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 I stepped off the Lansdowne bus contriving to camouflage the odious object that 
clung to me like the mariner’s albatross.  Other boys, ambling home, totted books and 
Hillroy scribblers under their arms; pencils, pens and geometry set smartly tucked into a 
shirt pocket.  I envied their cool; instead, I was daily humiliated carting about a heavy 
duty, yellow-brown leather satchel from which wafted a rancid whiff of poorly tanned 
leather.   
 
 My dear parents had thought it a handsome Christmas gift; we were recent 
immigrants and it was a European kind of thing to do.  How could I explain I hated the 
thing and that my blue jean-clad school peers (with four inches of upturned cuff) made 
fun of it, of my short pants, of me?  
 
 As the electric bus pulled out twin trolleys banged against the overhead wires 
causing a shower of sparks, a mini-fireworks I never got bored with, as ephemeral as a 
shooting star.  There was the drudge of homework to contemplate and as I straggled 
across the street, however, ahead there was a measure of consolation.  On the opposite 
corner was the one sporting goods store in all of Toronto that offered me untold pleasure 
and yes, oftentimes twinges of envy for I never walked by without lingering to check out 
what new splendour was on display.  That Monday afternoon, not yet halfway across, I 
sensed something radically different, an unexpected surprise. 
 
 And yes, there it was.  Centered in splendid isolation, the ‘football’ sat in a regal 
box, tilted at just the right angle for passers-by to first be stunned and then pay homage.  
The cardboard container was adorned with Britannia’s proud ensign, rendered in a bold 
motif of blood red and royal blue set off against glossy white.  On each panel was 
sketched the silhouette of an athlete, calf and thigh muscles etched in bold strokes, who 
in full stride juggled a leather spheroid miraculously poised on the tip of a cleated shoe.    
A masterpiece of commercial artwork attesting ‘this’ was the real thing.  Nothing else in 
the display window to distract the eye, only the ‘football’ flown in directly from England, 
and therefore the kind you handle with your feet, alone.  A round ball to dribble around a 
flailing adversary, but already beaten and left sprawled on the green grass, looking on 
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as you drive to the goal to launch an unstoppable, curving rocket that dents the net 
behind a helpless goalkeeper’s outstretched but empty hands.  Oh my, all that flashed 
through in my mind’s eye in one instant as I looked on this beautiful thing.  
 
 And so it was I spent hours, mostly during arithmetic class, analyzing and 
rehashing every breathless moment of the World Cup’s final game – the one I was born 
to play.  Naturally, I scored the first goal, the tying goal, and the winning goal – every 
time, in an incredibly acrobatic manner, always in extremis.  Adoring fans, fawning press 
dubbed me the ‘galloping ghost’; the ‘demon dribbler’; the ‘wondrous warrior’ or simply 
the ‘one and only!’  Step aside Pele, Sir Matthews, Puskas, Di Stefano, Juste Fontaine, 
you’re all dethroned, cast aside in the shadows – I am the apotheosis of ‘le football’, the 
beautiful game.   
  
 But at night it was different – in a perverse turn-around a sadder reality flooded 
my subconscious.  I could count on a new chapter of the same recurring dream to fan a 
longing, to bring to every heaving breath a yearning for home, my ‘chez moi’.  In the 
grassy area that ran parallel to the canal I dashed after that same ball, but all too often it 
skittered away, bounding out of sight, frog-like, hop-hop-hop; or it was snatched from my 
foot by an unseen adversary, and yet I’d chase on and on, churning over acres of thick 
grasses that tripped me up.  Agile, I’d spring up and yet I was running myself into 
exhaustion.  Always surrounded by familiar faces drifting in an out, friends and foes left 
behind, forever, an ocean away. 
 
 For a long, long time, as I’d wake, I half expected to see St. Brice, my parish 
church, the spire looming close, familiar like an old friend.  Ay-Champagne’s pride, the 
unchallenged, tallest spire for twenty miles around perforating the sky – the first thing I’d 
see from my bedroom window.  Then would dawn the stark reality I was now an 
immigrant fresh off the boat (as I was all too often reminded by witless first-generation 
Canucks) and sad, very sad.   
 
 A palpable malaise lingered in my family’s bosom.  The undeniable but denied 
nonetheless that an irrevocable mistake had been made.  Dad most of all suffered, 
mostly in silence, yet it was eating at him as surely as the salt poured on winter roads 
ate chunks of metal from Toronto’s cars.  Poor Dad.  As for me, early morning nostalgia 
lasted only until I left home; I was too young, too healthy, and too heedless to nurture 
my misery beyond a sigh or two and Mom’s hot breakfast.  I played the same schoolyard 
games that others did but God, how I loved ‘le foot’ and how I missed it.  Here, the 
cherished nomenclature, the perfect team sport was called ‘soccer’, whatever that 
meant - to sock a ball? 
 
 On this side of the Atlantic they called a ‘football’ a misshapen, oblong thing that 
young men in outlandish alien gear tossed to one another, handling it (oh, horrors!).  
One would retrieve the ball hands wedged between a fat backside (how crude), then 
smack the ball into another’s midriff, who clutching the leather close to the chest 
proceeded to run headlong into a wall of like dressed Martians.  All this accompanied by 
lots of grunting and for what? To advance the ball a few meager steps, and often times 
even to lose ground.  What was called ‘tackling’ was nothing less than a brutal 
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swarming, a gang attack of starving cannibals consuming the hapless victim.  When 
they did on occasion kick it, dear me, what a pitiful sight.  The punter looked for cover 
behind teammates before kicking the ball away, or worse, there was the ‘field goal’ 
attempt when the misshapen ball was helpfully held down for the tight-panted sissified 
kicker.  And the ‘huddle’? It’s best described as an impertinent collective ‘mooning’ of 
the spectators in the stands.   
 
 An honest to goodness football is ROUND.  The perfect geometric shape 
guarantees a consistent flight trajectory, distance and speed, according to the skill and 
experience of the kicker.  The true footballer with years of dedicated practice along with 
his own degree of natural talent knows exactly what he can do.  The very essence of the 
game is how eleven men a side can achieve total control passing the ball to one 
another, short, crisp and immediate, no needless showboat dribbling by a selfish 
individual.  Except for the goaltender restricted to his penalty area, it is taboo to touch or 
nudge the ball with any part of the hand and arm.   
 
 In Canadian or American football (same game, different rules, duh) in rugby, in 
Australian rules football or Gaelic football, the use of hands is permitted to such an 
extent it would be logical to call those sporting activities ‘handball’ or, since someone 
else has already laid claim to that label, how about ‘clutch and throw ball’ or simply 
‘mayhem on grass’?  On a kick, the flight or bounce pattern of the ball is anyone’s 
guess.  The ungainly leather egg flies head over heel, cart wheeling, skittering 
unpredictably all over the turf.  Where is the control? Ever heard a soccer player blame 
defeat on the ‘luck of the bounce’? 
 
 No less an authoritative opinion comes from the pen of the much-admired French 
writer, Jean Giraudoux.  He tells us, “Football is the king of games … all the great 
games of men are games with a ball … if the hands have been barred from the game it 
is because their intrusion would make the ball no longer a ball, the player no longer a 
player.  The hands are cheats!”  Exactly.  If you wish to handle a ball pick up a 
basketball. 
 
 I stood transfixed in front of the sports palace, unique in Toronto to specialize in 
real ‘football’ equipment; it was of all places located exactly one door away from home, 
with only a lane between the two buildings.  Hours were spent contemplating colourful 
team uniforms, trophies and cups, shields and statuettes, panoply of ‘tribal’ badges and 
insignia ordered by local clubs, the whole array richer than anything I could have 
imagined found in the fabled cavern of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves.  
 
 Other than delusions of ‘soccer’ greatness, I assure you I was a normal boy in 
almost all other respects.  Which red-blooded Canadian lad, ear glued to the radio, or 
peering in to a flickering picture of early television offerings on the CBC, listening to 
Foster Hewitt describe generations of heroic Maple Leafs on skates, didn’t imagine 
himself scoring the Stanley Cup winning goal? Own up to it, surely you did and you kept 
the dream a closely guarded secret, your own private affair.  I too never told of the 
secret peregrinations into fantasy of a homesick boy.  But on that day, mesmerized by 
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its perfection, the sacred ‘football’ was beckoning and I wanted it.  No!  I prayed for it 
with all of my heart. 
 
 A price tag was hanging by a cotton strand but the amount could not be 
discerned from outside the window.   I screwed up the courage to enter the shop to take 
a peak and the awful truth stared back.  I dropped the tag as if it was red hot.  It might as 
well have been a thousand instead of the twelve dollars needed to claim it as my own.  
Crestfallen, I stared at it with more love and longing than anyone can imagine a twelve 
year old boy could possibly feel.   
 
 A hand on my shoulder startled me out of my quasi-religious contemplation.  A 
Scottish burr stated the obvious:  “A perrrrfect football laddie.  FIFA approved.  Exact 
model prrrrofessional teams use back home.  Aye, she’s a sweet lassie that one.”   
 
 A friendly Scotsman, the shopkeeper reached for the ball and, in one swift flick, it 
was sailing at me.  Instinctively I caught it in my arms, cradled to my chest, knees 
slightly bent, as would have ‘Popol’ Sinibaldi, the acrobat who kept the net clean for ‘Le 
Stade de Reims’, my glorious home team.   
 
 “Good catch.  You must play the game.  Goalkeeper, aye?” 
 
 “Sometimes,” I managed to whisper.  The English Football League Official Ball 
was there, snug in my arms, the smell of real leather wafting up my nostrils.   
 
 “From across the big pond are ye?  And who did you cheer for?” 
 
 “Le Stade de Reims,” I answered without hesitation. 
 
 He allowed a little whistle of admiration, “Grand team that one.  Loaded with 
talent.  Kopa the playmaker, Juste Fontaine the scorer, and March defending at the 
back.  Great team to cheer for no doubt.”  Wow, I thought he really knew.  

 
 “Yes, my uncle took me to see them once.”  I didn’t elaborate the once in a 

lifetime thrill had been mitigated by the loss, 2 – 1 versus Sochaux, a perennial mid-level 
team but always managing to maintain itself in the First Division.  Still, I’d been 
absolutely riveted by the charged atmosphere, marching in with the chattering crowd, 
the biggest I’d ever seen and sitting behind the goalkeeper to see all the action close-up.  
Popol Sinibaldi had made one splendid save that remained etched in my memory bank 
forever.  The Scotsman brought me out of my reverie. 
 
 “You’d surely like to possess such a treasure?”  I could only nod.  He reached for 
the ball and practically pried it out of my clutches.  “Someday you’ll buy yourself just 
such a one.  Come here and I’ll give you a fair price.  Sorry lad, but back she goes.  Go 
on out and play now.”  He pushed me out with a friendly pat on the back, but now there 
was no peace in my heart.  I had to have it! 
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 Grim with determination, I strode the few steps to our door and nervously awaited 
Mom.  A job, impossible to find in Toronto, had taken my father to a construction site in 
Niagara Falls where he labored jabbing a jackhammer into the face of the Niagara 
Gorge where another hydroelectric generating station was being built.  He bunked with 
hundreds of other men, the majority also disillusioned European immigrants, in grimy 
barracks, coming home on weekends, then a four-hour bus ride away, arriving late 
Saturday and leaving mid-afternoon Sunday.  One of his companions, a poet by 
inclination called it ‘The Land of Tears and Bile’ an ironic comment on the much 
promised ‘Land of Milk and Honey’ as touted by immigration recruiters taking advantage 
of war-weary Europeans to populate this snow-bound vastness.    
 
 Dad hated every day away and eventually, Mother, as so often, made the crucial 
decision.  No matter how difficult to make do without his paycheck, he was to remain 
home where he belonged as head of the family.  I remember the family sat round the 
kitchen table while he tried to ward off the suggestion, but Mom, with pen and paper, 
proved when room and board was deducted, bus fare and incidentals accounted for, 
hardly enough was left over to make a real difference.  I don’t recall he fought his mate’s 
logic too strenuously; miserable he hung his head, nodded, and one week later was 
back for good.  To this day, especially if he’s been dragged off for a few hours, 
regardless of how pleasant an occasion, when he plops down at his private corner of the 
couch, Dad mutters to the Persian lazybones that pretends to be a cat, “It can’t be 
denied Micha, home is best.”  He says so with unwavering conviction and Micha always 
seems to agree with a wide yawn.  Dad rewards an understanding pal with a caress.  
That’s my father, a stay at home bear, happiest in his garden or hammering a nail into 
one thing or another. 
 
 As always I would turn to Mother – she’d wave the magic wand and the gift that 
meant more than anything ever in my life would drop into my lap.  I sat perched on the 
windowsill, parting the curtains, scanning each passing bus.  I rehearsed a hundred 
different approaches and forgot them all.  No sooner did her silhouette show by the bus 
door that I bolted out and dashed across the street.  “Maman, I'm here!” 
 
 “What are you doing here? You’re not playing with your friends?” 
 
 Funny, since I was standing there but I wasn’t going to quibble about the odd 
questions.  “No.  I was waiting for you.” 
 
 Maman is a loving mother and in our family we display affection openly.  She 
reached for and hugged me to herself.  Hand in hand we crossed the street.  As we 
passed by the enchanted window, I pulled back jolting her to a stop.  “There.  See?”  I 
pointed and looked up to her certain the yearning in my eyes would melt the polar cap.  
Surely she’d recognize the unspoken plea and act accordingly.  From Mother’s hands all 
good flowed, it had always been so.  Why should it be different today? 
 
 But today was different.  As luck would have it the price tag was now angled 
perfectly.  She whispered, “Douze dollars? Twelve dollars for a ball?”  Maman glanced 
at me pityingly and I thought that was all to the good.  She couldn’t refuse her pride and 
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joy, her only son born after the disappointment of two preceding daughters.  (Forgive me 
dear sisters, your fault for having made me feel too special.)  Another disbelieving look 
at my leather idol and she pulled me away shaking her head that such a frivolity should 
cost so much. 
 
 I didn’t sleep that night nor the next night – the miracle hadn’t yet taken place.  
The daily routine continued without change.  I got up, dressed, gobbled the breakfast left 
for me and rushed to school, but not before wasting ten minutes gazing tenderly at what 
I should surely possess before long.  Each day, I scampered home, all the while 
picturing how Maman would choose to surprise me.  It was not to be.  After three or four 
days, she hadn’t fully understood the urgency of the situation and the time for desperate 
measures was now at hand. 
 
 I became impossible!  In turn a petulant monster or a maudlin lamb – meh, meh.  
Anyone who has known me since birth will agree I never was a whiner.  But now I 
whined with a vengeance.  I whined for all the times I might have before, for all the 
bumps and bruises, for the childhood ills I’d stoically borne.  I resurrected the memory of 
past woes.  I cried for all the little wild things Dad had brought home from the vineyards 
of Ay-Champagne; fallen nestlings, fluffy baby rabbits, an orphaned duckling, two 
pigeons, once a broken winged magpie (it became a much prized pet), even an 
indignant bullfrog who managed to hop-hop away while I wasn’t looking.  Almost all 
succumbed to injury or died of broken hearts for being flung out of their natural element, 
and I, churning over these memories of solemn funerals facilitated the shedding of more 
tears.   
 
 Within my mind dwelled a ‘Remembrance Day’ in permanence recalling elaborate 
burials for perished pets – the graves under the appropriately chosen weeping willow by 
the canal, the little wooden crosses fashioned by my obliging father to mark the spot, 
hurried baptisms or even the rites of extreme-unction surreptitiously bestowed hoping to 
cure, or at least to ensure they’d go to heaven where we’d meet again.  As my religious 
practices didn’t bring about miraculous healing, I began to worry about the theological 
aspects and eventually unburdened my nascent doubts in the confessional.  A guffaw 
was quickly camouflaged by an obviously faked cough and the priest gently admonished 
that God looked after his creatures in his own way and although a pious altar boy (later I 
wondered how did he know who I was inside a dark box and behind a screen, no less?) 
I should cease and desist administering the sacraments until I was duly ordained.   
 
 I moaned and groaned about the unfairness of life in a strange land, torn away 
from childhood friends and the security of birthplace.  Why had we come to this 
friendless, lackluster country? The people didn't even speak our language and kids 
called me ‘Froggy’, or nasty ones, derision in mocking eyes hurled ‘DeePee’.  At other 
times with venom dripping from coarse lips they would taunt, “Take the boat back where 
you came from.”   Later, when I discovered DP stood for Displaced Person, I’d patiently 
explain we were immigrants that we’d chosen to come of our free will and on our money.  
But that didn’t cut any ice, “You’re still a deepee.  What you gonna do about it?”  Then 
there’d be push and shove and lots of, “Oh, yah?” 
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 Don’t get me wrong.   It wasn’t anything personal, that’s just how it was.  I’d play 
with these very same tormentors later at recess and except for the lingering humiliation 
and a few hidden emotional scars I survived but never forgot. 
 
 Poor mother!  I didn’t allow her a moment’s respite and still she stubbornly 
insisted we couldn’t afford such an exorbitant expense for a toy.  Oh, my dear Mommy, 
how could you call it a toy? It was a real, cowhide ‘football’ and no object is dearer to a 
boy’s heart.  Not one that grew up across the Atlantic, a boy with wings on his feet, born 
to chase a round ball across expanses of green grass. Decades later, especially in 
October or November, jogging by English Bay, there’s a particular odor to grass and 
mud that is indescribable but invariably brings a choking lump to my throat.  That 
moment always harkens me back to those halcyon days in Ay, an unbridled colt, 
chasing a round ball along the vacant lot by the lateral transportation canal. 
 
 Doggedly, I waged psychological warfare.  Tears welling in my eyes, I sighed 
dragging my feet, head down, eschewing food and although hungry, I remained 
unrepentant.  It didn’t matter that Mother explained she earned a basic 70 cents per 
hour (yep, that’s how it was) more on piecework but that was only seldom available.  
She worked her fingers to the bone in a Spadina Street garment factory; that it cost $75 
a month for rent with Dad out of a job (yet again); my oldest sister engaged to be 
married and not a penny to spare, let alone 12 dollars.  I heard nothing for such was the 
ingrate heart beating inside. 
 
 By Saturday, unexpectedly I’d come to my senses and abandoned the futile 
quest.  I went to bed and today, if you push me hard, as the consolation prize for my 
disillusionment I’ll admit to having harbored evil thoughts.  I grimly promised myself 
never to kiss or hug her again and as Dad didn’t even bother to notice his son’s agony, 
he, I’d absolutely ignore for the rest of my life.  Satisfied with the orderly vengeance I’d 
exact I drifted off to sleep.   
 
 I was aware of a presence hovering by my bed.  I kept my eyes shut but I knew 
Mom’s fragrance; she was obviously impatient to get me up and off to Sunday Mass.   I 
rolled over and buried my face under a pillow and as I did and unfamiliar weight shifted 
at my feet.  I bolted up and saw it – the ‘football’ in all its glory – there was no mistaking 
the box.  I had ceased definitely to hope the night before and there it was, for real.  
Awaiting, an expectant half-smile lit up her beautiful face, Mom radiated like a golden 
icon of the Virgin Mother.  I tore at the box and it surely was the very same football, not 
a cheap substitute but the one I’d come to adore. 
 
 I literally sprang out of bed and threw my arms around her neck.  I promised to be 
the very best boy on earth, for ever and a day.  I swore it and she nodded yes, that she 
believed every heartfelt word.  She kissed my cheek and stroked my hair urging me to 
get ready.  Oh, please, let me play with it first.  Surely we could go to the Low Mass at 
noon.  Please, let me show Guy, my best friend (a kindred soul), let me go and give it a 
few gentle kicks.   
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 And so Mother agreed.  There was nothing on this day she wouldn’t agree to.  
Her own emotional turmoil had been palpable and I didn’t even give it a passing thought.  
How could I? What does a callow 12 year-old boy sense of the harsh reality of life, 
especially when, always, he’s been protected by doting parents, fussed over by 
affectionate sisters; an entire family hovered over me as if I were a flimsy soap bubble. 
 
 In truth it was a hard reality for a real flesh and blood little boy.  For all their 
combined efforts to keep me an innocent, instinctively, I fought back at every turn.  It 
was guerilla warfare, day in and day out.   At every occasion I ran away and for hours I’d 
squat, sometimes getting my shoes and ass wet, in the marshy reeds along the 
neighboring canal.  It didn’t matter that I heard the repeated calls, especially from my 
sisters reluctantly sent off to find and drag me home.  They’d cajole and offer some 
prize, alternatively they’d threaten a spanking resenting the waste of time playing hide 
and seek when they had much better to do with their own friends.  Sometimes they 
dragooned some of them to come along and then it was a chorus of, “Jeannnoooo, ou 
est-tu?”  But I wouldn’t budge satisfied I was that important and precious too.  What self-
delusion!  I learned to lie, to elude their vigilance and run off with my friends and do the 
naughty things young boys do by predestination.  I raided orchards, rang doorbells and 
ran off laughing, teased little girls, especially Marie-Anne, my best friend’s lovely blond 
cousin.  Led by the older boys from my school, we tossed grenades, actually ‘road 
apples’ from behind bombed-out shells of former houses at the enemy who attended the 
‘école communale’.  That was the public school and therefore they must be rotten ‘Reds’ 
like their parents, thus natural foes of our ‘école Catholique’.  I was all of seven or eight 
years old and in fact had been running off for years before then too.  However hard I 
tried to be a swaggering terror, in the eyes of the family I was no less a cherubim.  This 
unreasonable surfeit of love suffocated; my understanding of common values grew 
warped.  I was selfish without knowing it for I didn’t have the foggiest notion of the 
sacrifices made to make my existence that of a spoiled kinglet.  
 
 In a few ticks of the clock I was dressed and rushing out.  I ran clutching the 
wondrous ball in both hands.  Twenty steps from our front door, I bounced it, once… 
twice… three times on the sidewalk.  And then, on the fourth bounce, the ball found a 
crack in the cement and at a perfect 90-degree angle leaped to the left.  As if it had eyes 
it found an opening between two parked cars and in diminishing hops skittered to the 
street.  I dashed after and stopped cold.  My horrified eyes beheld the monster with 
wheels dead-aimed at my treasure!   
 
 The uniformed driver clearly saw, ball and boy, three steps out on the road, in his 
path.  But he was far enough away, he’d surely stop or, so help me, I would have made 
a life-sacrificing dive to save my wayward prize.  Indeed, he braked and slowed the bus 
just enough so the right wheel couldn’t possibly miss.  The explosion was deafening!  I 
was dead.  Not a sound passed my lips.  The bus that had almost stopped moved on.  
The TTC driver (Toronto Transit Commission, I want to make this perfectly clear,) he 
knew; slowly he drove by, deadpan, dead fish-eyes, looking me in the eye.  It was 
Sunday morning without any other trafic on the road.  Was he having a bad day?  Did he 
want the catastrophic result? Can anyone be that soured on life?  
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 I gathered the squashed remains.  In  my trembling hands, I held nothing more 
than a sack of ripped leather.  The outer casing barely held together, the rubber bladder 
in tatters, the whole beyond hope of repair.  I did not cry.  It was not bad luck.  I knew 
without a doubt that it was God’s just retribution.  I wandered away to the nearby park.  I 
found refuge inside the steel-mesh enclosure where softball players awaiting their turn 
at bat seek safety from stray foul balls.  When it was time to go to Church, I left the cage 
where I’d sought isolation from a cruel world and straggled home.  Wordlessly, numb 
beyond fear, I showed Mom the lamentable remains.  She looked at me, breathed one 
deep resigned sigh and merely said, “Not a word to Dad.”  And nothing else.   
 
 I was an adult when I brought up the incident and ventured to ask how she’d 
managed to buy the precious ball after all.  As if the memory had been held twenty 
years, for this precise moment, Mother told how she’d persuaded the Scotsman.  
Faultlessly, she had paid one dollar a week, for thirteen weeks thereafter.   
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