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To the men and women of this country who offer and often give their lives so that we can keep ours, and in particular to the brave men of Canada’s Royal Rifles and Winnipeg Grenadiers, who never should have been sent to Hong Kong. The history books seem to have mostly forgotten them, but I never will.

And to Dwayne, who indulges this passion of mine and brings me wine.






“Although the world is full of suffering, it is also full of the overcoming of it.”

—HELEN KELLER








If you’re reading this letter, that means I’m dead. But I guess you already know that.

I hate to say it, but after you read this, you might be glad that I’m gone, and to my eternal shame, I know I deserve that.

You see, I did something. I made a mistake. I mean, I’ve made a lot of mistakes, but one in particular has haunted me. At one time I thought I could take this secret to my grave, that no one would ever know. But I’ve had lots of time to think recently, and I understand now that I can’t lie to you any longer.








PART ONE — 1933 —







one MOLLY
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Just before turning onto our lawn, I stopped, pulled off my shoe, then hopped on one foot, needing to pour out a small handful of pebbles. They’d snuck in through the hole at the toe, and I didn’t want to track them inside. I’d gotten used to the routine and barely noticed it anymore. It was so much better than leaky boots in the winter.

As soon as I stepped inside, the smell of corned beef and cabbage coming from the kitchen almost overwhelmed me, wafting like old socks through the house. Mum would be annoyed I hadn’t been home to help prepare dinner, but Mr. Palermo had needed me to stay a little later. Fortunately, he’d sent me home with vegetables, though they were a bit droopy. That was one of the benefits of working at a greengrocer. I laid the sad-looking carrots and greens on the counter so I could snap open my purse, then I dropped my weekly earnings into the rusty Folger’s coffee can on the counter, which I privately called the Ryan Family’s Friday Night Tax Bucket.

At the clanking of the coins, my mother turned from the pot on the stove. The circles under her eyes looked darker than usual, and at the sight of them, I felt a pang of guilt that I hadn’t been home sooner. At one time, Mum had taken pride in her appearance. On the mantel were framed photos of her and Dad, taken long before I was born. Above her lacy white collar, her narrow chin was lifted with determination, her dark hair striking, and her expression direct; she’d been in the midst of the suffragette movement, her mind a hundred years away from raising children during a depression. Then there was the photo of her, pregnant with me, holding the little hands of Richie and Jimmy. All alone and raising three babies while Dad was at war. No wonder she looked tired. Now her face was lined, and there were hints of grey at her temples, put there by the efforts of keeping our house of seven running on next to nothing. I missed her smile, and her laughter most of all. The wages my father, brothers, and I brought in each week were so meagre, she’d started taking on mending jobs on top of everything else she was doing. It was too much.

“Thought you’d never get here,” she said, brushing straggling wisps from her forehead. “Your father will be home any minute, and the table still needs setting.”

“I’ll just put these vegetables in the cellar first,” I said.

I headed downstairs, into the earthy darkness, and placed the vegetables in the coolest spot of the cellar, away from the canned food. Not for the first time, I wished we had a little white refrigerator like my best friend Hannah had. She and her family, the Dreyfuses, lived just across the street, and I spent a lot of my time over there. Last week, Hannah’s mother had poured me a glass of lemonade, and I could still feel that ice-cold drink trickling down my throat. But for my family to save up the five hundred dollars needed for a refrigerator, we’d have to fill at least ten tax buckets, plus we’d still need to eat. Pushing the thought from my mind, I returned to the kitchen where my oldest brother, Richie, was already sitting at the table, flipping through the newspaper with a frown on his face. I peeked over his shoulder and read a headline about President Roosevelt initiating his New Deal domestic reform program. I wished the president luck on that. Any kind of relief from this Depression was needed in the worst way.

“Good day at work?” I asked.

He shrugged. “You know how it is. Aisles are so empty I could open a bowling alley. Why would anyone come to a hardware store if they can’t afford to build anything?”

I felt bad for him, but not surprised. With businesses closing down all over the city, we all wondered how long he’d be able to keep that job.

“You coming to the game tonight?” I asked, hoping to lift his spirits. “It’s the season opener.”

“Probably not. I’ve got things to do.”

Richie and I had always been close. He was four years older than me, but we’d grown up doing mostly the same things. He was the one who had taught me how to play baseball, with him pitching and me swinging the bat, both of us with our matching red hair and freckles. But once I was old enough to really help Mum around the house, I didn’t have as much time to play. I still went to watch games as often as I could, though. Going to baseball games with my friends and family was one of my favourite things to do, and it was also one of the rare free activities in the city. These days, free was important.

Mum gestured for me to set the table, and I got out the old china plates, careful not to chip them more than they already were. Richie lifted his elbows so I could slide his plate beneath the newspaper. I had just placed the last fork on the table when I heard Dad’s heavy tread on the doorstep. Richie straightened automatically, and my mother smoothed her hair. That was the effect Sergeant Garret Ryan had on people. As the door opened, my three other brothers trundled down the stairs, somehow sensing he was home.

Dad stepped inside and took off his hat as Mum bustled to greet him. He was thick in the middle with a shock of bright orange hair and piercing green eyes, and when he wore his police uniform as he did now, he could be pretty imposing. But around Mum, Dad was a pussycat.

He leaned down to give her a peck on the cheek. “Hello, love,” he said, then, more gruffly, “Sounds like a herd of elephants in here.”

“Quiet, everyone,” Mum said, taking his coat and hat. “Your father’s had a long day.”

I bit my tongue. Hadn’t we all? For the past four years I’d worked ten-hour days, six days a week in the back room of Palermo’s greengrocer. There, I sorted through crates, picking out the rotten food before stocking the front of the store with the good stuff. Little jobs like that. Most of the time it was quiet around the store. Delivery days like today were hectic, but I liked the busyness. It was rare these days.

The stock market had crashed when I was fourteen. I still remember that day. It was October—a Thursday, I thought. I had been excited, walking home from school, eager to start reading The Great Gatsby for a book report, but the streets felt tense, with everyone avoiding each other’s eyes. Puzzled, I studied the men standing around the sidewalks, wondering why they weren’t working inside. Most of their faces were buried in newspapers. Some turned away when I looked, but not quickly enough for me to miss the fact that they were crying. I’d never seen a man cry before. When Dad got home, he sat us all down at the kitchen table and explained that the whole world had changed, not just our city. His gaze clouded with regret as he told me I would have to drop out of school, and he was going to speak with Mr. Palermo about hiring me. I hadn’t understood at first. In that moment, all I could think about was my book report.

I knew the crash was serious, but the reality didn’t sink in until the next night. Every Friday, Dad brought Mum a bouquet of flowers. That Friday was the first time I ever remembered him coming home empty-handed. To me, the flowers were before. The empty vase was now.

I wasn’t the only girl who had to drop out of school, but my friend Hannah never did. Her father owned a factory in the fashion district on Spadina, so he would manage, she told me. Richie had already graduated. My second oldest brother, Jimmy, didn’t go back to school. Only Mark and Liam were young enough that they got to stay. I was ashamed of the envy I felt, watching my best friend and my younger brothers leave for school every morning. Then one day after work, Dad found me out on the front porch and handed me a package.

“Open it,” he said.

I carefully removed the brown paper wrapping. “Oh, Dad,” I whispered. I skimmed my fingertips over the cover of my very own copy of The Great Gatsby. “But we can’t afford this.”

He reached his arm around me. “I set a little money aside. I want you to know that I’m sorry about the way things have turned out. I know you love school, and as soon as things get better, you’ll go back. In the meantime, this is just a little something from me to you.”

But I didn’t go back to school. And two years later, when Mark turned fourteen, he dropped out too. Now, all of us did our part to contribute to the pot. Richie worked at the hardware store, and Mark incinerated garbage at the Wellington Street Destructor. Liam had a paper route he did before school. Mum had her sewing, and of course, Dad had his job with the police. Only Jimmy was unemployed these days. He’d been working at the Don Valley Brick Works until three months ago, when they’d had to let him go. He’d been looking for work ever since. Still, we were getting by, and we clearly weren’t the worst off. Down the street from us, the Melniks had all their furniture taken away.

“Sit down before dinner gets cold,” Mum said, carrying the pot over.

Dad took his place at the head of the table, and Mum sat opposite him. Once the rest of us had squeezed in—Mark and Liam at one side and Richie, Jimmy, and me on the other—Dad said grace. My stomach growled as we passed the meat and cabbage around, helping ourselves to the meagre offerings while leaving enough for each other. When we handed the dishes back to Mum, she placed the last two slices of corned beef on Dad’s and Richie’s plates.

“Thanks, Mum,” Richie said.

“Smells good,” Dad said kindly.

I looked at my own small plate with its lump of sickly green leaves and a single slice of meat and wished I wasn’t so hungry. I slid my fork around the edges, trying to push the food together to make it seem fuller. Then I took a bite of the corned beef and was grateful that I only had one piece. It had the same feel and taste as what I imagined shoe leather would be like.

“How was your day, dear?” Mum asked, her full attention on my father.

“Busy. There was another protest down by City Hall. Dressmakers Union this time. It’s always something.”

“They’re lucky to have jobs,” Richie said. “Maybe they should have been working instead of marching around with signs. They’d make more money that way.”

Dad nodded as he chewed. “We’d be a lot less busy, that’s for sure. Chief Draper is all about keeping ‘Toronto the Good’ in line.”

As I reluctantly took a bite of the overcooked cabbage, I pondered what was actually good about Toronto. All I’d seen lately were hundreds of homeless people lining the streets, endless demonstrations about jobs, homes, rights, and everything else under the sun, and a lot of young, unemployed men joining gangs and starting fights.

My father perked up. “Draper’s talking about plans for the Orange Day parade.”

Dad was called an Orangeman for more than just the colour of his hair. Ever since I was little, he had lectured us on the importance of our family history and the longstanding feud between Protestants and Catholics. He’d made sure we knew that way back in 1690, William of Orange had saved us from becoming second-class citizens under Catholic rule when he’d defeated King James II at the Battle of the Boyne. William’s heirs had ended up forming the Orange Order, a group dedicated to upholding the faith, and my father was a proud member, as were many of Toronto’s policemen, government officials, and labourers. Practically anyone could join the Orangemen, as long as they were Protestant.

The Orangemen had been responsible for coining the nickname “Toronto the Good.” Over the past hundred years, they had put in place many laws. The purpose of those laws, in my mind, was basically to prevent people from having fun. Like no tobogganing on Sundays. I never understood the reason for that one.

Every July 12, the Glorious Twelfth it was called, the Orange Order held a parade downtown, and my dad and the others always marched in it. I’d grown up loving the pomp and circumstance—who didn’t love a parade?—but these days, it seemed a little ridiculous. Not much more than a showy demonstration that the Orangemen were still in power. But I knew better than to mention that to my father.

“The parade always gives people something to look forward to,” Mum said, smiling.

Beside me, Jimmy took his last bite. “Is there any more?”

My father narrowed his eyes at Jimmy, looking like an orange cat ready to pounce. “You’re lucky to be getting anything at all. I work all day to put food in your mouth, and your mother slaves over the stove. You’ll eat what you’re given and be thankful for it, or you’ll have nothing.”

“Sorry I asked,” Jimmy said, a familiar note of defiance in his voice.

Jimmy had always been the kid with a cheeky remark, and he was a scrapper. In school, he’d challenged teachers whenever he could, which landed him in trouble, but he was smart, so he still managed to get good grades. Richie, on the other hand, took after our father, a strong, athletic leader who wasn’t afraid to get into a fight for a good cause. Dad didn’t mind the fighting, but he hated rebellion. He said that as a policeman he dealt with rebels all day long, and he didn’t want to come home and have to deal with another one.

The only person in the world who had ever dared speak back to my father was my seanmháthair, my grandmother. “Garret, tóg go réidh é.” Be calm, she would say in Gaelic. It used to soothe him, and me as well. She’d died a year ago, but I still felt an ache in my chest, thinking of her.

“Jimmy’s playing ball tonight,” I said, trying to ease the mood. “We should all go, like we used to. He’s really fast these days. Centre field.”

Jimmy flashed me a grateful smile. “Thanks, Molly.”

Dad pushed corned beef onto his fork. “People getting fired, losing their livelihoods, us with barely enough to eat, and you want to go to a ball game. When are you kids gonna grow up?”

Jimmy stood, his chair scraping noisily along the floor. “Well, I’m not growing up today. I’m off to play ball. Can’t let the team down.”

The rest of us braced for Dad’s wrath, but it never came. He just sighed and slouched a little lower over his dinner, clearly worn. Jimmy brought his dishes to the counter then slipped out the door.

I glared at my plate, wishing I could have gone with him. I missed the days when we’d all go together, sitting with Hannah’s family, having a picnic while we cheered the teams on. Dad had been the most enthusiastic fan of all—especially when his boys were playing—and Mum would laugh at how he whooped and hollered. These days, he didn’t laugh as much, and his temper could be quick. But he was a good father. I knew he meant well for us all. It was this Depression. It was hard on everyone.

At last, we finished our meals, and I rose to collect the dishes.

“I can’t help you tonight, Molly,” Mum said. “I’ve mending to do before the morning. You’ll have to do the washing up on your own.”

My heart sank. “Can’t one of the boys help? I’m supposed to be meeting Hannah at the game.”

“You still friends with Hannah Dreyfus, are you?” Dad asked, his tone shifting from my father to Sergeant Ryan. I recognized the sound of an interrogation. He dabbed his lip with his napkin. “You know, people say it’s her kind that are responsible for all this poverty.”

I paused, unsure. “Her kind? Are you talking about Jewish people?”

“Them and their communist ideals are causing all these strikes and demonstrations. Now, I have nothing against the Dreyfuses, but times are changing. More folks are blaming Jews these days, and when tempers flare, fights break out. People are getting hurt.”

I couldn’t bite my tongue this time. “It takes two to fight.”

“Not necessarily, in my experience.”

“If it’s so dangerous, who’s going to protect Hannah and her family?” I pressed.

“You let the police worry about that. I just want you to be safe.”

I was a little surprised Richie hadn’t said anything, but he just grabbed the newspaper and left the table. He and Hannah’s brother, Max, used to be as close as Hannah and I were. They’d stuck together like brothers until Max left the city for university.

“Listen to your father,” Mum was saying. “Make friends with some of the girls at church. It’s safer. Who knows? You might meet a nice boy. You’re eighteen, after all.” Her lips tightened slightly. “Though you’ll never meet anyone with your head always in a book.”

My cheeks warmed. The fact that I spent most of my free time reading was somewhat of a sore spot between my mother and me. But books weren’t the reason I hardly dated. I just wasn’t interested in anyone. Plus, I was needed at home. I didn’t have endless time.

I carried the dishes to the sink then rolled up my sleeves. I worked quickly, but I was frustratingly aware that it probably took a whole inning. The second the last plate was back in the cupboard, I tore off my apron and ran for the door, letting it slam behind me. I sprinted past the Dreyfuses’ house, knowing Hannah would already be at the game, and jogged along Dundas West, past Mr. Connor’s bike shop, the Polish bakery, and the Italian butcher. It was about ten blocks from my home in Kensington to Trinity Bellwoods Park, and my lungs burned the closer I got, but when I heard shouts and cheers coming from the game, happy sounds that filled my heart, I picked up my speed.

I could see the teams now, their ball caps and short pants bright in the last hours of daylight, and I spotted Hannah about halfway up the hill, waving both arms to catch my attention. She was wearing the brown sweater I’d told her was my favourite, with a matching bow tied around her long black hair, and she had a big grin on her face.

Heaving for breath, I dropped beside her and scanned the orange caps of the Native Sons team along the bench, looking for my brother. “How’s the game? Has Jimmy been up?”

“Twice. He walked the first time, hit a double last inning. Where have you been?”

“Doing dishes. Don’t ask. I’m here now.”

She wiggled her eyebrows. “I know something that’ll cheer you up.”

“Oh?”

She pointed down at the Harbord Playground’s second baseman and my breath caught. I would have known that tall, dark figure any-where.

“Max is back already?” I asked. “When?”

“This morning,” she said. “He surprised my mother. I don’t think she’s fully recovered yet.”

A roar rose from the crowd as the batter cracked a line drive, but Max shot out his hand and trapped the ball.

“Three out!” Hannah cried.

I jumped to my feet with her, excited for Max even though I was supposed to be cheering for Jimmy’s team.

“Go, Max!” I shouted.

He looked up, and at the sight of his wide smile, I felt a sudden swoop in my chest. How I’d missed him! He’d left for university just before the stock market crashed and everything had changed. Seeing him now, it was like I’d gone back in time to when there were no protests, unemployment lines, or wilted vegetables, to a world that had seemed full of possibilities. I hugged Hannah to me as we cheered, buoyed by the impossible, magical idea that all our lives would turn around for the better, now that he was home. Maybe Max was our lucky charm.






two MAX
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It took a second before Max realized he was staring. Was that really Molly? She sure had grown up over the past four years. If not for the strawberry blond ponytail flapping cheerfully as she waved, and her smile, bright as the sun, he might not have recognized her. He forced his eyes away and took his spot on the bench, finding it a little harder now to concentrate on the game.

After being away for so long, it felt a bit strange to be in Toronto. Like squeezing back into a favourite pair of shoes and discovering they were a little tight, but knowing they’d soon feel like slippers again. Playing baseball at Trinity Bellwoods Park and seeing Hannah and Molly in the crowd made things feel more normal. The only thing that could have made it better was if Richie was there.

Jimmy was, though. He’d come up to Max before the game.

“It’s been a while,” he’d said.

“It’s good to be back,” Max replied. “You’re with the Native Sons this summer?”

Jimmy nodded and flicked the blue brim of Max’s cap. “Not surprised you’re with Harbord Playground again.”

“Well, they are the only mostly Jewish team around.”

“And they have the best players. Tell me, are you out of shape from being stuck in a classroom for so long? Maybe the Sons’ll get lucky tonight after all.”

Max laughed. Jimmy was a great kid, with more chutzpah than anyone he had ever met. On the ballfield, he was always the one to steal a base and get away with it.

“Don’t count on it,” he said. “Hey, where’s Richie?”

Jimmy’s grin faded. “He ain’t coming. You probably won’t see him around much. He’s hanging out with a different bunch of guys these days.”

Hearing that, Max had felt a little off-balance. He peered over the field, not wanting Jimmy to see how disappointed he was. “That’s too bad.”

“Yeah.” Jimmy slapped Max’s arm, then jabbed a thumb toward his team’s bench. “I gotta go, but it’s good to see you.”

For as long as Max could remember, he and Richie had been a team unto themselves, backing each other up on the field. In school, all the kids had wanted to hit like Max and throw like Richie, and the littlest boys had looked up to them as if they were heroes. Even when they were playing on opposite teams, Max and Richie teased each other about having a weak arm or a bum leg to spur the other on. They’d always played their hearts out and walked off the field together like brothers.

Now, in the eighth inning, Max couldn’t resist scanning the crowd again, but there was no sign of his friend. There were a lot of other faces he recognized, though. The trampled grass overflowed with people, from the oldest bubbe to the tiniest child, all of them talking and laughing, Yiddish, Italian, Ukrainian, and English weaving together like a song from his childhood. He spotted the Beisers in the crowd and remembered his mother’s earlier words.

“Mrs. Beiser will be there with her two beautiful daughters,” she’d said. “You remember Eva and Frieda? They’re always asking about you. Their family is a good one.”

“Thanks, Mama,” he’d replied dutifully.

The Beiser girls were nice enough, but he wasn’t attracted to either, and though he’d never tell his mother, he doubted he could ever marry a woman who couldn’t hold up her end of a conversation. For his mother’s sake, he smiled at the girls, who were watching him, just as he’d been warned.

As he scanned the faces around him, he felt a ripple of unease in his chest. The various skin tones in the crowd had become more obvious to him lately. Hannah and his mother had tried to keep their letters to him upbeat, but his father had been blunt about the swelling animosity against Jews in the city. Max hadn’t been all that surprised by the news. He’d witnessed the growing divide for himself while at university in Hamilton.

“Dreyfus!” the coach called, breaking through his thoughts. “You’re up!”

He grabbed a bat and headed toward the plate, a new kind of apprehension buzzing through him. How many of those spectators, how many of his old, goy friends still regarded him as their chum? How many now saw him as something… less? He screwed his ball cap on more firmly and set his jaw. Time to remind them that he was something more.

It was two out, bottom of the eighth, with no one on base. The Sons were ahead 5–4. Let’s tie this thing up, he told himself.

Standing with his feet apart and knees bent, Max held the bat high and let his body sway slightly, matching the pitcher’s rhythm while he waited for the throw. When the pitch came, his focus instantly sharpened, and the ball slammed into the sweet spot, just off the centre point of his bat. The Sons’ fielders took off running while the crowd roared, and Max sprinted to first base. He was kicking past second when he spotted Jimmy grabbing the ball and winding up. Just like his older brother, Jimmy had a great arm, so Max settled in at third. Hopefully the next batter would get him to home.

Jimmy pointed at him. “Almost got you!” And Max laughed out loud.

But it didn’t matter, because their next batter struck out and the inning ended. Max grabbed his glove and headed back onto the field.

At the top of the ninth, the Native Sons’ first hitter made it to second. After him, Jimmy stepped up to bat. Jimmy wasn’t as good at bat as he was in the field, so Max moved in a little.

“Come on, Jimmy!” he heard Molly yell.

A swing and a miss. Jimmy backed up a step and kicked the dirt. He was the only one of the Ryans who didn’t have a fiery head of orange hair, but his temper was just as sharp as theirs, especially when it was directed at himself.

“Get in there, Jimmy!” Molly shouted again. “He’s got nothing! Eye on the ball!”

A slight, almost imperceptible nod, then Jimmy was back at the plate, setting up his stance. He angled his body toward the pitcher, then crack! The ball shot off his bat, and he ran toward first base as it headed up, up, up. It was a good hit, and too far for Max. He held his breath as it descended, watching his teammate, Pavlo Oliynyk, labour across the field with his glove held out.

“Get under it, Pav!” Max shouted.

It should have been an easy catch. From across the field, Max could practically feel the thud of the ball landing in his own glove. If it had been Richie instead of Pavlo, he would’ve snatched it out of midair and shot it home. But Pavlo was a foot shorter, and so was his reach. The ball plopped down just off his glove, and by the time he picked it up and lobbed it to the infield, Jimmy had run home, and so had the fellow ahead of him. It was now 7–4 for the Native Sons.

Max bit down on his disappointment and acknowledged Jimmy’s hit with a nod. It wasn’t like they’d lost the entire game. They still had a chance, albeit a slim one.

When it was time for Harbord Playground to hit again, Matteo Rossi was first up. He swung, and the ball plowed through the infield, bouncing between legs and around players. It was a beautifully messy grounder, and it got Rossi to first. Snooky Rubenstein, their shortstop, was up next. He made it to first base, and Rossi moved to second. One batter later, all the bases were loaded, and it was up to Max to bring Harbord to victory.

Adrenaline coursed through him as he strode toward the plate, blocking out the cheers and jeers of the crowd. He settled into his stance, raised the bat, and stared down the pitcher. In his mind, there was only one way this was going to go.

Max belted the first pitch, sending it chest height into left field, slicing through the fielders. He took off, putting everything he had into his legs, relishing the crunch of gravel under his shoes as he sprinted past the bases. Flying toward home, he nearly collided with the three runners in front of him, but they all turned, leaping onto each other in celebration while the rest of their teammates rushed from the bench. The crowds on the sidelines went crazy.

They’d done it. Harbord Playground, 8. Native Sons, 7. It was the best feeling in the world.

Pulling out of the team’s embrace, Max spotted Hannah and Molly squeezing between people, on their way to him.

Hannah hugged him tight. “What a game. You were terrific!” she yelled over the noise.

“That was a fantastic hit!” Molly said from behind her.

She was even prettier up close, her green eyes set off by the pale blue of her dress, which he recognized as one of Hannah’s hand-me-downs.

“Thanks, Molly. It’s good to see you.”

“I’m so glad you’re back!” she said, reaching for a hug.

He breathed in the fragrant warmth of her hair as she squeezed him. “Me too.”

“Okay, okay,” Jimmy said, wandering over. “I’ll admit that was a good hit.”

“Ha! High praise coming from you,” Max said. “You weren’t so bad yourself.”

“I almost had you there.”

“Almost,” Max teased.

The whole walk home Max felt like he was on top of the world. He loved his studies and had finished at the top of his class, but he’d been so busy he hadn’t realized how much he’d missed being home with his friends. He snuck another peek at Molly, walking on Hannah’s other side. It didn’t seem like that long ago they’d been kids, throwing the baseball around, and she’d been giving him grief for trying to coach her while she was up to bat. Now she was a beautiful young woman. So was Hannah, he realized, looking at his sister with fresh eyes.

Day had given way to dusk, and the lights in the various store windows had been turned off for the night, but some things were still easy to see. When they passed a pawn shop with a big white sign in the window, Max’s smile faded, and he stopped walking.

HELP WANTED. NO JEWS.

He’d seen signs like this before. He’d felt outraged whenever he passed them near the university, but seeing them in his own neighbourhood felt like a punch to the chest.

Molly paused beside him. “They’re everywhere now. Stores, restaurants, parks, even the beach.” She wrinkled her nose. “Oh, and we also have ‘Swastika Clubs.’ ”

Unease spread over him like a cloak. “Swastika Clubs?”

“They claim their only intent is keeping the boardwalk clean of litter,” Molly told him as they started walking again. “But they’re not talking about picking up trash.”

“Yeah, I get it.”

“I’m sorry. The signs bother me, and I’m not even…”

“Jewish? You can say the word.” His response came out harsher than he intended, and she looked straight ahead.

“Of course.”

“Sorry, Moll. I shouldn’t take it out on you. It just gets tiring, seeing this kind of stuff. It’s not as if we did anything to deserve it.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s easy for me to say, but I try to ignore it. Hannah says she won’t dignify it with a response.”

“That’s one way to deal with it.” He had a few others in mind.

Up ahead, Hannah and Jimmy were laughing, and Max was sorry he’d missed the joke. He needed to laugh more. Even his mother had said so. He forced himself to put the sign out of his mind and jogged in front of the others, then turned to face them, walking backwards.

“How many times do you think the four of us—plus Richie—have strolled down this sidewalk?” he asked.

“Since we could walk,” Molly said, catching up. “Mum said I actually took my first steps on this sidewalk.”

Jimmy chuckled. “We all did. She figured if we kept falling on the concrete we’d learn faster.”

“Liam still gets bloody knees, and he’s twelve,” Molly said, then she looked at Max. “Do you remember when he was little and skinned his knee on the school playground and you rescued me?”

“I don’t know if I’d say I rescued—”

“You did!”

He remembered it well, and he was pleased to hear she did, too. Years ago, he and Richie had been playing catch on their lunch hour, each trying to throw harder than the other, when one of Richie’s pitches had gone uncharacteristically wild. It was headed directly to where Molly was crouched, bandaging Liam’s knee, about ten feet out of Max’s reach. Max hadn’t thought twice, just thrown himself into the path of the ball. He’d never been so relieved to hear the smack! in his glove, inches from her face.

“Richie was screaming at me to get out of the way,” Molly said, “but by the time I looked up it was too late. That ball was coming so fast I figured that was the end of me.”

“Nah. I’d never let anyone hurt you,” he said.

She smiled. “That’s what you said to me back then, too.”

“I remember that,” Hannah said. “Richie was yelling at you to pay attention next time, and I—”

“You yelled at him to pay attention,” Jimmy said. “Then the two of you had a huge argument. The whole school was listening in. It was great.”

“I won, even though we both got detentions.” Hannah lifted her chin. “Oh, look. There’s poor old Mr. Rabinowitz.”

If Hannah hadn’t said so, Max wouldn’t have recognized the widower he’d known from the synagogue, with his hunched frame draped in tattered clothes. They nodded at him as they passed, but Molly stopped to say good evening.

“On your way home?” she asked.

“Yes, yes, sheyne meydel,” he replied, blinking cloudy eyes. “Long day at the factory. I’ve got to get home for dinner. On Thursdays, Mrs. Rabinowitz makes chicken and potatoes.”

“You’re a lucky man. Have a lovely evening,” she said, and they watched the old man wander on down the block.

“I didn’t know you knew him,” Hannah said.

“Oh, he and I have the same sort of conversation just about every day outside Palermo’s. I don’t think he remembers though.”

“You know he’s a widower?” Max asked. “There’s no chicken dinner waiting for him.”

“Yes. Mr. Palermo told me. But he still thinks she’s cooking for him. He must be so lonely.”

That was pure Molly, he thought. Kindness ran all the way through her. “You’re still at Palermo’s?”

“I’ll be sorting fruit and vegetables for the rest of my life.”

“It’s not for the rest of your life,” Hannah assured her.

“Just until you become a world-famous writer,” Jimmy said, draping an arm around his sister’s shoulder.

Molly flushed, a sweet burst of pink Max remembered well. She and Richie could never hide their emotions behind their pale, freckled skin.

“You’re writing?” Max asked. “What about?”

“It’s nothing, really. I’m not that good.”

“She’s being modest,” Jimmy said.

“He’s right; she’s a natural.” Hannah beamed with pride.

“You’re both biased,” Molly said. She turned to Max. “I’m writing my grandmother’s stories. Her family couldn’t read or write, so she memorized them and told them to me before she died. Like she told me about the Gorta Mór, the Great Famine. It’s what forced my great-grandparents to leave Ireland for Canada in 1847 with my grandmother and her five siblings. Such an awful story. Lots of them died during the sea voyage to Toronto, then more died of typhus after they arrived. We think we have it bad! My grandmother lost two of her sisters.” She pressed her lips together. “I’m talking too much.”

“No, I think it’s fascinating,” Max said, thinking about his own great-grandparents. They had immigrated to Canada to escape a different set of problems in Poland. “Really.”

“Seanmháthair always had great stories,” Jimmy said. “I wonder how our family would fare if we took that journey now. If the sea and the typhus didn’t get us, I bet we’d have killed each other anyway.”

“We wouldn’t. Just you and Dad,” Molly said, elbowing her brother.

Hannah looked at Max. “I told Molly she should write for a magazine or a newspaper.”

Molly rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sure. How many women do you know who are doing that?”

“Actually,” Max said, “I was just reading about a woman journalist named Rhea Clyman. She’s even Canadian. I’ll bring you something of hers,” he offered. “She’s really impressive.”

“You’d be good at writing for a paper,” Hannah said. “You’d tell all sides of the story.”

“I don’t know. Maybe,” Molly replied. “Maybe someday I’ll go back to school and take writing classes.”

But from the soft sigh in her voice, Max could tell she didn’t quite believe it.

A memory drifted into his mind of her standing in his family’s kitchen years ago. Too small to reach the counter on her own, she’d dragged in a stool and climbed onto it, her short, twin braids falling forward as she watched his mother cook. Her eyes had darted between the pot and his mother as she asked endless questions clarifying what she was cooking, what was in it, why she was making it. That’s just how Molly was. All her life, she’d looked for answers.

She might not believe she could do it, but Max did. “The world needs honesty now more than ever,” he told her. “Don’t count yourself out, Moll. You might be exactly what we need.”






three MOLLY
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I ducked under the low rafter just past the door of Palermo’s back room, hugging the crate of lettuce to my chest, then I set it on the counter so I could sort through it. The first head I grabbed was still solid and healthy, so I placed it in the “keep” crate, which would go out front when I was done. The second one I touched was slick and soft. I tossed it into the garbage and reached for the next.

I had worked at Palermo’s for so long, I could almost pinpoint which item was rotten from ten feet away, just by the smell. Lettuce wasn’t the worst-smelling vegetable, but anything spoiled was unpleasant to handle. I was used to the slippery leaves though, and I barely thought about them as I picked through, just like I barely noticed the uneven, wobbly floorboards by the tomato crates. The quirks of Palermo’s were just a part of who I had become.

I peeled off the outer leaves of the next head of lettuce, wondering if I could salvage any of it. By the time I was finished, it was about the size of a child’s fist, which wasn’t enough for anyone. Still, I set it aside.

Tomorrow was Tuesday, delivery day, when fresh stock came in, so today I sifted through the week-old fruits and vegetables. As repulsive as some of the produce could be, this was how I helped people the most. Mr. Palermo always kept a few crates of overripe apples, yellowing broccoli, soft potatoes, and things like that, stacked in the back. The food wasn’t rotten, only slightly past the time when most people would have eaten it. But these days, not too many people could still claim to be “most people.” The majority were one meal away from the soup kitchen—if they weren’t already there.

Palermo’s had gone through a lot since my first day four years ago. The store was quieter now, and desperately in need of paint. Warped wooden cartons piled high with fruit and vegetables no longer overflowed onto the sidewalk. Food was too dear to put on display, and too much of a temptation to many. Besides, stock was so low it all fit inside now.

I was grateful for my job. A lot of girls worked at the Eaton’s garment factory, and I’d heard rumblings of the strife they put up with—long hours, low pay. It was thankless work. Sure, I had long days, but my job wasn’t hard, and that meant my mind was free to wander.

Today my thoughts were on Sunday’s sermon. “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart,” the minister had read, “and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.”

I’d heard it a thousand times, but yesterday the words had given me pause. There I sat with my family, in a beautiful church, surrounded by well-meaning, dutiful Protestants, when I spotted Phil Burke a couple pews ahead of me wearing a pressed brown shirt with a swastika pin on his chest. Last week, Hannah and I had seen him and his Swastika Club, wandering in and out of local shops and bullying Jewish customers.

I seemed to witness more prejudice by the day. Protestants against Catholics. Orangemen against immigrants. Employers against employees. Government against the people. Some of the people around me in church who were nodding in agreement with the idea that we should all “love thy neighbour” were the same ones banning Jews from their stores. The hypocrisy sickened me.

I threw a bunch of soft carrots into a crate with more force than necessary at the memory of Max’s expression when he’d seen that sign at the pawn shop.

“Molly?” Mr. Palermo’s lean, rabbit-like face peeked through the door.

I looked up, a questionable cabbage in one hand. “Yes, Mr. Palermo?”

“Mrs. Collins is asking for a quart of fresh tomatoes.” His bushy white moustache twitched. “None of the ones up here seem to suit her.”

“Be right there.”

I grabbed a quart of the best-looking tomatoes in the room and headed to the front.

Mrs. Collins’s face widened with a smile as soon as I entered. She was a tall, blond woman, and today she wore a neat green suit. A matching cloche was pulled stylishly low over one eye. Mrs. Collins was one of the few people I knew who seemed relatively untouched by poverty.

“Molly, dear. So nice to see you. You’re looking well.”

“Thank you,” I said politely. I handed the tomatoes to Mr. Palermo, and he started wrapping them up.

“I was talking to Ian about you last night,” Mrs. Collins went on. “You know, he’s over at the Star. He’s hoping to become a junior reporter soon.”

“I’m happy to hear he’s doing well, especially in times like these.”

“Here you go,” Mr. Palermo said, holding up the package.

She made no move to take it from him. “I’m sure he would love to see you sometime,” she pressed. “Maybe the two of you could have dinner.”

I remembered Ian Collins from school. He was three years older than I was and a nice enough boy, handsome in a relaxed sort of way, but I didn’t really know him. My mother made a point of saying that was because I had never taken Mrs. Collins up on her suggestion. Besides, she said, what was there to know? He had a good job, and his family was well-off. He was Irish and Protestant. But the truth of the matter was that Ian had never asked me out. I didn’t know what I’d say if he did.

“Thank you for thinking of me, Mrs. Collins, but I’m afraid I’m too busy these days.”

“Of course,” she said through a tight smile. She handed over the cash and gathered her purchases. “Always nice to see you, Molly. Please give my best to your mother.”

Once she was out the door, Mr. Palermo returned to his paperwork behind the register. “You can’t put her off forever,” he muttered.

“Oh yes, I can,” I assured him, heading to the back room.

I was busy. If I did have spare time, I wouldn’t be wasting it on Ian Collins. Or on any boy, to be fair. I’d gone on a date or two, but I was usually so bored by the end of the night I could hardly wait to close the door behind me. Hannah thought I was a riot, turning them down. She loved going out on dates. I knew that most girls my age wanted to settle down and become wives and mothers, but I just wasn’t ready for that, as much as it frustrated my mother. It seemed all I’d ever done was take care of my siblings. I wanted to do something else. Something for me.

I hadn’t meant to tell Max about my writing, though I supposed that was all right. Growing up, he’d never made fun of me, never made me feel like a little girl like Richie sometimes did, but it had been four years since I had seen him and in that time, he’d gotten a degree. He’d grown up. His face was darker, shaded by the black outline of his beard, and he was leaner, probably from so much studying. But he still had the same smile, and he still hadn’t laughed at me. He’d been encouraging about the idea of my writing, and last night he’d even brought over the article by Rhea Clyman, the journalist he’d mentioned before.

Rhea’s story tore my heart apart. She’d written about the Holodomor, the ongoing, brutal genocide of Ukrainians by the Soviets. Her article described the deserted villages, the starving people, and the children who she wrote were down on all fours like animals, eating grass because there was nothing else for them.

When I’d finished reading, it was a moment before I could speak. “Imagine, going all the way there by herself,” I said to Max. “What a dangerous mission. Especially for a woman.”

“This was actually her second time there,” he said. “The Soviets expelled her last September.”

“For what?”

“She went to investigate reports of political prisoners and exiles being used as slave labour in camps. In her story she called one of the prison towns a ‘town of living corpses.’ The Soviets were furious.”

I couldn’t imagine having that kind of courage, to travel all that way then reveal a story like that to the world, putting herself at risk. Then again, that’s exactly what I wanted to do with my writing. To make a difference somehow—though I didn’t see myself heading to the Soviet Union anytime soon.

“Molly?” Mr. Palermo called again.

“Yes?” I stooped through the doorway, wiping my hands on my apron.

Mrs. Rossi stood at the counter, her boney fingers curled around her handbag, her eyes downcast and sunken beneath her black scarf. Behind her waited her two youngest sons, their clothes hanging off their little frames. Mr. Rossi had been my school principal, but he’d died last year of a heart attack, leaving behind his wife and six children. She took in mending jobs, like my mother did, so she could be with her kids, but it was never enough. Matteo, her oldest, worked two jobs.

“Hello, Mrs. Rossi,” I said. “Matteo played well the other night. It was a good game.”

“Grazie, Molly,” she replied softly.

Mr. Palermo fixed me with a steady look, and I nodded. “I’ll be back in jiffy.”

I loaded up an empty box with as much salvageable produce as I could find, then I returned to the front and placed the box in Mrs. Rossi’s arms.

“Grazie. Dio ti benedica,” she said, quietly leaving.

Mr. Palermo and I didn’t say anything more, and I went back to work. There would be two or three more visits like hers today. We did what we could, but none of them were easy on our hearts. I had planned to bring a crate to the Melniks down the street from us, but just the other day, they’d been put out of their house, and I hadn’t seen them since.

The day passed slowly, with far too few customers trickling in. I finished packing boxes for the poorest customers, making up an extra that Mr. Palermo requested, then swept and tidied the back in preparation for tomorrow’s deliveries. At the end of the day, I stopped by the counter to say goodnight to Mr. Palermo. He was hunched over the counter, papers all around him.

He held out a hand. “Molly, I need to speak with you.”

His gaze went to the ceiling, like it did when he was trying to figure out a problem on the register. When he met my eyes, my heart sank. I knew from his sad expression what he was about to say. I put one hand on the counter to steady myself.

“The store isn’t as busy as it used to be,” he began, sounding defeated. “I can’t afford to stay open every day. I think I’m going to cut down to just three days a week. I’m still figuring it out. I’m sorry, Molly. I have to let you go. I wish I didn’t have to.”

He went on, and I nodded, but my mind had already rushed home. How was I going to tell my family I was out of a job? I supposed I could take in laundry or babysit, but that wouldn’t bring in nearly as much as the store had.

Mr. Palermo’s eyes were shining, which brought a lump to my throat.

“It’s all right,” I said. “I understand. I do. Thank you for letting me work for you for so long. I learned a lot. I enjoyed it here.”

Mr. Palermo put his wrinkled old hand on mine. “If business picks up again—”

“Please don’t worry about me,” I said, pressing a finger against my chin to keep it from wobbling. “I’ll find a job somewhere. You take care of yourself.” I turned to go.

“Molly, take that last box for your family, would you? Tell your father I’m sorry.”

I knew he was watching me as I left, because I felt the weight of his guilt on my back. Only when I was out of sight did I reach up to wipe my tears away.
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Max wandered into the kitchen and placed a gentle kiss on his mother’s cheek, making her smile as she braided the challah. Other than his bedroom, where he studied in quiet, the kitchen, with its rich, spicy fragrance, was Max’s favourite place in the house. On the table he spotted a plate, artfully covered by a cloth, and he inhaled the sweet aroma of latkes.

Pretending he didn’t know, he lifted a corner and peeked underneath. “What’s this?”

She looked over her shoulder. “You know what, bubbala. It’s for you.”

“My favourite,” he said, sitting at the table and helping himself. He’d missed her cooking so much. “Thank you, Mama.”

“More studying today?”

“No, I’m going to the factory this morning. I haven’t been yet. I should see if Papa needs help.”

“He would like that, but stay a few minutes with your mama. I want to hear you laugh.”

“I laugh plenty, Mama.” But he knew she had a point.

She placed a cup of tea before him then sat across with her own cup. “You work more than you laugh. You are young only once, my son. I see other boys outside, doing things that boys like to do. You should do those things.”

“Yes, Mama, but will those boys become doctors? Will they make their mamas proud?”

“You make me proud already.” She eyed the latkes. “Save some for Hannah.”

On the table by his father’s chair lay a folded issue of Der Yidisher Zhurnal, Toronto’s Yiddish newspaper. The headline was bold and intriguing. Max slid it closer.

“Maybe you shouldn’t read too much of that,” she suggested. “Too much hate in this world. There’s nothing we can do about it but be sad.”

In a way, she was right: there was nothing they could do about what was happening with Germany’s new chancellor, Adolf Hitler, and Eastern Europe. But the Zhurnal also reported on issues and rising tensions happening in the city. Toronto was like a hot tin roof these days, with people hopping from one cause to another, demanding jobs, homes, and fair treatment, extolling communism, walking lines of tension as strained as a tightrope. Max needed to know every inch of that tightrope so he could navigate it expertly.

He scanned the Yiddish type. “It does no one any good to wear blinders, Mama.”

His mother observed him a moment, then she got to her feet again. She never could sit still for too long. “You sound like your papa.”

“With most things,” he agreed. “Papa wrote to me about the League for the Defence of Jewish Rights.”

He’d felt so proud, learning his father had been a part of the league’s first meeting that April at Massey Hall. There, various Jewish organizations had come together to address rising anti-Semitism in Canada and beyond, trying to decide what to do about it. Unfortunately, after the first meeting, his father had written to him that the leaders of the movement had argued incessantly, including about who would be on the shtadlanim, the committee that would negotiate with the government. Too many political agendas, he’d lamented. Max wasn’t altogether surprised. In his experience, they could barely get a roomful of men in their synagogue to agree on anything, let alone the whole country. Still, the formation of the league was an important step.

His mother swept in with the teapot, topping up his cup before he was halfway done—her loving way of keeping him with her a little longer.

“Your father talks of little else,” she said. “Protests and meetings and boycotts and who knows what. Who wants to hear about that?”

Max wanted to hear about that. His heels tapped under the table, eager to get going.

“It’s killing you, sitting here with your mama, isn’t it?”

“No. I just—”

She laughed. “It’s all right. Go on.”

“Thanks.” He drained his tea then gave her another peck on the cheek and headed for the door.

Outside, the morning air was warm, but from the weight of it, he could tell the afternoon was going to be steamy. At least for now it was pleasant. As he passed Palermo’s, he popped inside to say hello to Molly, but when he asked if she was around, Mr. Palermo shook his head then apologized, saying he was too busy to talk. Since he and Max were the only two in the store, it seemed odd, but a lot of things were odd these days. Max wished him a good day and left, almost bumping into Richie outside the hardware store next door.

“Hey, Richie. I was hoping to run into you sometime.”

“Max.” Richie gave a sheepish half grin. “I heard you were back.”

There were so many things Max wanted to say, but he didn’t know where to start. He nodded toward the store. “You on a break?”

“Yep,” Richie replied, sliding his hands into his trouser pockets.

Max wasn’t used to the strained pauses between them. “I missed you at the game.”

“I haven’t played in a while. Not much time for it. And the fellas don’t play, so, you know.”

“The fellas?”

“I don’t think you’d know them.”

“Oh.” The seconds ticked past. “Sorry to hear that. It’s not the same without you.”

“Yeah, well. Things change,” he said. “You weren’t here. I did other stuff.”

Max felt a familiar pang of guilt at the reminder. During the last year of high school, whenever Richie had come to the Dreyfus house, Max had his head buried in his books. He still felt bad for having to turn his friend away so often.

“I needed to study. I needed to get the marks for the scholarship.”

Richie hesitated. “You know you’re the guy who could get everything right without even trying, yeah?”

“It’s not like that.”

Richie had no idea how hard Max studied. Still, Max knew he had it pretty easy in comparison. Unlike the Ryans, his family didn’t need him to work, so he’d been able to put everything into winning the scholarship.

“Can I ask a question?”

It struck Max that the old Richie would have just gone ahead and said what was on his mind. “Sure.”

“Why did you go to McMaster in Hamilton instead of the University of Toronto?”

Max’s mouth went dry, and he struggled to think of a believable excuse. There was no way he was going to tell Richie the real reason.

“There was… I wanted to study under a specific professor at Mac.”

At the time, the truth had been devastating. Now it was just embarrassing. Deep down, Max understood the University of Toronto’s quota for Jewish students wasn’t his fault, but he still felt humiliated over their rejection. It also made him angry every time he thought about it. Practically anyone else could march right into the university, but even if he’d gotten full marks on every subject, Max wouldn’t have been permitted into the hallowed halls.

Richie nodded slowly. “I see.” He looked like he was going to ask something more, and Max braced to tell another lie, then Richie’s attention shifted past him. “I gotta get back to work. I’ll see you.”

Max checked up the street, wondering what had prompted Richie to leave so abruptly, and spotted a group of four boys walking his way. He recognized one of them, Phil Burke, from elementary school, though he’d never known him well. Phil’s bleached white polo shirt was buttoned to the top, and a cigarette was propped behind one ear. Max watched him run a hand through his slicked blond hair then lean toward the other boys, saying something Max couldn’t hear. All their eyes slid to Max, and anger stirred in his gut. He’d seen this too often at McMaster. As they passed, all four glared as if they each had a personal score to settle with him, but Max stood his ground. Didn’t matter how many knuckles Phil cracked, Max refused to be intimidated.
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