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CHAPTER 1 

“Put your coat on,” David Saifert’s mother said. “It’s freezing out this morning. Hurry or we won’t get a seat on the streetcar.”

“Honestly,” David’s father said grumpily, “it was easier to get him out of the flat when he was a baby and you had to bundle him up all by yourself.”

David was no baby. It was January 1911, and he had just turned six. He could put his coat on fast if he wanted to; he just didn’t like to wear it. “It doesn’t fit,” David complained. “The sleeves are too short. They get all bunched up behind my shoulders, and the wool’s scratchy on my neck …”

“We can’t afford to buy you a new coat right now,” his mother explained patiently. “We need you to get the rest of the winter’s wear out of this one, so put it on and make the best of it.” When he did, she could see he was right. The coat was too small. “I’ll see if I can let the sleeves out a little more tonight,” she promised while stuffing his mittens over his hands. “Maybe you can help me with the sewing.”

Before he could answer, David’s father put a hat on the small boy’s head with a firm hand. “Let’s go.”

David grabbed his small satchel, and the three members of the Saifert family left the apartment together. He had been going to work with his parents for longer than he could remember. The family didn’t have any more money when he was born than they did now. His parents couldn’t afford to pay someone to look after him, so as soon as she was able to go back to work, his mother had to start bringing him with her. Not all poor people were allowed to take their babies to work, but David’s mother was lucky. She was a good worker, and Mr. Salutin, who owned the factory, liked her and his father. Mr. Salutin understood that David’s parents needed both of their jobs to make ends meet. He was willing to let his mother bring her baby as long as her work didn’t suffer. It didn’t, and David had been coming to work ever since. He would continue to do so until he started school next fall.

Like most houses in Montreal, the three-storey dwelling the Saifert family lived in on Chabot Street had a long stairway on the outside. It curved in a winding spiral all the way up to the third floor where the family had its apartment. In Montreal, people called these apartments “flats.” The man who owned the building lived on the first floor. Another family had the flat on the second floor.

“Grab on,” his mother said, holding out a gloved hand for David to grip. “The stairs are dangerous enough for little legs at the best of times, never mind when they’re covered with snow and ice.”

It took a few minutes for David and his mother to reach the bottom of the stairs. Once they did, they hurried along the sidewalk. They had to catch up to his father, who was already around the corner on Dandurand and halfway to the streetcar stop on Papineau Avenue. David’s father always seemed to move quickly. He was tall, but not too tall. Less than six feet. He was thick, but not fat. Muscly and strong. He had to be to work some of the big machines at the factory. Even his hair, which was so dark it was almost black and hung straight from his head, appeared strong somehow. David’s hair was a shade lighter than his father’s, and his eyes were blue. His father’s brown eyes were exceptionally dark and always looked just a little bit angry, even when he was smiling … which wasn’t very often.

A light snow began to fall, and the strong wind made the icy flakes feel like tiny pinpricks that stung David’s cheeks as he and his mother scurried along the sidewalk. Scratchy or not, he turned up the collar of his coat to shield his face a bit. When they got to the stop, he turned his back to the wind for added protection as  they waited. Fortunately, the city had so many streetcars that the wait was never very long.

Because he was looking the other way down Papineau Avenue, David felt the streetcar coming before he saw it. The ground rumbled as it drew near, and David turned to see the square face of the trolley with its rectangular windows and big round lights. The steel wheels screeched as trolley car number 387 slowed to a stop. David always tried to remember the number of the car.

“Be careful,” his father warned as David made the long step up to the first stair that led into the streetcar. Once they were all safely inside, Mr. Saifert dropped the required pennies into the collection box. They hadn’t been quick enough to get a seat, but a man sitting near the front offered his to David’s mother.

“Thank you,” she said as she sat down. She tapped her lap, and David hopped onto it. His mother smiled, which made her eyes twinkle. They were hazel, but always looked a little bluer in the winter and green in the summer. The skin on her face was pale and dry in the cold winter weather, but in summer sunlight her cheeks still got freckles. David knew that when she was a girl her hair had been orange, but it was light brown now. It was still thick and curly, and she needed many long hairpins to hold it up and keep it neat.

Mr. Saifert stood nearby, clutching a leather strap fastened to a bar above the seats. He swayed and lurched from side to side as the streetcar churned along the tracks. David watched his father shift weight carefully to maintain balance. He also glanced out the windows, waiting to see the taller buildings that signalled downtown, and then listened as the driver called out the street names before each stop.

“De Montigny … Saint Catherine … Dorchester …”

The family transferred at Dorchester and caught another streetcar for Saint Urbain Street, which marked the end of their ride.

David’s parents both worked at the same hat factory in the garment district in downtown Montreal. His father was one of four men who operated the heavy presses that cut shapes out of large sheets of fabric like cloth and felt. His mother worked upstairs in a room with dozens of other seamstresses, each sewing the cut shapes together like a fabric jigsaw puzzle. David spent the working day sitting beneath his mother’s sewing table.

The sewing room resembled a double-sized classroom, except that instead of desks there were rows of tables with sewing machines. Unlike a classroom, though, the room was full of noise as the sewing machines whirred and clattered. The needles moved up and down by means of treadles, wide pedals  underneath the tables that each woman pumped with a foot. That way both hands were free so that one could guide the fabric past the needle and the other could steer it out.

The only windows in the sewing room were too high for anyone to see anything. They were only there to give additional light, and not to provide a distraction from work by giving the seamstresses anything to look at. Besides, the women were too busy, anyway.

“We get paid by the number of hats we make,” David’s mother had told him. “So the women want to get as much done as possible. You’re not to disturb anyone.”

That had been easier when he was a baby. Then he had spent most of the day sleeping in his bassinet. Even now that he was six years old, he would often fall asleep on the floor for at least part of the day, but he also needed other diversions.

“Have you got your things?” his mother now asked.

David held up his satchel. In it were a picture book, a pad of paper, and some pencils. Lately, though, even that wasn’t enough to fill his time, so his mother had begun teaching him to sew using scraps of fabric. Now his bag also contained his own needle and a spool of thread. Certainly, the needle was sharp, but that just taught him to be careful. Even so, it was impossible to be careful all the time.

David sat on the floor to sew, and sometimes he dropped his needle. Usually, it landed flat and rolled to the narrow gap between two of the uneven floorboards. He could pick it up by pinching it with two fingers. But one day the needle landed upright, held by its fatter eye between the boards. David turned to see where the needle had gone, reaching out a hand to support himself. Suddenly, he felt a fiery pain like a bee sting. He had put his hand right on the needle, and when he lifted his hand, the needle was still stuck in his palm, with the thread hanging down. The shock made tears well in his eyes.

“It doesn’t hurt too much,” he whimpered, trying to make himself brave, which was hard because his palm really hurt. Worse than that, somebody would have to pull the needle out.

He held his palm up for his mother to see, but her eyes were on her work. He would have to solve this himself. The needle wasn’t in far, so he closed his eyes, gritted his teeth, and yanked it out. A few drops of blood followed, which he wiped on his piece of sewing fabric. The bleeding ceased after a few minutes. His mother didn’t even know anything had happened.

After that there were a few more times when David pricked himself with the needle, but he never again cried at the hat factory.
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Even though David wasn’t supposed to bother other people at work, he would show his sewing to Mrs. Halberstadt. She sat at the table next to his mother. Mrs. Halberstadt had never known a boy who could sew as well as David did, and she liked to teach him different types of stitches. Mrs. Halberstadt would always smile when she saw how quickly he learned them, but some of the other women weren’t as kind.

“That boy will make a good wife someday,” one of  them said. Sewing was considered a woman’s job, and many of the other ladies laughed. It was a running joke with them, and each time somebody said it, the others laughed all over again. It embarrassed David.

Later that night, back at home, David’s mother had time to fix the sleeves on his winter coat, just as she had promised. “Do you want to help me?” she asked.

“No,” David said. “I don’t want to sew anymore. I don’t like it when the women laugh at me.”

“Nobody means any harm by it,” his mother said. “They’re just having a little fun. Goodness knows, there’s not much fun to be had at that job.”

“Well, it’s not fun to hurt my feelings.”

“No, David, it isn’t. But don’t let it bother you. Think of it this way: They’re probably jealous. Just  imagine what a help it would be to them if they had husbands or sons who could sew like you do.”

“Well, sewing is women’s work, and I’m not going to do it anymore.”

“That’s up to you.” Then his mother shrugged, as if to say, “We’ll see what happens.”



CHAPTER 2 

That spring David’s father was given a promotion at work. No longer would he be one of the four men running the big machines. Now he was a factory foreman in charge of the whole department. It meant longer hours and more responsibility, but it also meant more money. David’s father would now make $15 a week. That would work out to a little over $60 per month, or about $750 for the year. It was enough money so that David’s mother wouldn’t have to work anymore. She could stay home now like rich people’s wives and mothers.

David, of course, could stay at home, too, though soon enough he’d be starting school. “What will you do then?” he asked one morning while helping his mother shop. “Won’t you be lonely at home with Daddy at work and me at school?”

“Don’t you be worried about that,” said his mother. Her excited tone brought out the Irish accent of her youth. “There’ll be plenty for me to do once the baby arrives.”

David was confused. “What baby?” Then it dawned on him.

“That’s right,” said his mother, beaming. She actually stopped on the sidewalk and hugged him — even though other people were watching. “You’re going to be a big brother. Isn’t that exciting news!”

Exciting news? David didn’t think so. He’d had his mother’s attention all to himself since they stopped going to the hat factory, but a baby would change everything.

“It’s true we’re all going to have to adjust once the baby’s born, but just because some things change doesn’t mean everything’s going to be different. You’ll still be my special boy.”

David smiled. His mother always said the right thing, unlike his father, who never seemed to have any time for him. David’s mother held out her hand, and he took it happily as they strolled down Papineau Avenue. David’s favourite store was Mr. Unger’s bakery. He could always smell it long before they got there. On days like today, when the loaves were in the oven, the whole neighbourhood was filled with the wonderful aroma of fresh-baked bread. And Mr. Unger, the baker, knew all his regular customers by name.

“Hello, Mrs. Saifert. Come in, come in. We have some wonderful things today. Bread, bagels, buns. Right out of the oven.”

“Just a loaf of bread, please,” David’s mother said.

Mr. Unger wrapped a soft, fresh loaf in brown paper  and handed it to her. “Three cents please … Oh, and who’s this?” The baker smiled at David. “This can’t be your little boy. Look how he’s grown!”

David felt his cheeks flush. He was a little embarrassed, but pleased, as well. He knew he was small for his age, but it was nice to have someone make a fuss over him.

“He’ll be starting school soon,” his mother said proudly.

“I can’t believe it. Is this true?”

David nodded shyly.

“Not too old for a treat, I hope?”

David’s eyes widened as the baker took a small bun out of a great big oven. The crust was golden brown and perfect, but the bun was so hot that when Mr. Unger gave it to him, David could barely hold it. He had to juggle it from hand to hand, blowing on it, as well as his fingers, until the bun was cool enough to eat. Even when it was, a small wisp of steam escaped when David broke it in half.

“What do you say?” his mother asked.

“Thank you,” David said.

Mr. Unger smiled as the boy and his mother left the shop.

After the bakery, David and his mother stopped at the greengrocer to purchase fruit and vegetables. Then they visited the butcher shop for some meat. One thing that David and his mother never had to shop for was  milk. It was delivered to the door in glass bottles every day. Deliveries were made early in the morning, and in the winter the milk often froze on the stoop before someone got up to bring it in. In the summer, however, a family had to keep its milk cool in the icebox.

An icebox was like a cupboard for fresh food. It was made of wood but had an upper compartment lined with tin. The upper compartment was filled with ice which, of course, would begin to melt. When it did, ice water dripped down a pipe into the lower “cupboard” compartment. The cold coming off the pipe was what kept the food refrigerated. As the water trickled down the pipe, it dribbled out the bottom and into a pan. If you weren’t careful about emptying the pan, a big puddle would end up on the floor.

Like milk, ice was delivered to people’s houses in a horse-drawn wagon, but unlike milk, it had to be delivered during the day because the iceman couldn’t leave a huge frozen block on someone’s porch. When the whole family went to work, the Saiferts had arranged with their landlord to take care of the delivery. But now, as far as David was concerned, the iceman’s visits were one of the best parts of being at home.

The iceman came by twice a week. He usually reached the Chabot Street portion of his route in the early afternoon. David watched from the stoop as the iceman  employed huge metal tongs to select the appropriate-sized block. Even from his third-storey vantage, David could tell how heavy the blocks of ice were by the slow, deliberate way the iceman moved them. Once he had a block in place, the iceman used a leather strap to lift it onto his broad shoulders. Then, holding on to the ice by the strap, he had to haul it up two flights of stairs to the Saiferts’ flat. As he got near the top, David could see the lines of concentration on the iceman’s furrowed brow and the muscles bulging in his arms as he struggled to support the load.

When the iceman reached the top of the stairs, David opened the front door. The iceman could only grunt a thank-you as he lugged the block into the kitchen and placed it in the upper compartment of the icebox. Wielding the pick that he carried, the iceman chipped away any uneven bits so that the ice fitted properly. Then he collected his money and left. The trip down the stairs was certainly easier than the climb up.

One day David made up a game in which he was the iceman. He used an old shoebox as his block of ice and filled it with books to give it weight. Then he took a fireplace tool to use as his tongs, but what could he use as a strap?

“Can I borrow a belt?” he asked his father.

“What for? Mine are all much too big for you.”

“I want it so I can be the iceman.”

“A boy your size?” His father laughed. “You need muscles to be an iceman.”

“But I was … it was only …” He wanted to say it was merely a game, that he was just pretending, but the words wouldn’t come out.

“Maybe you can’t be the iceman,” his mother said quietly, “but you could do something to help me.” She put her hands on her stomach, which seemed to be growing bigger with the baby every day. “It’s getting harder and harder for me to empty the water pan under the icebox. Do you think you could do it?”

David wasn’t sure, but the doubtful look his father gave his mother made him want to succeed. But carrying water in a wide, flat pan was harder than it appeared. It was pretty heavy, but what was most difficult was trying to keep the pan evenly balanced. If David couldn’t keep it flat, the water would start to slosh around, and once it started, it was hard to stop. The water could pour over the sides before he knew it.

“Be careful!” his father barked.

David made it safely to the sink, though, and poured the water down the drain. He hadn’t spilled a drop. His mother smiled proudly, but his father hadn’t even bothered to watch.
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In the fall of 1911, David became a big brother. His baby sister was born late in October, but before that, in early September, David started school. He liked learning to read and write, and he seemed to have a good head for doing his sums in arithmetic, but other things about school weren’t so great. For one thing, the teachers at Gilford Street Public School were very strict. David had kept quiet at the hat factory, so he’d rarely gotten into trouble for talking. But because he hadn’t been around many children before, he had a hard time making friends. After school David usually had to make the long walk home by himself.

When the school day ended at 3:30, David walked home along Papineau Avenue. As the main street in the area, Papineau had a lot of things for him to see and do. First, there was the fire station. When the firemen weren’t busy, they would let people see the horses that pulled their fire truck. David had been nervous around the horses initially, but he soon got used to being so close to them. Sometimes he would even save the apple his mother put in his lunch to feed to Buster, his favourite horse.

David was always careful to hold his hand out flat. “They have big teeth,” one of the firemen had told him, “and believe me it hurts if they nip one of your fingers.” Buster always ate the entire apple. Stem. Seeds. Everything.

After the fire station, David would stop at the dairy. There were no deliveries at this time of day, so all the  horses were in their stalls. Here he wasn’t interested in horses, but in ice, which was used in the back of the delivery wagons to keep the milk cold. A chunk of ice to chew on made a good treat.

With all the horses in the city, there had to be a lot of blacksmith shops, and there was one right on Papineau Avenue. No matter what the weather — hot or cold, rain or snow — the door to the blacksmith’s shop was always open. That was because of the heat from the fire the blacksmith needed to shape the horseshoes.

David liked to watch as the blacksmith put a horseshoe into the coal fire until it glowed red. The blacksmith pulled the horseshoe out of the fire with a pair of tongs and laid it on his anvil. Still holding the horseshoe by the tongs in one hand, he picked up a hammer with the other and began pounding. The piercing sound of metal on metal always made David wince and pull up his shoulders toward his ears. After a few minutes of pounding, the horseshoe was finally the right shape and thickness, so the blacksmith plunged it into a pail of water. A cloud of steam rose up, and the hot metal hissed as it cooled and hardened. Now the shoe was ready for the horse.

The blacksmith lifted the horse’s front left foot and held it in place between his knees. Then he used a scraping tool to carve away some of the hoof.

“Doesn’t it hurt?” David asked.

“Haven’t heard a horse complain yet,” the smithy said. David didn’t seem convinced, so the blacksmith provided a better explanation. “A horse’s hoof is really more like his toenail than his foot. It doesn’t have any feeling along the edges. Scraping a horse’s hoof isn’t much different than a person clipping his nails. It has to be flat and even for the shoe to fit properly.”

Once the hoof was ready, the blacksmith used a smaller hammer to attach the shoe with nails — real nails. They had to be long and thin, otherwise they wouldn’t hold the shoe properly and could damage the horse’s foot. Any nails that were bent, the blacksmith gave away.

“They’re good luck,” the smithy told David, who kept them in his pocket. Eventually, though, the nails wore a hole through the fabric. David’s mother always seemed so busy with the baby that he began to fix the holes himself. Even though his father had a better job, money was still tight after the baby arrived, so it was important for the family to make everything last. That was why he had taken up sewing again.

By the time he started grade three, making simple mends to the family’s clothes with a needle and thread was added to emptying the icebox tray as David’s job. Although he still said he didn’t like sewing — and he didn’t want to do it when his father got home from work — he knew he had to do his part to help out.

“But when Alice gets old enough,” he told his mother, “sewing will be her job.”

Despite his complaints, David was fond of sewing. He enjoyed the satisfaction that came from fixing something that would otherwise have to be thrown away. A stitch here, a stitch there, and a torn shirt was just like new. Better, really, because an old shirt was soft and comfortable. But if David hadn’t appreciated the way the women at the hat factory teased him about sewing, it was worse when some of the older boys at school found out.

“Just don’t let them bother you,” his mother told him. “When they see they can’t upset you, they’ll lose interest.”

“But what if they don’t? What if I keep ignoring them and they don’t lose interest? What if they never stop?”

“They will,” his mother said. “Eventually.”

But David believed the teasing would never stop. Finally, it all came to a head in January just after David’s ninth birthday. It was the type of cold, clear winter morning that made noses run and cheeks redden.

David was walking to school when he ran into Sammy, a boy from his class who was his friend. The hard-packed snow squeaked beneath their feet, and their breath formed puffy white clouds as they spoke.

“What’s in the box?” Sammy asked. Like David, he was small for his age and an easy target for the older  boys. He wore wire-rimmed glasses that he was always pushing back up his nose.

“Cupcakes.”

“Cupcakes?”

“My mother baked them. It was my birthday yesterday.”

“Oh, yeah,” Sammy said. “January 12.”

No one ever made a fuss about birthdays, so David didn’t mind that Sammy hadn’t remembered. Only rich people had birthday parties. Still, David seemed glum and Sammy knew why. The reason was coming around the corner as they neared the schoolyard.

“Oh, no,” Sammy groaned. “It’s Kevin Bull.”

The name fitted the boy perfectly, and hearing it made David’s stomach lurch.

“Just keep walking,” Sammy whispered. “Maybe he won’t see us until we get inside the fence.”

But the bully did.

“Hey, Momma’s Boy. Whatcha got in the box?”

David didn’t answer. He just kept walking. If he could get through the gate, Kevin wouldn’t risk making trouble on school property.

“Hey!” Kevin hollered, more angrily this time.

“Dincha hear me, Momma’s Boy?” He caught up to David and shoved him from behind. “I said, what’s in the box?”

Fear flashed inside David, but he tried not to show it. He turned away, intending to continue walking, but some of Kevin’s friends blocked his path. David and Sammy were surrounded. Now there was no choice but to tell them what he was carrying.

“Cupcakes, huh?” Kevin Bull snatched the box from David’s arm. “You bake ’em yourself, Momma’s Boy?”

The bully’s friends laughed.

“His mother made them,” Sammy said, sticking up for David.

Kevin glared at Sammy. “No one’s talkin’ to you, Jew Boy.” Then he smirked at David and the cupcakes. He took some of the small cakes out of the box and passed them to his cronies. They stuffed them in their mouths greedily. It seemed as many crumbs fell to the ground as were swallowed, but Kevin’s friends didn’t care.

David stared at the bits of cupcake in the snow. “They were for my class,” he murmured.

“Tell ’em they were good,” Kevin said with a laugh as he and his friends ran off with the box.

Sammy and David finished walking to school in silence, but David was angry. He was tired of being bullied, sick of waiting for the other boys to stop. But they were bigger and older. What could he do?

David was still angry when he saw Kevin outside after school. At first Kevin seemed apologetic.

“Here,” he said, holding up a cupcake. “I saved the last one for you.”

When David reached for it, Kevin squeezed it in his hand. The cupcake crumbled. Then Kevin ground the pieces into the snow with his boots. The bully’s friends laughed. David stared at the crushed remains of his mother’s treats. When he glanced up and saw Kevin laughing at him, his face flushed.

“Whatsa matter, Momma’s Boy?” Kevin taunted. “You gonna cry?”

But David didn’t cry. Instead he charged at Kevin, crashing into him so hard that he sent the older boy sprawling. Then he jumped on him and started punching. It was almost as if he couldn’t control himself, as if each of his arms had a mind of its own, swinging and swinging, sometimes connecting and sometimes not. Other kids gathered from all over the schoolyard, forming a circle around the boys and yelling, “Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!”

David barely heard them. He hardly noticed anything at all. Even after Kevin managed to land a punch that made his nose bleed, David still felt as if he were moving in a dream. It was as if he were watching someone else … until he felt something pulling at his ear.

“Get off that boy! Get up right now!”

David barely heard the voice, but he did feel his ear  being twisted and pulled. The pain snapped him out of his daze, and as soon as he was yanked to his feet, he recognized Miss Graham, the toughest teacher in the school. She wasn’t much taller than the sixth-grade boys she taught, but she was wide and sturdy like a bulldog. No one ever talked back to Miss Graham, not even Kevin Bull.

Miss Graham had David’s right ear in her left hand and Kevin’s left ear in her right, and she continued to twist as she led the two boys into the school. She didn’t let go until the boys were seated in the principal’s office. By then the blood had almost stopped dripping from David’s nose, which was now hurting. Kevin had some puffiness around one of his eyes, but he’d been in plenty of fights before and didn’t seem to be in much pain.

“What have we here?” the principal asked, as if he couldn’t tell.

“Fighting!” Miss Graham barked. “On school grounds.”

Although David had never been in trouble before, he knew what the punishment was for fighting on school property. Everyone knew the principal kept a thick black strap in his office, and just the thought of it was enough to scare most kids into obeying the rules.

The principal spoke to Kevin first. “You know the drill, Mr. Bull.”

Kevin got up and held out his right hand, a defiant expression on his face. The principal picked up the strap. It looked like a fat black belt, but it was much stiffer than any belt David had seen. When the principal brought the strap down hard on the palm of Kevin’s hand, David saw Kevin’s ears turn bright red, but he didn’t cry. Not even when the principal strapped him a second time. No matter how much it hurt when it was his turn, David was determined not to let Kevin see him cry, either.

“All right, Mr. Saifert, hold out your hand.”

David stood and did as he was told.

“And just let me say how disappointed I am to see a bright boy like you in my office. But if you’re going to act like an animal, you’re going to be treated like one.” The principal brought down the strap across David’s palm.

The pain was immediate, and David jerked his hand back. The skin was already turning bright red where the strap had struck. He fought back tears with all his might. Kevin wasn’t going to see him bawl. Thankfully, the principal didn’t strap him again.

“Now go home,” the principal told him. “And don’t let me see you in here again.”



CHAPTER 3 

David’s mother could tell right away that he’d been in a fight. It was obvious from the dried blood on his face. Also, his right eye was going black. But she didn’t seem angry, only concerned.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

David nodded slowly. Neither his nose nor his hand hurt much anymore. The long walk home in the cold had dulled the pain.

“Well, come over to the sink and we’ll get you cleaned up.”

David’s mother ran some warm water over a face cloth, then dabbed it gently under his nose. The water made the dried blood glisten.

“Daybo gots a boo-boo?”

Although his thawed-out face was starting to hurt again, David couldn’t help but smile at his little sister’s baby talk.

“That’s right, Alice. David’s hurt himself, but Mommy’s going to make it all better.”

Alice clapped her pudgy little hands. Then she looked  serious again. “Dolly gots a boo-boo, too.” She held up her little rag doll to show that one of its button eyes was hanging by a thread.

David groaned. He didn’t want to sew it up for her. Not now.

“Dolly will have to wait her turn,” their mother said. “Mommy will fix her boo-boo when she’s finished fixing David’s. Why don’t you put Dolly in bed like a good little nurse and wait in the bedroom for me?”

Alice toddled off to the room she now shared with her brother, leaving David and his mother alone in the kitchen.

“One of the older boys from school?”

David nodded.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really.” David didn’t want her to know what had happened with the cupcakes.

David’s mother chipped off some ice from the block at the top of the icebox and wrapped the pieces in a towel. She gave it to David to put on his eye. “Maybe you should talk to your father.”

He shook his head. That sounded like a bad idea. His father already thought he was puny and weak. All he would do was make David feel worse. But he’d notice the black eye. “Couldn’t we just tell him I got bumped by a horse at the blacksmith’s?”

His mother sighed. “I’ll talk to him. Tonight. After you’re in bed.”

David nodded. If his father had to know that bullies had picked on him, then he’d rather his mother did the telling.

That night, when he was supposed to be asleep, David carefully pushed open the door to his bedroom. Although the squeal of the hinges sent shivers down his spine, nobody except David heard it. He could see light coming from the space under his parents’ door, and he could make out the sound of his mother’s voice. Quietly, he crept down the hall to listen.

“Of course not,” he heard his mother say. “I think he needs to spend some time with you, but is he old enough?”

“There’s no age limit,” his father said.

“But it’s so rough. Do you think it’s all right?”

“I wouldn’t have said so if I didn’t. Besides, I think it’ll do him some good. All he seems to know about are women’s things. This will give him and this boy something in common they can talk about.”

“I hope you’re right.”

One of his parents must have turned off the light after that, because David suddenly found himself in the dark. Waiting silently until his eyes adjusted to the lack of light, he tiptoed back to his room. What would do  him some good? And what in the world could possibly give him anything in common with Kevin Bull?
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The next evening David’s father took him to a hockey game. Even though David had never been to a game before, it was impossible to live in Montreal without knowing at least a little about hockey. People who had skates could use them on the snow-packed streets in the winter, and they played pickup games in lanes and alleys. Small cards showing coloured pictures of hockey players were given away in packs of cigarettes, and many fathers gave them to their sons. David had seen boys trading them at school, but he’d never been very interested in hockey. Obviously, a lot of people were, though, because as soon as David and his father stepped off the Sherbrooke streetcar, they were swept up in a huge crowd heading down Wood Avenue to Saint Catherine Street.

The people in the crowd weren’t really pushing, but they couldn’t help bumping into one another as they made their way along the narrow sidewalk. Street lights cast only a dim glow, but ahead the entrance to Westmount Arena was bathed in light, and David could see excited faces. He found himself getting enthusiastic, too, as he walked among the noisy gathering. But David and his father went right past the main entrance.

“We have to find someone on the other side,” his father told him. He almost had to shout to make himself heard. “Take my hand. I don’t want us to get separated.”

David had to hold tight as he and his father made their way against the flow of people. He wondered how they were ever going to pick one person out of the crowd, but his father knew what he was doing. There were a lot fewer people once they finally turned the corner, and David’s father had no trouble locating the man he was looking for.

“Salut!” the man said.

“Bon jour, Henri.”

“Vous venez pour voir les Canadiens, eh?”

“Mais oui,” David’s father said. “Je préfère la façon qu’ils jouent.”

David couldn’t understand what they were saying, but his father had told the man he liked the way the Canadiens played. Most English hockey fans in the city preferred the Montreal Wanderers, the city’s other professional team.

“And ’oo’s this young fella with you?” the man asked.

“C’est mon fils, David. David, this is Henri Leduc.”

Henri shook David’s hand. His grip was too strong and his breath smelled like cigarettes. “Quite a shiner you got dere, kid. You a hockey player?”

David shook his head.

“C’est sa première partie,” his father said.

Henri grinned. “His first game, eh?”

“If we can get tickets …”

Henri looked around slowly. “The Bulldogs are Stanley Cup champions … but for you, my friend …”

He pulled out two tickets from inside his coat. “’Ow ’bout some seats near centre ice?”

“Combien?” David’s father asked.

“Five dollars for da pair.”

David’s father glanced at the tickets. “They’re in the last row, and they sell for fifty cents apiece at the box office.”

“Oui, but da box office is sold out, no? And I could get five dollars for each of these tickets to see the Bulldogs.”

Five dollars was a lot of money, but David could tell from the expressions on their faces that what Henri had told his father was true. Mr. Saifert agreed to pay.

“De rien, Mike. Enjoy the game, kid!”

David waved at Henri, then he and his father rejoined the crowd making its way into the Arena lobby. Mr. Saifert recognized some of the other men inside and spoke to them in French, as well. David just stared. He hadn’t known his father could speak the language.

“A working man in this city has to speak some French,” his father explained. “Only rich businessmen can get by without it.”

It had been cold out, but it was warm inside the Arena, so David started to unbutton his coat.

“Keep it on,” his father told him. “And your hat and gloves, too. The lobby’s heated, but the rink isn’t. It’s got to be cold or the ice would melt.”

His father was right. It was almost as cold inside the playing area as it had been outside. Even bundled up in winter clothes, it took a little something extra to stay warm while sitting in the seats of a hockey rink.

“What are those people holding?” David asked.

“Baked potatoes,” his father told him.

David laughed.

“It’s true! A hot potato can keep your hands warm all game. It’s too bad we live so far away, or I’d have had your mother make some for us, too.”

Fortunately, the Arena rented blankets for people to use during the game. They cost twenty-five cents. David’s father paid for one and spread it across both of them when they sat in their seats. Being in the last of the Arena’s twelve rows, they were pretty high, but they were near the centre so the view was good. David had never seen so many people in one place before. There were enough seats for six thousand people, and space for several thousand more in the standing-room sections. As the time neared eight o’clock, the fans got restless. Some stamped their feet, others clapped their hands. Many hollered French words  David couldn’t understand, but he sensed the passion and joined in. Then, just when he thought it couldn’t possibly get any louder, the Canadiens hit the ice and the rink exploded in cheers. David jumped to his feet with the others and greeted the hometown heroes.

“That’s Georges Vézina!” his father shouted, pointing at the stone-faced man with the leg pads who was wearing a red, white, and blue toque that matched his Canadiens sweater. “He’s the goalie. That’s Don Smith and Louis Berlinquette. They’re the wingers.”

As his father named each Canadien skating onto the ice, David had never seen him so excited. There weren’t very many to keep track of, though.

“Teams have six men on each side,” his father explained, “including the goalie. They also have two or three spare players, but most of the men who start the game will play the whole sixty minutes. Unless they get hurt.”

The last Canadiens player onto the ice was a handsome man with jet-black hair. He got the loudest applause from the crowd.

“That’s Newsy Lalonde,” his father said proudly. “The captain.”

After the ovation for the team’s top star, the cheers began to fade. Soon the visiting team took to the ice, but the Bulldogs skated around to only a smattering of approval. However, when the last Quebec player  made his way through the gate, the mood at the Arena turned ugly.

“Boo! Boo! Boo!” everyone cried.

“It’s Joe Hall,” David’s father said. “The fans all hate him. A hockey player has to be tough, but Joe Hall’s just plain mean. He once got kicked out of a league in Manitoba for his rough play, and I was at the game in Montreal a few years back when he was suspended for punching a referee. The newspapers call him Bad Joe.”

“He’s got a black eye, too,” David said.

“Newsy gave him that shiner in Quebec City last week, so Bad Joe’s bound to be out for blood tonight. Lalonde and Hall have been feuding for years.”

Just then the referee blew his whistle, and the two teams lined up for the faceoff. Lalonde was first to the puck and pushed it ahead. Then he sped around the Quebec centreman and picked up the puck on the other side.

With Smith and Berlinquette at his side, Lalonde headed for the Quebec end. Ahead of him was a big Bulldogs defenceman, so Lalonde had to go wide around him. Changing direction caused Berlinquette to get ahead of him, so Lalonde dropped the puck back to Smith.

“They can only pass the puck beside or behind them,” David’s father said. “Anyone in front of the puck carrier is offside.”

The fans roared their approval as the Canadiens bore down on the Bulldogs, but they couldn’t score. Cheers turned to boos when Joe Hall picked up a rebound and carried the puck out of the Quebec end. There were cheers again when the Canadiens stopped him.

Back and forth went the two teams, the crowd cheering every great play and every tough hit. David was cheering, too. “Come on, Newsy!”

Lalonde picked up a loose puck near centre ice and headed straight for Joe Hall. Smith was at his side, so Hall couldn’t give Newsy his full attention. Lalonde looked ready to make a pass, so Hall leaned to his right to cover Smith. When he did, Lalonde kept the puck and raced past him on the left!

Hall swung his stick in anger as Lalonde sped by.

“Did you see that?” David asked his father.

Everyone had.

“Boo!”

“Punition!”

“Penalty!”

But the jeers for Hall quickly turned to cheers for Lalonde as the Canadiens’ centre headed straight for the net. David was on his feet with the others. “Shoot! Shoot!”

But Lalonde passed to Smith, and the speedy winger scored. Now the applause was louder than ever. Spurred on by their fans, the Canadiens continued to attack. By  the time the bell rang to end the period, they had upped their lead to 2–0.

The ten-minute intermission barely gave the fans time to warm up in the lobby, but David didn’t care about the cold. He couldn’t wait for the second period to start. Shortly after it did, Hall took another swing at Lalonde. This time his stick connected with Newsy’s ankle, and the Canadiens’ captain fell to the ice. Lalonde said something to the Quebec badman, but the referee got between them before anything could happen. Hall was sent off the ice to a chorus of boos.

The Canadiens didn’t score while Hall served his penalty, but they were still pressing when the Bulldogs put him back onto the ice. Smith had the puck and was racing toward the Quebec goal. Berlinquette was hot on his heels.

“Allez-y!”

“Let’s go!”

Smith sent the puck across the ice to Berlinquette, who played it behind him to Newsy. Lalonde was racing forward with all his might. He picked up Berlinquette’s drop pass and ripped a shot on goal!

The Quebec netminder deflected it into the corner.

“Ohhh!”

With his momentum still carrying him forward, Lalonde chased the rebound behind the net. Hall pursued Lalonde.

“Watch out, Newsy!” David cried.

But there was nothing the centreman could do. Hall shoved him from behind with his stick. The cross-check knocked Lalonde to the ice, and he slid headfirst into the boards. Players wore nothing to protect their heads, and a pool of blood formed on the ice. There were shrieks of protest from the crowd.

“Dehors, Joe!”

“Va-t’en! Va-t’en!”

“Get out, Joe! Get lost! Go away!”

But Lalonde was still lying on the ice when the referee led Hall away, and soon the angry shouts gave way to concerned silence.

“Will he be all right?” David asked.

“It was a dirty hit,” David’s father said, “but they don’t come any tougher than Newsy Lalonde. See, his teammates are helping him up.”

The fans applauded as Smith and Berlinquette led Lalonde off the ice. Blood gushed from two cuts on the star’s forehead. He sat on the bench for a couple of minutes but then made his way to the Canadiens’ dressing room. Hall was sent to his dressing room, as well.

“A match penalty,” David’s father said. “That means Hall’s gone for the rest of the game.”

Lalonde didn’t return, either. Both players were replaced by substitutes, but the loss of their captain  seemed to leave the Canadiens disorganized. Quebec scored twice in the next two minutes, and the second period ended in a 2–2 tie. It looked as if the Bulldogs might win the game, but the Canadiens pulled themselves together during the ten-minute break. They scored twice in the third period and held on for a 4–3 victory that sent the noisy crowd home happy.
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It was a long ride home from the Arena, and the streetcar that went along Sherbrooke Street was packed with people who had also been at the game. One man who spoke only French told David’s father that it had taken ten stitches to close the cuts on Lalonde’s forehead. There were a lot fewer people onboard the next trolley after David and his father transferred at Papineau, and there was almost no one around when they walked the last two blocks to their building on Chabot Street. Not much traffic was left on the road at that time of night, either, but in a few hours the milkmen and their horses would be making their rounds.

“Did you know,” David’s father asked, “that when I first came to Montreal even the streetcars were pulled by horses? And there was no such thing as cars. I never even saw one until around the time you were born. The sound of the engine used to scare the horses. A lot of people didn’t like it much, either.”

“I guess cars are pretty noisy,” David said.

“But at least they don’t poop on the street.”

David laughed.

His father smiled. “Race you to the stairs!” he suddenly shouted.

David took off after his father, half running and half sliding along the snow-covered sidewalk as they turned from Dandurand onto Chabot. At the last moment as they reached the flat David skidded past his father and reached the staircase first.

“You win,” his father said.

Mr. Saifert’s breath was heavy, and the clouds it made in the cold nearly blocked out his face. David was puffing clouds, too. He suspected that his father had let him win, but he smiled, anyway.

Once their breath had returned to normal, David and his father climbed the winding stairs to their flat. It was dark when they got inside. Cold, too.

“I guess your mother’s gone to sleep already. The fire’s almost burned out.”

David’s father put two logs into the Quebec heater — a small black potbelly stove that wasn’t used to cook but to provide extra heat in the flat on the coldest winter nights. The two of them sat in front of the old stove to warm up before going to bed.

“Did you have a good time tonight?”

“Yeah, Dad, it was lots of fun. But how did you learn to speak French like that?”

“When I was a boy, I worked on a farm in the Eastern Townships. I was only fourteen then, but I was pretty big for my age — the farmer thought I was seventeen — and I was strong enough to do the work. But I had a hard time getting along. I’d only just come to Canada, and we’d done things much differently where I grew up. So I watched the other farmhands and was careful to do exactly what they did. I learned to speak French by listening to them. But I hated it there. The farmer treated me like a slave.”

“Where were your parents?”

“My mother and father both died when I wasn’t much older than you are now. I came to Canada by myself.”

David could see by the expression on his father’s face that this was something he didn’t want to talk about, so David asked him a question about hockey instead. “Did you really see Joe Hall punch a referee?”

His father nodded.

“What happened?”

“It was four years ago, almost exactly. It was January, but the weather was much warmer than tonight. The ice in the rink turned soft and slushy, and the players were having a hard time skating on it. You could see that they were losing their tempers. Of course, Joe Hall was at the centre of it all, swinging his stick and punching at  people. Finally, a fight broke out, and when the referee tried to pull Hall off the other player, he punched him in the face. It took three of his own players to finally pull him off the ice.”

“How come hockey players are allowed to fight?” David asked.

His father shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s always been a part of the game, I guess. But because men like Hall and Lalonde go around beating each other up doesn’t mean you can, too. You have to find a better way to handle your problems at school.”
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The next day David saw Kevin Bull talking to his friends. He could hear that they were talking about the hockey game.

“Then Hall hit him over the head with his stick and Lalonde had to go to the hospital,” Kevin said.

“That’s not what happened,” David whispered to Sammy. And suddenly he realized his father had given him something to talk about with Kevin Bull.

Summoning up all his courage, David told Kevin, “That’s not how it happened.”

Kevin sneered. “Oh, and look who thinks he knows something about it. How would you know anything, Cupcake?”

The other boys snickered, but David held his ground. “I know because I was there.” He still had his ticket stub in his coat pocket and took it out to prove it.

“Lemme see that!” Kevin barked, reaching out to snatch the ticket from David’s hand.

David was ready for him, though. He pulled his arm away, and Kevin grabbed nothing but air. Then David flourished the ticket again. “Look with your eyes, not with your hands.”

Kevin stared at David for a moment, not quite sure what to do. Sammy seemed scared. David held his breath, but Kevin merely nodded and studied the ticket.

“He was there!” Kevin said to his friends. There was almost a tone of amazement in his voice. “So what happened?”

David released his breath and told Kevin and the others about the game. Every day after that David checked the newspaper for hockey stories. He was especially interested in any about Newsy Lalonde. Sometimes he’d cut them out and paste them in a scrapbook. He put pictures of Newsy and some of the other players on the wall in his bedroom.

Keeping up with hockey news gave David something to share with his father, and it stopped Kevin from picking on him. Everything finally seemed perfect. Then the war began.
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