care.”

“Marie, you turned down a good position at the new St. Charles School on Chambly Road. You could have gone out in the evenings and found a man who loved you. This is no life. You can’t have anyone visit, and you’re condemned to remain single. You’ve always told me you wanted to raise at least one child.”

“Your sister is right, Marie,” Paul interjected.

“Paul, it’s none of our business. What matters is that Marie is happy.”

Chapter Two
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