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This book is a work of fiction.  References to real people, events, organizations, or locales are intended to provide a sense of authenticity, and are used fictitiously.  All other characters, and all incidents and dialogue, are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real.

No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he is not the same man.
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A suitcase flies out from the third floor balcony, hovers for an instant in the darkness then plummets to the street, bursts open and spews its contents on the freshly fallen snow.  Rachel comes down the curved staircase, the echo of “Kick her in the belly!” falling away behind her.  She walks slowly out to the suitcase and collects up her life: two cotton dresses, the red chiffon blouse she wore that night, socks, a couple of pairs of shoes, make-up purse, sketch pad, pencils and a small metal box of charcoal sticks.  In their rage they never even thought to throw in a pair of underwear.  Whatever they did in their blindness, it had given Rachel a diversion, time enough to get to the jewelry box in their bedroom.  She collects everything into the suitcase, snaps it shut, and looks up to the third floor balcony where she sees the silhouette of her mother looking down at her.  Rachel shifts her head into the yellow light of the street lamp, making sure her mother can see her dry brown eyes glaring at her.  Her thick black hair is getting wetter, the melting snow trickling down her forehead, a forehead with too many wrinkles for a girl of seventeen.  Damn, she thinks, never thought to grab her hat.  

She walks through the snow down the middle of the street in her long black coat, her woolen scarf thrown over her narrow shoulders, traversing the canyon of triplexes. There’s Tania in her second floor bedroom, dreaming through every note of her violin solo for her brother’s Bar Mitzvah.  Further along she passes Sophia’s window flickering with candlelight. She is more than likely wide awake, visualizing every moment of her taxi ride down to Pier 18 and the ocean voyage to Brindisi.  

At the corner of Mount Royal Avenue, Rachel turns towards the mountain.  She stops at the large hole in the ground filled with broken concrete and twisted steel: the disgorged remains of the Belmont Movie Theatre, blanketed in snow.  Only the west wall remains, the lodge seats draped in the torn panel of Winged Victory, tossed like a wet towel.  She stands exactly where the marquee once hung over Julius and her, sheltering them from the rain as they waited in line for the première of To Catch A Thief, the last film the Belmont would ever show.  In the back row Julius held her close with his spindly arms, bending awkwardly over the armrest to pull her sweaty red blouse closer to him, desperate for a kiss.  Out of the corner of her eye Rachel caught a glimpse of a black-gloved hand taking a diamond necklace from a jewellery box and of a black cat jumping over a rooftop.  Then Grace Kelly, diamonds glittering, luring Cary Grant into her passionate embrace.  Julius shattered the moment, crashing in with a kiss on her cheek.  Rachel laughed and it was only then that Julius finally relented, puzzled.  “It’s the diamonds,” she whispered.  “They’re fake.”  

Rachel continues along the street, heading straight for the mountain and the sparkling lights of the steel crucifix set high on the rocks.  How ironic, she thought: the scene of the crime.  Julius comes into view as a pacing shadow under the trees.  It was the only way he would agree to see her here in Jeanne Mance Park.  With the rage spreading from her bedroom, she didn’t have a lot of time to negotiate.  At that moment Rachel knew that regardless of the street lamps, he would guard his invisibility. His chiseled face entered the dim yellow light of the streetlamp. His eyes scanned down to her abdomen. “So what is it?”

She tilts her head quizzically.

In response he shrugs. “Even if you are, it’s not mine.”

“Oh yes it is. Julius. It’s all yours.”

He leaned back into a shadow, his breath huffing. “I know you’ve been screwing other guys.”

“No, just you.”

He looks away to the hulk of the mountain. “Yeah, you’re screwing me, all right.”

“You sonofabitch! You make me out to be a slut! The coward’s way out.”

“Look, I didn’t do anything.”

“Oh really. So this is an immaculate conception, is it?  Does that work for Jews?”

“How dare you.”

“No. How dare you. This is your family.”

He looks at her with loathing. “No...it is not.”

He turns to walk off but she grabs his arm, pulling him back. “I’m going to have this baby, Juluis.  No back-alley abortions.  This baby is going to live.  I won’t be its mother but it’s going to live. And I want it to live so that one day 20 years from now when you’re walking down the street and you see a young man with eyes looking right at you, you’ll wonder, just for an second, you’ll wonder.  You won’t be so invisible then.”

Julius comes in so close to her she can feel the ice in his breath, “You lied to me.  You said it was safe. “  

“Nothing is safe, Julius.  Nothing,” 

She turns and walks down the slope towards Park Avenue, joining up with the snow valleys of the streetcar, her body swimming.  Up ahead the last streetcar of the night sends up a spray of electric sparks from the power wires above, lighting the way to Aunt Acey’s front door. 

“Come in, lassie,” said Aunt Acey, pulling Rachel in from the cold. “Your mother called.  ‘Tis a miracle they no’ thrown you out years ago.”

Rachel follows Acey down the long hallway, accompanied by the aroma of beef stew.

“That nut is not my mother.  Did she tell you what she said to me? They have insane asylums for people like her.”

“No, they have churches.  ‘Tis no’ time to dwell on it.  It’s over now.”

Acey ambles to the woodstove with her arthritic limp, her back straight and determined.  From a large pot Acey ladles out a steaming bowl of beef and potato stew, places it in front of Rachel, settles into her chair at the head of the table, pours herself a cup of tea.  She takes out a deck of cards, shuffles them silently, then with blurring speed dealt out the array for Solitaire.  “What card high?”

“Jacks.”

Acey nods.  She played with different combinations of high and low cards, anything but the aces, anything to change the pace and her thinking.  Whatever is called, be it jacks or fives, she works down from there and then back up to the ace.  Ten years as a dealer in the casinos of Atlantic City did this to her. “What are you going to do, Rachel?”

“I’m going to New York.  Except for you, I have no family or friends left here,” she says slipping her hand into her right pocket. “I’ll be all right.”

“You’ll stay with me until you’re ready. Then, you’ll go to New York and after that Paris,” she says while snapping down a run from the Jack of Spades to the five. “There’s many a home wants a child.  He’s Jewish? Aye.  That would have been like sticking your mother’s finger into a light socket.  Could you no’ have picked a boy more strategically?”

“You think I should’ve asked for his passport before I slept with him?” There wasn’t time for that.  They’d rushed up the mountain from the Belmont and lay down under the thousand lights of the crucifix.  It was like being in a stadium without the cheerleaders.

The piercing ring of the phone draws Acey to the bedroom.  She picks up the receiver and after a mournful pause she barks back into the mouthpiece, “Oh, is that what you call yourself?” and closes the bedroom door.  The angry words are muffled but Rachel knows exactly what is being said.

In the bookcase next to the kitchen doorway Rachel sees the book with the worn spine that she knows well – The Impressionists.  She sits with it on her lap while eating the stew.  The book opens automatically to the full-page colour print of Bar at the Folies-Bergère.  She remembers the night when she was ten and the shiver that came over her as she travelled back to 1881: a barmaid dressed in a black velvet jacket trimmed tightly around her narrow waist, her large, melancholy eyes looking forward, the marble-top bar stocked with champagne, beer, a glass tray of oranges and two roses in a glass, and the mirror spanning the entire background of the painting reflecting the gaily dressed patrons spread out before the barmaid and the back of the barmaid herself.  An exquisite trick as the reflection reveals that the barmaid is not looking at the patrons, but into the eyes of a moustached man, likely Manet himself staring back at her, as if studying her face.  Julius had looked at her with the same expression.

Rachel studies the painting every day over the next several months.  During that time she expects her mother will burst through the door at any moment. But that never happens either, leaving Rachel to wonder if a necklace is stolen and no one notices, then is it truly theft?  And motherhood? She wonders about that, too, but not with fear.  She tells Acey how utterly unfit she is for such an endeavour.

“You may change when you see it,” says Acey.  “It often happens.”  What happens?  A sudden rush of maternal hormones flooding through her body?  A ferocious instinct to protect?  Regardless of how many times the biological pendulum may swing, Rachel feels none of these things.  What she does feel is thirty hours of steel wool pain as the baby fights every abdominal push that Rachel can muster.  In the few brief moments that Rachel moves out of delirium, she thinks this child does not want to be born, does not want to be a part of anything and would prefer, if she does not do it first, to die inside of her.

Regaining consciousness several hours later, Rachel holds the baby boy in her arms.  She looks into his face and sees absolutely nothing remotely resembling herself or Julius.  “You can’t come with me, sweetie.  I’m not able to do it.  I’m sorry.”  She runs her finger gently down his moist chest, tapping him ever so lightly and singing: “The itsy, bitsy spider climbed up the water spout/Down came the rain/And washed the spider out/Out came the sun and dried up all the rain/The itsy, bitsy spider climbed up the spout again.”

Within moments of the nurse taking him away Aunt Acey arrives with the social worker.  With bureaucratic precision the social worker snaps open her briefcase and spreads the documents out on the bed.  Acey signs as the witness. Rachel holds the pen over the dotted line.  “You’re sure he’ll have a good home?”

“Yes, I promise you that,” says the social worker. “But once you sign, that’s it.  There are no tomorrows.”

Rachel signs.  Aunt Acey kisses Rachel ever so lightly on the cheek, dabbing a teardrop with her nose.  She will kiss Rachel one last time at Windsor Station with the hot sunlight burning down on them through the clear glass roof.  “Do no’ forget to call McLuke in Atlantic City.  He’ll get you something in the casino or I’ll cut his throat. And Canal Street, that’s where you go for the pawnshops.  And do no’ let any of them bastards offer less than a thousand.  If not, hold out ‘til Christmas.  People are more desperate then.”

Rachel wraps her arms around Aunt Acey and holds on tight, wondering if this is what her son felt for one brief moment.  The whistle screams, she lets go of Aunt Acey and walks down the platform through the clouds of steam.  A red-cap steps forward, tips his hat and offers his hand for Rachel’s suitcase.  “It would be a pleasure, young lady,” he says and takes it without effort.  Rachel waves one last time to Aunt Acey and climbs aboard.  The red-cap escorts her to a seat, lifts her suitcase into rack, and tips his hat, “Have a fine trip,” he says.  Rachel rustles through her purse but before she can find the two-bits she’d set aside, the red-cap gently raises his hand.  “That’s okay, young lady.  This one’s on the house,” he says with a gleam in his eye and heads off down the aisle. 

Rachel presses her head against the window and sees Aunt Acey waving. She vanishes in a cloud of steam, the locomotive lurches, metal squealing, stops, lurches, and slowly begins to move out of the station, out from under the train soot and into the blazing June sun.  It grinds along the rails, the window vibrating against Rachel’s forehead.  It soon reaches the bridge and picks up speed over the St.Lawrence River leaving Mount Royal as little more than a bump on the horizon.  Rachel watches her home disappear, takes out the three-strand pearl necklace, lays it out on the window ledge where it shimmers in the sunlight, and prays with more intensity than she has ever done before that when that day in the future comes, her son will be a thief just like her.
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The boy arrived on our street one day without a name and without a past.  It was the spring of 1950, a humid day in the east-end of Montréal where the perfumes of pure coke, tanning dye and railway dust welcomed the morning.  I lived with my parents on St. Clement Street, two houses up from the train tracks.  We kept time to the passenger trains and lost sleep to the rumble of freight trains.  But like anything else you get used to it, that and the smell of soot, the whistle from the marshalling yards, and the metallic clash of railway wagons.  My father never did get used to it.  On this day I was in our backyard with a Brownie Instamatic camera wandering among the blueberry shrubs and beds of roses - my mother’s handiwork.  The roses became the first of my images because birds would not sit still. Neither could my mother.

“Adam, where are you?” Nora shouted from the back door, a cigarette dangling from her mouth.

I was on the ground framing in the viewfinder what I thought to be a perfect shot. “What!”

“Don’t bark at me, young man. Now come along and bring the camera,” setting off with a puff of cigarette smoke along the walkway to the street.

She didn’t have to tell me to bring the camera. Since Nora had given it to me for my thirteenth birthday a week before it had never left my side.  I took it to bed with me thinking I might be able to photograph one of my dreams. I had many to choose from. I caught up to my mother. “What’s up?”

“The Schlotts have a child, a little boy apparently.”  The few times I had seen Mrs. Schlott she never seemed pregnant. “That’s not the only way to get a kid. They got it at some agency,” she said.

“Agency? You mean like a kennel?”

“No, silly. An adoption agency.”

It made no sense. You pick up a kid at an agency and bring it home like a bag of groceries?  I knew little about sex in those days but I didn’t think that kids came from agencies.

I kept up to my mother’s brisk pace towards the Schlott’s house. My mother never really walked, she marched.  Unlike other women who cast their eyes down, Nora held her head upright, scanning her world with her sharp green eyes. Earrings dangled from under her short blonde hair.  Her eyes regarded the clapboard bungalows that lined both sides of our street.  They were known as Veterans Homes, built for the soldiers returning from the war.  The houses were inexpensive and interest-free.  They were simple square structures with a small front patio and a modest backyard.  Each was painted a different colour. This was decided late one night during a whiskey-fueled house party celebrating the first anniversary of the end of World War 2.  The veterans, sick of six years of banality and death, wanted to make a statement of uniqueness, of being unusual just for the hell of it.  I was there that night and watched as the vets, my father included, shook on it.  I had seen enough to know that the next morning’s hangover would blot out that collective vow.  It didn’t.  Within a month the two blocks of Veterans Homes were awash in colour. The Balfours and the Tremblays painted theirs red, green was popular with four homes, the Poirier’s went orange, purple for the Lindsay’s (mother Gina claiming she was royalty), a couple of yellows, and blue for us. “It’s like living in a box of Smarties,” said Nora. A reporter and a photographer with La Presse newspaper came by one day to do a story on the street and named it “rue Arc-en-ciel”.  Translated, we became Rainbow Street and a tourist attraction.  For months afterwards people drove along our street, hundreds of them, taking pictures, gawking. “I’m not sure this was such a great idea,” said Sonny Balfour. “We should start charging a toll.” 

We arrived at the Schlott’s house, painted in lime green.  Mrs. Schlott, a heavy-set woman of about thirty, came out the front door followed by the boy.  I thought that she would carry him but there he was walking on his own, fully formed as much as three-year olds can be.  So this is how adoption worked: skip the diapers and the sleepless nights, patiently wait three years and get one made-to-order kid ready for the world, no fuss.  How wrong I was.

Mrs. Schlott led the boy to the front gate and left him there.  She looked puzzled by the whole thing as if she had brought home a ferret and didn’t know what to feed it.  Her face was stern, a frown crease carved deep in her forehead: Whose child are you?  If Nora had offered to take him off her hands I’m sure Mrs. Schlott would have handed him over.

“So what’s his name?” asked Nora.

Mrs. Schlott sighed. “We’re thinking about it.”

“But...he must already have a name.”

“We want him to have a new start. The past is the past.”

That was one of the oddest things I had ever heard.  The past is the what? “He’ll know,” I said.  I bent down coming face to face with him. “Do you remember your name, young man?”   He shook his head. His dark brown eyes stared back at me.  What has he seen?

A woman came out the front door and was introduced to us as Mrs. Schlott’s sister Wilhelmina. She could not have been more unlike her sibling: Young, vivacious and someone actually happy to be with the boy.  She bent down and wrapped her arms around him.

“Take it away, camera-boy,” Nora said, lighting another cigarette, puffing smoke skyward.  “If you wait any longer he’ll be a teenager.”

I looked to Mrs. Schlott and gestured to her to stand beside the boy. “Oh, no,” she said. “I don’t like my picture being taken.”

So the first photograph taken of the boy in his new home and his mother wanted no part of it. I framed the boy and Wilhelmina in the viewfinder and snapped the shutter.  Suddenly the boy approached me and touched the camera. He turned it over, inspecting it, peering through the viewfinder. He handed the camera back to me, nodded and went back into the house. He said not a word.

The next day I saw Wilhelmina carry a couple of suitcases from the Schlott’s house to a waiting taxi cab. The driver loaded the cases into the trunk. She hopped into the back seat and as they drove past me I saw her pull the bobby-pins from her hair, her long blonde mane unfurling with the breeze through the window. She glanced at me. She was not smiling.

It was a week before I had the film roll processed and printed.  The photo of the boy and Wilhelmina was terrible: there were light leaks along the edges and I had framed it so that the coke towers in the background seemed to be sprouting from the top of Wilhelmina’s head.  My future clearly did not include being a portrait photographer.  I took the print to the Schlott’s house and left it in their mailbox.  The Schlott’s said nothing to me. Maybe they didn’t like the photograph either. I wouldn’t see the boy for another three years which was good because my own family was slowly falling apart.

My father Henry came back from the war in 1945 a broken man.  At first it wasn’t obvious.  He was a quiet, unassuming man with a boyish face that never seemed to age.  Never stern, never prone to anger, he was reflective and perfectly content reading a book or playing backgammon after dinner.  Because of his military service - and the Victoria Cross he had been awarded for bravery - we moved from a small, damp apartment in Rosemount to our new home on Rainbow Street. Simpson’s department store re-hired him to his old job as a buyer.  On the surface it all seemed that re-entry into civilian life was going well and I finally had the chance to know my father for the first time, or so I thought.

It started with the trains. Henry would grip the armrests of his chair, his mind racing along with the incessant pounding of the wheels on the tracks.  The ground shook.  Everything shook: the walls, the photographs, the couch, my mother, me.  But my father was trembling.  When the train had passed all the shaking stopped but my father didn’t.  He became an insomniac. Sometimes in the mornings I would find him staring out the living room windows at nothing.  There was his walking, relentless miles of it.  In the middle of the night I would hear his footsteps coming down the hallway, going out the front door and not returning until morning.  We expected the booze to kick in any day but it never did. In those days there was no word for what my father was going through.  The best they could come up with was ‘shell-shock’ or ‘battle fatigue’.  Regardless of what it was called, my father suffered.  Mother did too.  I often heard her pacing in the bedroom on those nights when Henry was out walking the night streets.  One night I heard her soft sobs. I had to go in. She was sitting on the edge of her bed, her head buried in her hands.  She looked up at me, her eyes wet with tears.  I sat beside her, put my arm around her.

“I’m so sorry, Adam. I’m sorry we can’t be a normal family.”

“I don’t think such a thing exists.”

“You’re far too cynical for your age.” She stood up, lit another cigarette and began pacing the room. “Henry is not the same man I married.  He’s not the same father, either.”

“I don’t care about that stuff.  I don’t want to go fishing with my father, or baseball games. I want him to get better.”

“I do, too, son. All we can do is...what did they say in England? Keep the home fires burning? That’s all we can do.”

The silent months rolled by until one day Nora saw that Henry’s pay cheque had not been deposited into their joint bank account.  When Nora called his office they told her that Henry had not been to work in six weeks, that one day he left for lunch and never came back.  Making it look like he was still employed he used his severance pay to make regular deposits. The severance money had now run out.    

In the spring of that year I came home from school to find my father sitting at the kitchen table, a suitcase by his side. Nora sat across from him looking away. It was clear they had been arguing.

Henry’s dark eyes gazed up at me. “Your mother will explain everything to you.  I can’t stay here.  I love you, Adam.  I’m sorry.”  He picked up his suitcase, put on his fedora and turned to leave.  He put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Good luck,” and continued to the front door.

I don’t know what gripped me in that moment. Maybe fear, maybe shame but mostly it was anger. “That’s it?! That’s the best you can do?  Good luck?”

“Sit down!” Nora said sharply.

Henry glanced at me, said nothing and left.

“What?” I shouted.

“Get a grip on yourself.”

“Can’t we help him?”

“Believe me I’ve tried.  Ever since he’s been back I’ve supported him, held him as he cried like a baby.  I was scared to death thinking he might do something stupid. A policeman brought him back one night. They thought it suspicious walking alone at four in the morning. They thought he might be a burglar.  I don’t know what’s in his head but whatever it is, it’s beyond me.  Oh, and his Victoria Cross? He hocked it for fifty bucks.”

She took five ten-dollar bills from her purse and gave one of them to me. “Go down to Hochelaga Market and get something for dinner.  I’ve got calls to make.”

“That’s it! My father walks out the door and that’s the end of it?”

Nora stood up, lines of worry on her face. “Listen.  You’re not the first kid in the world who doesn’t have a father and you won’t be the last.  We both have work to do and we’re not going to get it done if we wallow in this. To start, you’re going to study and you’re going to university and you’re going to study everything.  When you’re finished with that, you’re going to study the next thing.”  She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and held me. Then she did what she always has done to me, leaning back and brushing my shoulders like she was dusting me off. “So let’s get it done. Oh, and get some cheese at Pirandello’s.”

I walked the train tracks to the Hochelaga Farmers Market. What are you supposed to feel when life slaps you so hard that it burns your face?  I was angry. Felt helpless. What was going on in Henry’s head? What had that bloody war done to him...and us? 

I recalled a summer night in ‘47 when he was animated for the first time in months. The vets on Rainbow Street had gathered around in Sonny Balfour’s backyard. Rainbow Street was the street of war stories.  On summer evenings the men would gather impromptu at one of the houses and swap yarns. A good story might end with a hearty laugh - the humour of the macabre, the dance of death. On this night the men were gathered in a circle, the glow from their cigarettes casting their faces in a warm red blush that vanished with the exhale of smoke.  Henry would always listen intently but never said anything about his experiences until this night, the one and only time I would hear it.

“What about you, Henry?” said Sonny.  “You’re the only one here with a medal. What did you do?”

My father didn’t smoke so there was no glow to his face.  It was hard to read what he was thinking in the night shadows.

“I don’t want to brag,” he said.

“You got a medal,” said Sonny, “which means you saved some guys lives. That ain’t braggin.”

Henry sighed deeply looking down at his hands, a little shaky. “It was Italy.”

“What regiment?” asked one of the vets.

“22nd Royal Montréal, engineering corps. We fixed up shattered equipment, got them operational, tanks, cannons, built bridges. We landed at Taranto, the heel of the boot, heading north towards Naples. It was a tough slog. We got a couple of days of R&R, near Ostuni on the coast of the Adriatic.  We circled the trucks and jeeps, tied ropes between them and hung our laundry out to dry. We were dirty as hell and stank worse.  We all ran down to the sea. Fresh. Clear. Water.  We were all so light-hearted, just kids again, splashing one another. We never saw that bloody Stuka flying low.  It appeared out of the sea, sound spreading out all at once. In two seconds he was on top of us, strafing the trucks.  We grabbed our guns, headed up the slope, stark naked.”  

There were chuckles around the circle. The cigarette tips shone like stars in a distant galaxy. 

“Bastard turned for one more pass and strafed us again.  We opened up on him and nailed him in the gas tank.  He blew up.  Thing was, the bastard shot our clothes all to hell, holes in everything, including my underwear. For six months I was walking around in holy jockeys!” Henry stopped, head down staring at the ground. “We realized there were two guys missing. We went back to the beach and there they were, floating in a circle of their own blood.”

The men withdrew into themselves.  They were home and safe, the war long over, but the memories were never far away.  There is a mystic sorrow about soldiers that comes from facing the possibility of death every day.  It grants to them access to deep folds of reality hidden to the rest of us. Walking through the market, I tried to comprehend what that event meant to my father but I had no words for it.

Nothing about my father leaving us stopped time for my mother. Within a day she found a job as a secretary at Degas-Moore Publishers in downtown Montréal.  She bought a typewriter and set up a study in the spare room.  Before long she was reading manuscripts and typing critiques. She renewed her driver’s license and started driving our Ford that had been sitting on blocks in the driveway.  This was Nora taking control, much like she did when Henry was overseas.  She had no familial support.  Her own parents, my grandparents, were dim, shadowy people who never appeared in our house and whose small clapboard house in Cornwall we rarely visited.  Henry’s parents were a more distant mirage whom I had only met once and whenever I asked where they were the answer was, “We don’t know.”  There were jobs aplenty for women during the war and Nora worked at a garment factory in Point St. Charles making army uniforms. The depression years had given her the skills to make ends meet and sometimes those ends were truly cloth threads.  She got a salary at the plant but it wasn’t much and there was food rationing.  Nora held it together and what she had learned during those years she would now repeat.
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A week before Labour Day 1953, there was a knock at our front door. Nora was typing a book review in her study so I was delegated to answer it. We never know at the time how an insignificant event can change the course of our lives but looking back as I am now I had no idea when I opened the door to Mrs. and Mr.Schlott that my life was about to change.  Mr.Schlott was a policeman, and he was still in uniform with a gun in his holster. The smile of a man wearing a gun holster is always a special smile.  An armed man smiles in such a way that keeps you out of his thoughts. 

Mr. Schlott chuckled. “Don’t worry, Adam, I’m off duty.”

That was unusual. We never saw much of him. Shift work, mostly nights, was his life so he was seldom around and he was never around for the war story nights.  He was a big man, with broad shoulders, a barrel chest, thick neck and a head like a boxer. He was friendly enough but it took effort.

“We were wondering if you could walk Nicky to school next week,” said Mrs.Schlott. “It’s his first day. His school is right across the street from yours.”

“Nicky? Who’s Nicky?” I asked.

“Our son Nicholas. You took a picture of him three years ago.”

I’d forgotten all about him and the photograph. But Nicky? What was that? 

“I’m on the night shift next week so I’ll be asleep in the mornings. If it’s all the same to you...”

I wondered why Mrs. Schlott couldn’t take her son on his first day of school.  She must have sensed my hesitation. “You can just point him in the right direction.  He’s a very sweet boy.”

How bad could he be at six years old? Besides, I wasn’t going to say no to a man with a gun.

“Yeah sure. I leave around eight.”

“Perfect. He’ll be here,” said Mrs. Schlott, relieved.

The following Tuesday, the first day of school, Nicholas was waiting for me in front of our house, right on time, wearing a canvas backpack that reached from his shoulders to the seat of his pants.  Of course he had grown and his hair had turned light brown.

“You all set, Nicholas?”

“Nicky. They call me Nicky.”

“Oh yeah, right, sorry.  Nicky it is.”

He didn’t seem pleased. We walked down the street and stopped at the tracks.  A solitary locomotive rumbled past, hissing.  We waited for the barrier to lift and I led Nicholas along the rail bed through the haze of smoke, “We have ten minutes,” I said. “So are you looking forward to school?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

I didn’t have much experience talking to young kids and it wasn’t as if I could ask him what his favourite subject was or what he wanted to be when he grew up.  Nicky stopped to stare at an abandoned factory.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“An old factory. They used to make hats.”

“What kind of hats?”

“Fedoras.”

The Borsalino hat factory was the only abandoned factory along the line. Grey smoke billowed from the smokestacks of several other plants, trucks were lined up at loading docks, and the ground vibrated to the thrum of machinery. Nicky stopped to gaze at each one.

“We’re not going to make it to school in time,” I said.

Nicky nodded and picked up the pace. “Do you like it here?”

“Yeah, it’s all right. Do you think you’ll like it here?”

“Yeah.  I just don’t know how long I’m going to be here.”

What an odd thing to say, I thought. He seemed to know where he had been and how fluid the ground was under him. He seemed a serious boy who knew a lot more than what he was letting on. We continued down the incline from the railway line and entered the Hochelaga Farmers Market.

“Wow,” exclaimed Nicky, his eyes open wide.

Morning was the busiest time for the market. The trucks rolled in from the farms in Ormstown, the Eastern Townships, and Joliette with mountains of potatoes, corn, tomatoes, and turnips, fresh fish, grey and white, spread on ice slabs. Freight cars were unloaded and crates were stacked high with fruits of all kinds. A cacophony of voices called out the prices for the day and orders, “Deux cents livres de pomme de terre rouge!” “Je t’donne cinq!” “Allons-y, vite!” Nicky walked slowly, his eyes scanning over every detail, taking it all in.  He stopped at a vendor who had several varieties of apples spread out on the wooden counter. The vendor stopped what he was doing and regarded Nicky.

“Ah mon ami, would you like one?”

Nicky nodded.

The vendor came around the counter to him.  “You like apples, oui? Which one would you like?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t have the change for that.”

“Non, it’s okay.  First day of school for him, oui?  Bien sûr, a very special day for you.” The vendor picked out a red Gala and gave it to Nicky. “This for your special day,” he said with a wink.

I paused for a moment to look back at the long line of fruit and vegetable stalls.  I had been walking through this market on my way to school for six years and I had never seen it like I did that morning.  

Nicky held that apple in his hand like it was a diamond.  I managed to get him through the rest of the market and we set out across Hochelaga Street, at least I did.  When I got to the other side Nicky was not with me. He was standing on the median looking down the street to the west. This was not going well. My first day babysitting this kid and I was close to getting him killed.  Dodging cars I ran back to him, grabbed his hand, and waited for the traffic to pass.

“What’s over there?” asked Nicky pointing to the tall buildings in the distance.

“That’s the city. Downtown.  You’ve got to be more careful, kid.”

“But I have the apple.”

I had no idea what that meant and I wasn’t going to ask. I had to get him to school...alive.  We crossed the street and walked another block to the entrance of the elementary school.  As he walked to the front door he turned and waved to me. Phew, I thought, got through that one.

Maisonneuve High School was across the street and it was just as nondescript as the elementary school.  For the next two years I had a full load of ten subjects.  I had to up my grades, big time, if I was going to have any chance of getting into McGill University.  I started a job at the city library to bring in some extra cash and I learned to cook something more than a boiled egg.  I was thinking about all those things sitting at my desk in Mr. Paterson’s history class as he rambled on about the rise and fall of the Third Reich (when is that war ever going to end?), staring out the window watching the leaves slowly turn when I saw a door open at the elementary school and Nicky walked out, his backpack strapped on, heading towards Hochelaga Street.

“What the hell!” I blurted and ran for the door.

Mr. Paterson stood, dumbfounded. “Something about Goering upset you, Adam?”

I ignored him, took the stairs two at time, burst through the doors and ran down the sidewalk.  Nicky was ten meters from the street. I shouted his name but he kept walking.  I ran across the street, almost getting hit by a car, and got to Nicky just as the light turned green. I caught my breath. “Where are you going, Nicky?”

“Home.”

“What? You can’t go home now.”

“But the bell rang.”

“That’s for recess.  Didn’t your mother tell you about...” I stopped.  Of course not. “Okay, okay. Let me check something.” All kids have school schedules. Life would fall apart without them. To wit. I reached into his backpack and found one. “You see here. Recess. It’s for playing...with your classmates. You see them over there,” I said pointing to the anarchy of children at play in the schoolyard.  That seemed to make things better for the moment. I bent down and looked at him straight. “It’s okay, Nicky.  Everything takes a little time. You’ll figure it out.”

I walked him back to his school and told him to wait for me when school was let out. By the time I got back to the classroom, the lecture was over.  Mr. Paterson was working at his desk. “What was that all about?” I apologized and said it had nothing to do with the lecture. “You never told me you had a brother.” 

“Oh him. I don’t. He’s a new kid on our street.  I was supposed to point him in the right direction.  I haven’t been doing a great job.”

“Parents?”

“He has them. They’re just helpless.”

“That’s harsh.”

“It’s true. They adopted the kid.  A ready-made kid.  Now they have no idea what to do with him.”

“So you’re already his surrogate brother?”

“Please don’t say that.”

“All right. Let’s talk about you then.  What are your plans for this year?”

Mr. Paterson taught history and literature.  He was a good teacher and I liked him but I wasn’t going to tell him about what was happening at home. 

“According to my mother, study, study and study again.”

“Yeah, but what do you want?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Okay. You did all right last year. You picked up your grades. But you’ve got to do better if you want to get into McGill.”

I promised him I would.  Maybe Paterson knew about my father leaving and was trying to be a surrogate father in his own way.  But I wasn’t going to tell him anything.  I didn’t want sympathy. I barely had the words to shape how I did feel. How could I explain what was happening to me?

Nicky and I walked home that day and continued going to school together for the whole semester.  As the weeks rolled by I became more comfortable with him, seeing him less as a kid and more like a friend. He was intensely curious about everything and I naively thought that all kids were like that. But Nicky was different.  

By the first week of December the Hochelaga Market had closed down for the winter.  The stalls were gone along with the farmers and the apples. Nicky stopped in the middle of the canopied mall: “Where did everybody go?”

His voice was plaintive, his brow furrowed, all this entertainment taken away for no reason.  I told him it was winter and the growing season was over. I assured him that next spring the market would open again. He seemed satisfied with that but he walked through the empty marketplace very slowly, contemplating every spot where a stall once stood.

One day I walked Nicky to his home and went in for a glass of water.  Mrs. Schlott was visiting a neighbor across the street.  It was the first time I had been in their house and while it was clean and comfortable, the walls were bare like a blank page, no family pictures (certainly not the photograph I took), no marks or clues to say anything about the Schlotts family. And not a book in sight.

“Nicky, do you have any books other than your school books?”

“What kind of books?”

“You know, story books.”

“I have this,” he said, taking out a copy of See Dick and Jane Run from his satchel.

“That’s all you have?”

“Yeah, and it’s not very good.”

“That happens sometimes.”

I had a shift at the library the next day and with Mrs. Schlott’s reluctant permission I took Nicky with me. Again, it was a slow painful walk. He stopped at every shop window, wanting to know why the mannequins had no heads. When we finally got to the library I was ten minutes late and had to get busy stacking.  I turned to Nicky: “You see that nice lady over there behind the check-out counter?  You go to her.  She’ll get you what you need.”

A couple of hours later I found Nicky in the children’s reading room sitting at a table surrounded by stacks of books.  He was reading intently, finishing one book and picking out another.  The librarian told me he was hungry for books and said she would give him a few to take home. “We’ve got to make sure he has lots to read or we might lose him.”

I sat down at the table across from Nicky. “You can take these books with you if you like.  We’ll come back next week.”

I might as well have told him that it was Christmas morning.  Once a week I would take him to the library and each time he would carry home a stack of books
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