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Chapter one
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A huge calico cat was advancing quickly but with stealth down the north alley of Virginia Park at 10 PM on May 26 1968. She was heading east toward her favorite warm weather perch. It was the first day of the year that the temperature had exceeded 80 degrees and was still quite warm that evening. This street cat was well known and had an huge roaming area of the inner city. There were many rumors about this extraordinary creature including her weight. The arguments had her in the 25 to 30 pound range. Theories about her nature abounded from demonic to magical with all sorts of strange ideas about her age and origin etc. She was not fat, just exceedingly large. She was very friendly with humans, if they we’re friendly to her, and she could sense their intentions in that regard. Her body was an asymmetrical patchwork of black and orange but her face was split evenly from the top of her head to the end of her  nose. The right side being black with a green eye, the left orange with an amber eye. She was very popular with the students of Wayne State the inner city university. Some student had mentioned she looked like something that would be in a Picasso painting and the name stuck but was shortened to ‘Pic’.

When she was close to her destination that night she carefully peered around the corner of a brick structure. It was a U shaped motel on the corner of Woodward and Virginia Park with a parking lot in the center. There was not much going on that night so she made a sudden sprint to the sign that was about twenty feet high and faced Woodward Avenue. The bottom was made of metal lattice work between two brick columns that supported a large neon and metal sign that was about twenty feet wide and a foot thick. This was easily scalable for her as she made her way to the top and planted herself above the neon palm tree that was part of the sign for the Algiers motel. She would always lay low and motionless and observe this usually busy hotspot of hookers and heroin. Woodward was the main drag and ran from the Detroit river through downtown and the all the way past 8 mile Road which is the northern boundary of the city and suburbs. Woodward Avenue finally ended in Pontiac which was about 10 miles north of Detroit.

It was slow that night at the motel but Pic sensed tension in the air. The main customers of the mostly black prostitutes were mostly white men from the outer perimeter of Detroit and the suburbs who appeared to be absent that night. Detroit was tense with anticipation of  possible violence as Martin Luther King had been assassinated in April of that same year. Riots had broken out in several cities as a result. Most people in Detroit were wary of more violence because a devastating riot had broken out in July 1967, the worst in the country up to that date. It began when the police raided a blind pig, an illegal establishment that served alcohol, on 12th Street. The raid was witnessed by locals who became enraged and retaliated against the police which ignited a firestorm of violence.The Algiers erupted a few nights later when the Detroit police claimed a sniper was in a house behind and overlooking the Algiers motel. Pic was on her perch during this melee observing the sirens, gunfire, screaming and shouting. She laid motionless there most of the night until things calmed down, then she make a hasty exit.

On this present night in late May, it was all quiet on the western front. Just barely west though as Woodward was the dividing line between East and West Detroit so, she was only about fifty feet from the east side. She did notice something interesting across the street at the house on the south side of Virginia Park. It was a large three story brick house that had been vacant for sometime. But now there were lights in the windows and strange noises emanating from the inside. She could see through the front windows figures moving around inside as well. She would investigate that strangeness later. Woodward was always busy with traffic, day and night. Some people passing by the Algiers thought she was part of the sign. Motionless, like some kind of Sphinx or gargoyle.
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Chapter two
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In the year 1659 a young man of eighteen years named Guillaume Beaufort was arriving at the outskirts of the busy port of Marseilles in Southern France. His father, Gabriel Beaufort, was a farmer who leased some land outside of the nearby ancient village of Vitrolles. Gabriel’s situation was not unlike the sharecroppers of the American south who leased plots from wealthy landowners to raise crops. In 1659 peasants were on the lower end of the European feudal system. They would till and cultivate land owned by the local nobility who would demand payment for the use of their land in the form of crops, livestock or money. Most of these barons or marquis were ruthless in their enforcement of payment keeping the peasants poor and struggling for an existence. Guillaume’s father raised sheep, goats, chickens and grew some crops including grapes. He made wine from the grapes, cheese from the goats and sheared the sheep’s fleece to sell for wool to textile manufacturers. His master was the Vicomte du Vitrolles who was not the worst of these wealthy landowners. He would send an armored soldier to the Beaufort farm, and others, on a regular basis to inspect it and make calculations on how much profits were made in order to assess ‘taxes’. Of course the farmers would try to hide their assets as much as possible but had to show some of it to prove they were least trying. If there was a bad season or extreme hardships were apparent the Vicomte would be somewhat lenient. He was wise enough to understand that if he broke a tenet there would be no income at all from that property. He would keep records of shortages and if it became apparent that the tenet was lazy, a drunkard or thief etc he would evict them from his lands. The Beaufort’s had to work hard sustain a meager existence. 

They and other farmers were allowed in the town during the day, only around harvest time, to sell their produce at an open air market. They had to leave by sundown from the walled town as the main gates were closed and locked. Guillaume would watch the gentry that occasionally passed by in carriages or on horseback. They were clothed in fancy silk and velvet garments. The men on horseback had aquiline noses with their eyes always looking down in a sneering fashion at the communality. Guillaume had a run in with a young nobleman who’s horse had knocked over their produce stand. It appeared to be on purpose to the the other farmers who had witnessed this. This spoiled young dandy, who was full of himself, was the son of a wealthy sycophant of the Vicomte Du Vitrolles. He announced “If my horse has been injured by your carelessness you will certainly pay!” Guillaume became incensed, picked up a rotten cabbage and launch it at this man. The cabbage exploded all over his garments making him look ridiculous. The other farmers started laughing. The outraged young nobleman drew his sword and tried to turn his horse by violently jerking the reins and digging into its flesh with spurred boots. The horse reared up and threw the cabbage covered young nobleman onto the stone pavement. Guillaume’s father shouted at him “Run!” He did and passed through the main gate but left the road and ran into the forest. The rest of the family gathered up what they could, threw it in a wooden cart and made a hasty exit. A few hours after they were back at the farm two armored soldiers on horseback appeared demanding the whereabouts of the young man who threw the cabbage at the nobleman’s son. Guillaume’s father stepped forward and stated “We did witness the incident but know nothing of this scoundrel. As you know there are many farms about Vitrolles and I hope that you find this villain!” The soldier’s horses were snorting and hacking after they had made them gallop over a mile to the Beaufort farm. One of Beaufort’s daughters nervously proclaimed “I will fetch water for your steeds sirs!” As she ran off to do this one of the soldiers announced “We questioned the other farmers who witnessed the crime and they claimed a young man from the Beaufort farm was indeed the culprit. How do you explain that?” They were all silent then Guillaume’s father responded “Obviously a case of mistaken identity.” “Where’s your son?” one of the soldiers demanded. Gabriel thought for a moment and replied “He is delivering fleece to a wool merchant in Aix.” Gabriel’s daughter retuned with a large wooden bucket of water for the horses. As she bent over to place the bucket on the ground she exposed the cleavage of her breasts which bulged out above her blouse. The soldiers observed this as one stated “If he is we will intercept him. What is his name?” as he produced some parchment and dark colored charcoal chalk from his saddle bag. As he did this the other soldier drew a large sword from a sheath in his elaborate saddle and pointed it at Beaufort’s daughter, the same one who fetched the water. Then he gently placed it under her chin remarking “This one’s ripe!” Then he slowly lowered the sword between her breasts and continued down over her belly and crotch to the bottom hem of her dress then slowly began to raise it. “Guillaume Beaufort!” the startled father blurted out. The soldier wrote this name on the parchment then looked at the other soldier who withdrew his sword from the frightened daughter. The soldier put the parchment back in his saddle bag and then leaned over coming close to Beaufort’s daughter and with a menacing look threatened “You better hope we find him or we may utilize another way to punish your family.” Then turned his eyes to the father “Do not doubt it, Gabriel Beaufort.” After the horses had drained the bucket the soldiers turned them and proceeded north toward Aix. 

Later on, well after dark, Guillaume returned to the farm. His father told him about the soldiers and that they knew his name. They looked at each other and knew he had to leave. The next morning his family gave him what little coins they could spare and some food. Then they all hugged him as his mother and sisters were crying. As Guillaume hugged his sister Lisette, the one the soldiers had threatened, he told her “Beware of those vile soldiers.” As she wiped her tears with her sleeve she said “I’m not afraid” as she reached under her dress and produce a dagger that was in a leather sheath strapped around her thigh. Then she laid her head on Guillaume’s shoulder.

Guillaume headed southeast toward Marseilles which was a little over ten miles from his farm. He arrived there before sundown and was a bit bewildered by this bustling port city. To him it was huge and confusing. There were French naval marines, and and étrangers (foreigners) everywhere. These foreign sailors were on shore leave from the numerous trading ships that were in dock at Marseilles. 

He overheard some of the French sailors talking about New France (Canada). They were drinking and smoking pipes at an outdoor saloon. The voyage was long and dangerous and Canada was cold. Many of them said “Fuck that” and laughed. They preferred the warm Mediterranean climate of Marseilles. Guillaume asked one of the sailors how to volunteer for New France. The sailor looked at him suspiciously “Why would you want to go there boy?” Guillaume was silent as the sailor scrutinized him for for  moment “In trouble, right? What did you do? You can tell me boy, I don’t care. You see these men? Half are former criminals.” Guillaume was hesitant but explained it to him. The man laughed and said “Good for you. I for one can’t stand the pompous noblesse. First, change your name. Your village is not that far and they might have sent word with your name to the authorities in Marseilles. The navy is recruiting for New France in La Rochelle, a port in western France.” Then the sailor looked at his pipe “They grow tobacco in North America.” “How do I get to La Rochelle?” asked Guillaume. “Either by land or boat. Either way is a long journey. You may be able to become a hand on one of the cargo ships down at the docks. They have to go around Spain through the Straits of Gibraltar to reach the coast of western France. Dangerous journey though, them wretched Barbary Pirates are always preying on cargo ships in the straits.” The sailor paused to gulp ale from a large mug then leaned back and produced an extraordinarily loud belch. This caught the attention of the other sailors who responded with uproarious laughter. Some tried to imitate this violent irruption with they’re own feeble attempts which fell short. The belching sailor sneered at those fools then leaned in close to Guillaume so as nobody else would hear. “Go get a quill and parchment from that saloon keep and I’ll give you something.” Guillaume could smell ale on the sailors breath. He went to the saloon man and as they talked he pointed at the sailor who nodded then he came back with a scrap of parchment and inked up quill. The sailor scratched his name on it. Laurent Desmoulins, Captain, 17th Regiment Royal Marines “You give that to anyone at the docks and they’ll know who I am.” It was like a referral. Guillaume thanked the man who said “Good luck boy, you’re going to need it.” Then he started laughing. 

Guillaume did go to the docks and bandied about the name on the parchment. Seemed nobody had heard of him. One shipping agent told him “There’s hundreds of sailors in Marseilles and most are boastful drunks. How old are you boy?” “Nineteen” Guillaume lied. “Can you handle a muscat?” Guillaume lied again “Of course.” The man then informed him “It will take between 6 weeks and 2 months to arrive at La Rochelle. Your pay along the journey would be food and a bunk in the bottom hold of the ship. Upon arrival, if you make it, you will receive 5 francs.” Guillaume agreed to the terms and the man produced a shipping register book and said “Name?” Guillaume thought for a few moments. He remembered what the sailor told him and he had even seen lists of wanted criminals posted about Marseilles. The man looked up at him an repeated “Name?” “Vincent Vitrolles sir.” The man wrote this in the book. “In two days the the ship Intrèpide will depart for western France at bay number 9 to the right.” The man pointed in that direction with his quill. “Thank you sir.” With the little money he had ‘Vincent Vitrolles’ thought he could survive 2 days in Marseilles. At least it was warm and he found a park to sleep in. 

After two days he reported to the Intrèpide. The agent at the gang plank asked him what his name was. “Vincent Vitrolles.” The man looked at a list in a book, found the name and looked at him suspiciously for a few seconds “Go aboard Vitrolles.”

It was a dangerous but an exiting adventure. The Intrèpide set sail and the first stop was the port of Barcelona Spain. Vincent was able to disembark there for awhile and encounter that warm and colorful country. The Spanish seemed boisterous and uninhibited to him. He was able to see Spanish Gitano dancers. There were exotic Spanish harlots in Barcelona that enticed the young French peasant but he had no coins for those sirens. The Intrèpide made it through the straits safely. They ship was well armed in case of an encounter with pirates. An older sailor taught Vincent how to use a flintlock muscat. It made it’s way north past Portugal to Bordeaux, a city southern France. The Intrèpide sold its main cargo of wine to wealthy vintners. They would blend the softer wines of the southern French Mediterranean region with the extremely dry Bordeaux wines for export. He finally made it to La Rochelle and had to join the French Navy to make the crossing. After a month of naval and combat training he was on his way to New France. It took almost three months to arrive at Quebec City. It was a perilous journey with sickness and death because of unsanitary conditions and lack of fresh food. When they arrived at the coast of North America it was late  October and already frigid. At that time it was a strange mostly uninhabited land with an immense wilderness. There were aboriginal people that sparsely inhabited vast forests along the the St. Lawrence River. The English to the south were allied with the fierce Iroquois. The French were allied with the Algonquin and Huron tribes. It was a constant test of survival and Vincent Vitrolles at first missed being Guillaume Beaufort in Southern France. He married and raised a family in Quebec City. He lived there until his death 1732.

Tony and Jean
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Antoine Vitrolles was born in Trois-Rivières Quebec in 1907. He was a descendant of Guillaume Beaufort AKA Vincent Vitrolles. Antione was French Canadian mixed with some native Algonquin. Consequently most of the Vitrolles had black hair because of the mix with the aboriginals. His father, Jacque Vitrolles, was a lumberjack and was called ‘Jac’. In 1915 he bought a truck on installments and started hauling uncut lumber to saw mills. He was essentially working for himself and this small business proved to be lucrative. This took him all over Quebec and Ontario. The money was good but he wasn’t home much and was a heavy drinker. He did provide for his family though, they had a decent house and weren’t in need of anything. Antoine had three younger sisters and no brothers. He grew restless as a teenager as there was not much going on in Three rivers. When he was eighteen he started working with his father and was able to see places like Montreal and Toronto. He didn’t get along with his father much although they rarely argued. Jac was stolid and boring. After delivering their load of lumber to a mill he would proceed to his favorite nearby pub and drink the night away. Antoine found out they were hiring at the Hiram Walker distillery in Windsor, right across the river from Detroit. He got a job there in 1926, said an unemotional goodby to his father and that was that. 

Hiram Walker was booming at that time mostly because of prohibition in the United States. Smuggling booze into Detroit was prolific. More than half of all the liquor smuggled into the U.S. was through Detroit. As there was no tunnel or bridge back then the liquid cargo was transported by boats crossing the Detroit river. The Hiram Walker distillery was located near the banks of the Detroit River. Antoine’s job was to help haul liquor down to the the smugglers boats which were manned mostly by agents of the Detroit’s violent Purple Gang who controlled most of the flow of illegal liquor in the 20’s and early 30’s. As the smugglers got to know Antoine they called him ‘Frenchy’ because of his obvious accent. Hiram Walker made Canadian Club whiskey among other other types of liquor and were happy to accommodate these smugglers who paid generously with large sums of cash. The smugglers would tell Antione if he wanted a girl he could go to one of the Purple Gang speakeasies in Detroit. They assured him there were plenty of dames there he could ‘parler’ with. He didn’t quite understand their meaning as he scratched his head and adjusted his cap. They would laugh at this ‘French bumpkin’ and then proceed to make lewd hand gestures in a crude attempt to circumvent the language barrier. One of them mentioned “It’s like talking to a deaf guy” which made the others laugh. This man did know a little French and he exclaimed “Pour une fille! Pour une fille!” as he made curvy signs with both hands. Antione’s eyes lit up as he replied “Ah, de girl!” Then they would all laugh and shout “Yeah! Oui oui!”.  

The other workers at the distillery called  Antione ‘Tony’. Tony talked to some of them about what the smugglers had told him. One said “l wouldn’t go to one of them Purple Gang joints. Those girls are whores and they’ll rob you.” Another said “You know Tony, putain!” Tony now understood and exclaimed “Ah, is no good.” Another chimed in “No good is right, if you don’t pay one of those crazy Jews will shoot you in the face!” Another man named Bobby St. Cyr chimed in “You guys are a bunch of pussies. I’ve been to Detroit speakeasies plenty. They won’t hurt you if you if you spend money. Bad for business.” St. Cyr was a rough looking character in his late thirties with a scarred up face. He played semi professional ice hockey in London Ontario before working at the distillery. The other men started grumbling things like “Don’t pay attention to to Bobby. He’s a whore monger and he’ll wind up on a slab in Detroit.” Another remarked “Who cares? If that’s what he wants.” This argument escalated into a near fight until a foreman broke it up by shouting “If you jackasses value your job you’ll get back at it now!”  

In the next few days St. Cyr was working on Tony till he finally convinced him to go to Detroit with him. It was a little rough in Detroit so he wouldn’t mind a companion in one of his drunken adventures. They payed one of the smugglers for passage to Detroit one evening. The smuggler told them to be back by midnight where he dropped them off. They had to walk for a mile or so to Hastings street where St. Cyr knew a place. He took them there and it was quiet and appeared nothing was happening. St. Cyr knocked on a door. A slot in the door opened and  St. Cyr said “It’s me, Bobby.” The slot closed and the door was unlocked and opened. They went down a long stairwell then a tunnel that led to another door. After knocking loudly on this door it opened to a blaze of light and noises. It was a huge room with a long bar and many tables. Men were drinking and playing poker at some of them. A band was playing rowdy jazz on a dance floor. There were women lined up at the bar fishing for customers. One of them yelled out Bobby’s name and he went over to talk to her. These women appeared to be prostitutes but Tony was watching a pretty girl carrying a tray with drinks on it. She was serving the the men at the tables. Some of these characters were obviously gangsters with double breasted suites and fedoras cocked on there heads. When she returned to the bar she had a pile of cash on her tray. As she walked by Tony he asked her if could order a drink. “Sure, whaddya want sweetheart” she replied chewing gum. Tony stupidly replied “You.” She frowned and said “Uh, see them dames at the bar? That’s what you want sweetheart, I just serve drinks.” “I don want dem” Tony replied. She noticed the accent and asked “First time here?” Tony nodded. “Where you from sweetheart?” “Quebec, Canada” he replied. “Uh huh, French eh?” “Yeah, you know Canadian Club?” “Sure I do, you want one?” “Yeah, I work dere.” “No kiddin. You’re a friend of Bobby, huh?” “Yeah, friend of Bobby.” She was sizing him up “Ok, tall dark an handsome. I’ll get your whiskey” and she pranced off. There was a big fat guy behind the bar smoking a cigar and watching them. He addressed Tony. “Hi pal, my names Solomon but yous can call me Sol” and he stuck out his hand. Tony shook hands with the man and said “Antione but you call me Tony.” Sol frowned at him and thought to himself “He thinks he’s a wise guy.” Then he looked around and said “Yeah, ok. Look Tony, you ain’t gunna get nowhere with dat drink girl. Why don’t you let me introduce ya to Gabby?” as he pointed to a flamboyant flapper with too much make up at the bar smoking a cigarette. She was smiling and winked at Tony. He turned back to Sol and said “No tanks.” The drink girl arrived with his whiskey and said “Two dollars sweetheart.” Seemed like a lot to Tony as he raised his eyebrows but he produced the money and laid it on the tray. As he took the whiskey he asked what her name was. Sol looked miffed and started to wave his hand then said “Look pal....” but the drink girl cut him off “It’s ok Sol, he’s a friend of Bobby’s. He don’t mean no harm.” Sol glared at these two and with another wave of the hand said “Yeah, whateva” then muttered something in Yiddish as he walked away. Tony took a gulp of whiskey as he watched Sol leave. “My name’s Jean, what’s yours?” “Tony” “Ok, please to meet ya, I’m sure. But uh, listen Tony, you seem like a nice enough guy but ya gotta be careful in here. Sol owns this joint and he ain’t exactly a nice guy, know what I mean?” Tony took another sip of whiskey, smiled and said “No.” Jean rolled her eyes “l don’t want you to get in trouble.” Tony was still smiling “You been Windsor?” Jean was a little charmed by this big Canadian but she was getting a little annoyed. Suddenly down the bar a girl started shrieking at Bobby. “You better keep your hands to yourself mister! I ain’t seen one dollar from you and you think you can just manhandle me like that? At least buy me a drink you cheap ass Canuck!” Bobby was laughing and said “Ok, ok order what you want.” 

Both Bobby and Tony got pretty drunk that night. Bobby acting like an ass and Tony flirting with Jean. Finally Sol, who had been keeping an eye on the two, realized they had spent all of their money and motioned to some big goon. “Time for those two schmucks to go” as he pointed at Bobby and Tony. “Ok boss.” The goon then proceeded to escort the two out with his hand on Bobby’s collar. “Bobby was yelling. “What the fuck Sol!” Sol just waved his hand at him like “Bye bye.” Sol put up with Bobby because brought in new customers and blew half of his salary in his joint but he was definitely a pain in the ass. The two stumbled down to the waterfront laughing and staggering about. They were lucky the smuggler was still there. As he looked at his watch he said “You two have fun with the whores? Get in the boat ya drunks”They managed to get in and Bobby fell off of the seat but was still laughing. The smuggler muttered some obscenities as he untied the moorings then motored off back across the river.

Tony thought about Jean for the next few weeks. Bobby St. Cyr was constantly trying to get him to do a another drunken escapade in Detroit. Tony refused remembering the next morning after the last one. He had a massive hangover and was broke. He kept asking Bobby if he could bring Jean back with him one evening. St. Cyr told him “What the hell do want with that drink girl! Forget about her Vitrolles. She ain’t no good for nuthin anyway.” Tony felt like giving him another scar on his face. Forlornly he kind of gave up on ‘the drink girl’. One night a couple of months later Tony was sleeping in his flat when he was awoken by loud knocking at the door. He heard laughter outside. When he opened the door it was a drunken Bobby with Jean. Tony was astonished. He took Jean’s hand and pulled her in and told Bobby St. Cyr to leave as he slammed the door in his face. Jean appeared to be a little drunk and embarrassed. St. Cyr was making a ruckus outside as Jean was giggling. Tony was about to go out and throttle St. Cyr but Jean grabbed his arm and put a finger on her mouth “Shhhhhh!” She was smiling at Tony and eventually the drunken St. Cyr stumbled off. Tony took Jean’s hand and led her to the bedroom. She didn’t resist but was suspiciously looking at him. Tony said to her “You sleep” as he sat her down on the bed. As he started to leave she grabbed his arm and looked at him. “Where ya goin Tony?” She was sort of beckoning him with her eyes. He sat on the bed as Jean laid down and stretched out. Tony started talking about about Trios-Rivières Quebec. After a little while he heard some light snoring. Jean was asleep.

The next morning Jean woke up with a slight headache. She looked around for a minute or so trying to get her bearings. When she started to remember she thought to herself “Oh, no! I’m in Tony’s bed! What the hell!” Then she threw off the blanket Tony had covered her with and noticed that she was still in her cloths except her shoes which were on the floor beside the bed. Then she remembered him talking about some river or something and realized he had bored her to sleep. She was relieved but felt stupid. “How the hell am I getting back to Detroit?” she thought to herself. Then she heard some banging around in another room so she put on her shoes and looked in a mirror on the wall. “Oh God!” She thought to herself as she noticed her makeup and hair all in a wreck. She tried to straighten herself up as much as possible and ventured out of the bedroom toward the noise. Tony was in the kitchen making coffee. She leaned against kitchen entrance “Ahem!” Tony turned around and looked her then started laughing. A perturbed Jean blurted out “Hey! Whaddya laughin at!” “You” the smiling Tony replied as he poured her some coffee. Jean sat down at a small table with two chairs and sarcastically said “You do a lot of entertaining here?” “Yeah, different girl every night” Tony replied as he placed the coffee in front of her. “Drink” he said. “You’re kinda bossy” she replied. Tony sat down across from her and shrugged his shoulders “Maybe I should kick you out last night with Bobby?” Now Jean frowned and said “What the hell was I thinkin coming over here with him?” “You want to see me” Tony smiled. The coffee was making Jean feel a little better and she managed a faint smile. “Thanks for not takin advantage of a tipsy girl.” “Eh, dats nutin. You not like dem other women at Sol’s.” Jean didn’t say anything but was looking into the eyes of this big French mutt. “He is kinda handsome” she thought to herself. Tony looked at a cheap clock on the table noisily ticking away. “I have to work. You stay ere and go out, see Windsor. Tonight I ave you smuggled back to Detroit.” He then threw down the rest of his coffee and stood up. Jean followed him out of the kitchen and as he was opening the door to leave she once again grabbed his arm. Tony turned toward her and she gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks Bossy” she said with a smile. Tony put on his cap “Au revior chérie.” She didn’t know what that meant but she suspected it was something good. She did indeed come back and he visited her in Detroit but he never went back to Sol’s. Eventually he convinced her to stay in Windsor with him. It was far less dangerous that Detroit. Jean couldn’t argue with that. In less than a year they were married and in another year Jean had a baby boy. She wanted to name him Walter after some uncle or something. Tony thought that was an awful name. Jean suggested ‘Walter Anthony Vitrolles’ “Ah, yes. ‘Walter Tony’ he replied. She smiled and nodded.

As the depression took hold Tony was laid off from Hiram Walker. Jean had family in Detroit and a couple of the men had jobs at the Ford Highland Park assembly plant. They assured Jean they could get Tony a job there. Jean convinced Tony they should move to Detroit and he reluctantly agreed as he had no job prospects in Windsor. Tony was allowed U.S. residency as he was married to an American woman. Jean’s relatives managed to pull some strings by constantly harping at their foreman about how the big Canadian was a hard worker and could do the job of two men. The foreman finally relented just so those two would shut up and stop haranguing him. After Walter started school Jean continued her career of serving drinks but this time in a legitimate place. Prohibition was over. Sol was out of business and the Purple Gang was imploding. The Italian mafia facilitated their demise and took control of the the Detroit underworld.  




Veri
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Chapter four
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Verience Violette Vitrolles was born in October 1949 at Women’s Hospital in Detroit. An uncommon name for a seemingly common baby girl. She was the first child of Walter and Vivian Vitrolles. Child birth is usually a painful and traumatic life changing event for the mother, especially the first one. Verience was a comparatively easy first birth for her mother. She came out relatively quick, was of normal size, healthy and not fussy. Vivian had made a deal with Walter that if the baby was a female she would have total control of the name. If they should they have another and it was male he would have the same option. He agreed but winced and shook his head when she announced this unusual name a few hours after the birth. But a deal was a deal. However, when she had her second child 14 months later Walter named him Johnathan Edward Vitrolles. A third and final child was born 12 months after that and was also a male. Walter named this one Joseph James Vitrolles. Very respectable names he thought. Vivian did not protest. A deal was a deal. As Verience was such an unusual name she was just called Veri, pronounced like very, by her family and friends except when her mother was angry with her then it was VERIENCE! of course. The two boys were Jony and Joey except when their mother was angry with them which was quite often, of course. “JOHNATHAN EDWARD! JOSEPH JAMES! Get over here! Stop that! You’re grounded” etcetera, etcetera. In time this became a source of amusement to the boys and the one who wasn’t in trouble would wryly smile or snigger at the other. If they were both in trouble simultaneously she would at times screw it up, messing up the names, becoming frustrated and just exclaiming “OH! YOU TWO ARE THE DEVILS!” This was hilarious to the little hooligans, especially the way she made the devil plural. On the whole, however, they were very good parents who were devoted tho their kids and each other. 

During this period when all the kids were born they lived in Hamtramck which was autonomous city within the boundaries of Detroit with it’s own government, police and fire departments, schools etc. Hamtramck was on the near east side and not far from Woodward and had been partially explored by Pic the calico cat. They lived in a tidy three bedroom house on Belmont street. At that time Hamtramck was predominantly populated by people of Polish decent with minorities or other Eastern European people. Also a few Black and Arabic families were scattered about. This was suitable for Walter and Vivian as they were predominantly of Eastern European decent and Walter worked at the nearby Dodge/Chrysler plant. They were of mostly of Polish, Ukrainian and Czech descent with the exception of Walter’s father who was French Canadian. When Walter was asked where the name originated he would just shrug his shoulders and say “I dunno, it’s Canadian.”

They were Catholic but not overly religious. Sometimes on Sunday Vivian would drag the kids to St. Florian for mass. This was usually a form of punishment when more than the usual amount of shenanigans by Jony and Joey had occurred. Veri always protested this as unjust. “What did I do mom?” Jony and Joey would chime in “You know what you did!” as they wanted her to share in the punishment. Veri would retaliate with “Shut up you idiots!” Vivian would usually apply the “VERIENCE! JOHNATHAN EDWARD! JOSHEPH JAMES! MARCH!” routine, usually messing up the names as that was a bit of a tongue twister. Regardless, they knew by the intensity of her voice that she meant business. After assorted grumblings and maybe even a slight profanity or two she would shout “ WHAT WAS THAT JOHNATHAN!” “Nuthin” he would reply as the three trudged off to change into their ridiculous church attire.  Walter would always be sniggering at this comical farce until his wife shot a menacing glance his way. His smile would instantly disappear and his eyes would fall onto the newspaper in his hands which he slowly lifted to cover his eyes. “You know, it wouldn’t hurt if you came along once in awhile mister!” Behind his newspaper he would simply reply “yes dear” but he never went with them. Actually, Walter enjoyed these days. He could sit in the kitchen with their dog Gem laying by the chair and sip his coffee and smoke a Chesterfield or two in peace. He would read the Detroit Free Press or sometimes sit on the couch with Gem in the living room and watch the Tigers on the black and white Philco tv. Vivian would always leave him a list of chores but he ignored it. Walter took advantage of these rare breaks of solitude in the normally hectic household.

The Catholic mass was always long and brutal, especially for the children. A mish mash of Latin, Polish and English which they didn’t understand. At least one of them would eventually nod off from boredom until Vivian shook them by the arm. When it was over, at last, Vivian would lead the kids outside with the pipe organ blaring. Veri was disturbed by the guy playing the organ, his body twitching and head jerking about like he was having an epileptic fit or something. Outside Vivian would always catch up with latest gossip among the women she knew. Jony and Joey had no use for this nonsense and would escape to the church playground to find some kind of trouble to get into. Veri would stay with her mother and listen to this group of cackling hens. It was usually the same topics, what so and so was wearing, the evils of that rock n roll music most of the kids liked, how children misbehaved and lacked the morel values they had as young people, men that drank too much and cavorted with those tarts that frequented the bars, a new black family that moved into the neighborhood, etc. Veri thought the other girls with their mothers looked like fools, all dolled up in frilly dresses with ribbons in their curled hair. They would half listen to the mothers talking and even though not understanding most of it would nod in agreement with a stern look on their faces. Veri would listen with disdain. One of her friends at school was a little black girl named Chantel. She was very shy and had no friends except Veri because she was naturally friendly and was easy to talk to. She came over to the Vitrolles household when ever she could. There she would come out of her shell and talked freely about things. Walter was amused by the little comedian. The boys would tease her but she took no guff from those two. She would put her hands on her hips and and proclaim “You two need to learn some manners!” This even made Vivian smile and she would wink at Chantel. Jony and Joey would laugh at her mannerisms but they were amazed at her skills. She played jacks like a maniac and could jump rope like an acrobat. When Veri questioned her mother about the new black family thing the church women gossiped about Vivian would reply “Oh, they’re not talking about Chantel, silly.” This was perplexing to Veri as it made no sense. Bickering aside, there was plenty of good times as these kids grew up. All the kids were allowed to run free in the neighborhood with all the other kids by the time the younger one was five. They had to be in when the street lights went on or face the wrath of Vivian.

When Verience was seven she liked to watch the black and white Philco tv in the evening with her parents, sitting between them on the couch. The boys only liked Saturday morning cartoons. They usually were upstairs having wars with their miniature army figures, trying to figure out checkers amid constant arguing which usually resulted in Jimmy sweeping the board off the table and other combative play. They were like two bear cubs, always tussling about. At that time her dad’s favorite show was the Honeymooners, an early sit-com based on a lower middle class working family. What Veri liked was watching her parents reactions to the constant bickering of Ralph and Alice. All the other sit-coms were upper middle class families with mothers doing housework adorned in fancy dresses, high heels and jewelry. Sometimes she would snuggle with her Dad and watch baseball which she had no interest in. She just liked teasing her dad about a boring game where men just stood about for long periods of time with frantic interludes of movement when someone actually hit the ball. She would ask her dad questions like “What’s a pinch hitter dad? Does he hit and pinch people? Jony and Joey would be good at that.” Walter would chuckle then proceed to lecture her with a long dissertation about pinch hitters. Veri would pay no attention to him and drift off into her own thoughts. When he was done trying to impress her with his baseball wisdom he would ask her if she understood. She would be staring into space then turn to him with a blank look and reply “Huh?” Then she would start to giggle. Walter would roll his eyes and then start to laugh as well, he fell for her trickery again. She was able to do this on numerous occasions. When Walter finally caught on he would give fantastical answers like “Well Veri, an umpire wears those strange cloths to disguise himself because he’s really a wizard with a beard. The managers, who always looked disgusted, are ex bank robbers who were sentenced to be at these boring games as a form of punishment. Many of them would beg to be sent back to prison” and so on. This would make Veri roll around on the couch with laughter. Walter would feign to be indignant but couldn’t control himself and broke out into laughter as well. Vivian would come into to room to see what the ruckus was and exclaim with a smile “You two are ridiculous.”

When the boys became a little older they self appointed themselves as Veri’s henchmen. She was a bit of a tomboy and liked running around the neighborhood with them. The boys started playing unorganized baseball at local school fields and ice hockey at homemade outdoor rinks in the winter. Veri liked ice skating too and would even play hockey with the boys. She had a half moon scar on the left side of her lower forehead just above the eyebrow and curving down to eye level. This was compliments of Stan Novac a neighborhood kid who lost it when Veri, a girl, scored a gaol against his team. He clipped her in the face with his stick. Jony and Jimmy rushed in and knocked Stan Novac onto his back. They held him down as Very put her stick over his face. Stan was horrified by the vengeance he could see in her eyes with her brothers egging her on. Verience came to her senses after a moment. She then took off her glove and with her hand wiped the blood from around her eye, bent over and flicked it into Stan Novac’s face. Then she ordered her brothers to let him go. The other kids were stunned by this violence. Word got around quickly to the other neighborhood kids, but not the parents. When they arrived back home Vivian was alarmed by the cut and told Walter they needed to take her to emergency room for stitches. Walter examined the wound and determined it was not that deep. He cleaned it with alcohol and got it to stop bleeding. Then skillfully made butterfly stitches with small band aides explaining to Vivian it was not worth the trauma of the hospital emergency room. As he was doing this he asked Veri what had happened as well. “I just tripped on the ice dad” as she was avoiding his gaze. He looked around at the boys and they nodded. After few moments Walter merely replied “Uh huh.” He didn’t believe them. He was wise enough to know, because it wasn’t serious, not to pursue it. Extracting the truth, hospital visits etc. would only upset Vivian. The exasperated Vivian just stood there and shook her head. “Well, come on kids, I’ll make hot chocolate.” This did make things better, warming everyone up. Jony and Joey declared she was now looked like the ‘Bride of Frankenstein’ and laughed at their own cleverness. Vivian was not amused and suggested that Veri should give up her hockey career. “Maybe try figure skating instead.” Veri thought for a moment and skillfully replied “Mom, you can trip doing that too.” Then she looked at her dad who was just staring at her. Veri winked and smiled at him and he smiled back. 

The next time Veri saw Stan Novac in school, he apologized with downturned eyes. “Thanks for not telling my parents” and stuck his hand out. Veri hesitated until he raised his eyes, then she took it. He noticed the mending cut on her forehead. He was a year older but Veri was a little taller than him. He was staring at her strangely for a few moments. She looked totally different than the ice hockey day, bright green eyes, shining black hair with a page boy haircut and silver barrette on one side. Finally, Veri informed him “Stan, you can let go of my hand now.” “Oh, yeah, sorry.” “You already said that” she replied. Now Stan Novak felt foolish and started blushing. Veri turned and walked away smiling. She knew what just happened. Chantel, who was watching them asked “What was that?” Veri just shrugged her shoulders. So as the kids grew, life was pretty good for the Vitrolles. A lower middle class working family with few luxury’s but they didn’t need them. In the neighborhood the kids were popular and their parents were as well.  
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In 1956 there was a bar on Detroit’s southwest side near the old Tiger stadium on Michigan Avenue west of Trumbull. It was a large place with a long bar on the right, booths against the left wall and tables in between. In the back there were two coin operated pool tables, two pinball machines and a juke box. It was an Irish themed bar originally named the Shamrock but recently it had been renamed to Irina’s. Irina was in her late twenties and very attractive with long black hair. Originally from Russia she had an accent and was the main bartender and very popular with the mixed race crowd. Her husband Bruno was older but still in good condition and played the roll of bouncer. They owned the place. The gossip in the bar was that after Bruno’s first wife died he went and got himself a mail order bride. Why would a woman like her be with the aging Bruno? Money? Maybe, but he didn’t appear to be exactly rich. In fact nobody knew the circumstances of their arrangement, despite of all the chatter, because they never talked to anyone about it. This mystery made the local hangout seem a little controversial which added to its popularity. They had some bar and wait staff help at times when it was busy. After a night game at Tiger Stadium, where the Lions also played back then, the place was packed. The racial make up was mostly White, Black and Mexican. Bruno and Irina would not tolerate any racial nonsense and those people were quickly banned. They may have lost a few customers because of this but they gained many more. The customers thought this atmosphere was refreshing and even safe as it was one of the rare places where different people could intermingle without fear. In time Bruno did not have to interfere much as the regulars would eject any unwanted bigots with their ugly drunken remarks. An unusual phenomenon in Detroit at that time for sure and this gave Irina’s some local notoriety and popularity.

Irina had a son she called Nikki who was about nine years old. He was frequently there and helped Bruno out with restocking the liquor and and doing odd chores. He was a tall kid for his age and had his mother’s black hair but was more faired skinned with blue eyes. Nikki was obsessed with early American rock music like Chuck Berry, Bill Haley and the Comets, Fats Domino and others. He had gained a reputation with the customers, when he was younger, for being a ham. When one of his favorite songs was playing on the juke box he would grab a pool cue and pretend it was a guitar mimicking the music and trying to make fancy moves like some rock star. Even when some sad love song was playing the pool cue would turn into a microphone and he would lip sync the words fluttering his fingers in front of his eyes like the tears of some broken hearted fool. This harlequin act from a boy who could barely speak English was quite amusing to the customers. Not so much to his mother as she worried about him making a mockery of himself. She neither encouraged or discouraged him though. His stepdad Bruno got a kick out of it, however. At times Nikki would get carried away and would jump up on one of the pool tables which was like a little lit up stage and do his comical act. One of the regulars, an older Black guy who was called himself ‘Holbrook Slim’ announced loudly after one performance “That boy will feign to be anybody he want!” then broke out into one of his famous boisterous laughs. Even though most of the people didn’t know what the word ‘feign’ meant his laugh was infectious and and the others would join in. So they began to call the kid Fain. Nikki and Bruno didn’t mind but Irina would never call her son that. As he got a little older he stopped with his performances realizing how childish they were but the customers would chide him with “Fain, what’s happened with your illustrious rock career!  Come on Fain, Elvis is playing!” and so on. He would just wave them off and take a gracious bow like some famous retired star. Fain was ok with his new nickname. 

Fain was almost seven when he and his mother arrived in Detroit. Bruno owned a house near the bar where they all lived at first. He also owned the portion of the building the bar was housed in. Upstairs on top of the bar there were two apartments that Bruno leased out. He informed the tenets that when their lease was up they would have to find new lodgings. His plan was for Irina, Nikki and himself to live in the apartments. He would sell the house and use the money to improve the bar. This was done within a year after the arrival of Irina and Nikki. Bruno stayed in one apartment and the other two in the second. He modernized the bar and had a grill installed so they could offer food. It was the standard bar fare but attracted a little better clientele than just drunks.

The first year they were there they didn’t enroll Nikki in school. He knew no English and Bruno and Irina thought it would be better if he was more acclimated to his new environment. When he was eight they did enroll him in the local elementary school. The counselor there informed them that because his English language skills were so poor he would have to enter at the first grade level. The other first graders were terrified of this eight year old who was already tall for his age and barely spoke English. Nikki was actually well advanced in mathematics but had very little language or social skills with American kids. He was not a bully to the first graders but couldn’t form any friendships either. Word got around with the other students that there was a big Russian kid in the first grade. Of course there were bully’s in the school as there were in all schools. The racial make up was like at the bar, White, Black and Mexican. There was a group of White fourth and fifth  graders who started teasing Nikki. He didn’t really look much different than them but they were under the impression that he was a Communist as all Russians were. At first he didn’t understand their jeering comments and would just foolishly smile at them. This just fueled their contempt as they figured that he was not only a commie but an imbecile as well. 

One day four of these kids cornered Nikki at his locker and started jostling him calling him a stupid commie idiot. Nikki started to fight back then three of them pinned him against the lockers the fourth kid named Scott punched him in the face bloodying his lip. A tall Black sixth grader passing by witnessed this and Scott yelled at him “Hey Jerome, this commie called you a nigger!” Jerome stopped as Nikki was spewing oaths in Russian while trying to free himself from the others. Jerome sneered at them and said “He don’t even know English.” All four of the White kids testified that he knew that word and definitely called him a nigger. Jerome came closer and with a menacing look said “You best let em go.” None of these four wanted any trouble from this intimidating sixth grader so they slowly let go of Nikki and he instantly tackled Scott knocking him to the ground. An enraged Nikki started to pummel his face. A teacher witnessed this and stepped in to break up the fracas.  Nikki and Jerome shortly found theirselves in the principals office. The principal was leaning back in his chair shaking his head. Jerome was exclaiming “Why am I here? I didn’t do nuthin!” The principal corrected him “It’s ‘nothing’ Jerome and that’s a double negative. Anything would be the appropriate word. Anyway that’s not what those four boys and Mr. Stevens said. Those boys said you egged on Nik to beat up Scott. Is that right Nik?” Nikki just vacantly looked from one to the other not understanding. “He don’t know English so well so even if I tol em to do that he wouldn’t understand. Why would I do dat anyway?” Jerome said. The principal was tapping a pencil on the his desk. “I don’t know Jerome, why would you?” “I didn’t! They had him pinned on the locker and Scott punched em in the lip! All I did was tell em to let em go. When they did he started to fight back. Why ain’t they in here?” The principal looked at Nikki and noticed his fat lip then replied “Well, they took Scott to the hospital. He’ll be ok though, just needed of few stitches. I think his pride was wounded more than his face.” “Man, I don’t give a damn bout his face. He tried to make it out dat Nik called me a nigga an he don’t even know that word.” The principal angrily slapped the desk and interjected “You will not use swear words in this school! If I hear anymore of that you will be expelled for a month Jerome!” Jerome rolled his eyes and muttered “Whateva.” The principal continued “At any rate, it’s their word against yours. Including Mr. Stevens. You’ve been in trouble for fighting before Jerome. Mr. Stevens did mention he didn’t see you throw any punches though. I’m going to let you off easy. You’re expelled for the rest of the week. You can go home now.” Jerome said “Fine” and stood up to go. Nikki stood up as well thinking they were done. Jerome stopped and smiled at Nikki and pointed at his chair and said “No, sit” like a dog command. Nikki understood this and he stuck his hand out. Jerome looked at the principal and shrugged then shook Nikki’s hand.

As the principal couldn’t really communicate with Nikki he called Bruno and told him that the boy was expelled for a month for fighting. Bruno and Irina went to the school to pick up Nikki and the scene with the principal wasn’t pretty. Irina was irate. “He gud boy!” then went off on him in Russian. Bruno calmed her down but affirmed what she was saying. “He is a good kid and I can’t believe he would start a fight for no reason. I suspect those kids were making fun of him, probably because he’s Russian. Are they in trouble too?” “Well, no. They all claim your son started it and a teacher did wittiness him hitting the one student” replied the principal. “And you believe them?” Bruno was now getting angry. “I suppose he hit himself in the mouth too” pointing at Nikki’s lip. The principal was becoming uncomfortable with the conversation “It’s an unfortunate incident but I can’t retract the expulsion. What I will do is keep and eye on those others boys and if they do misbehave they will be punished.” “This is unbelievable. Welcome to America Nikki.” Bruno retorted. The principal didn’t know how to respond to this. “Ok, let’s go.” Bruno said as he tapped Nikki on the shoulder. Irina was pointing and swearing in Russian at the principal as they were leaving. 

Fain/Nikki didn’t fair well in school being repeatedly expelled for fighting with the other kids. Bruno finally hired a woman who was fluent in Russian and English to tutor him and they took Fain out of the school
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