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CHAPTER 1

The Cat (1976)

July 1976. Montreal. The 21st Olympic Games. 
A tiny Romanian gymnast stands on a mat and 
waves to the crowd. For thirty seconds, she 
swings back and forth between two wooden 
bars, defying the laws of gravity. Her landing is 
perfect. She even manages a smile, and gambols 
away from the blue mat as though nothing out 
of the ordinary had happened. With the whole 
world looking on, she gets a perfect score. Ten. 
Nadia Comaneci, the child who had been getting 
by on an egg a day, had just revealed to Quebec’s 
metropolis the possibilities of weightlessness. Of 
this impressive demon stration of grace, courage, 
and agility, history would remember her smile 
most of all—the one thing she hadn’t worked on 
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and that came to her naturally. If you walk by the 
Olympic Stadium in Montreal today, you’ll see a 
monument in honour of the medal winners at 
the Montreal Olympics. You can’t miss it. It’s right 
by the entrance to the Biodome. Look for Nadia’s 
name among all the others. Look up and you’ll 
see the Romanian flag. I remember it like it were 
yesterday. 

That summer, Radio-Canada changed its sched-
ule so we could watch the Romanian angel fly 
beneath the flashbulbs. In 1976, thousands of 
Quebec babies were named Nadia in memory of 
this visit by grace personified to Montreal. Her 
Holiness wore a white leotard with two blue 
stripes down the side. On the other side of the 
screen, 450 kilometres east of Montreal, sprawled 
on an orange and yellow shag carpet, my sister 
and I watched Nadia perform the feats that we 
would later practice on our very own uneven 
bars: our father and mother. So, it all began with 
that little Romanian cat.

I’ve said it once, but I’ll say it again: Our 
mother—the lower bar—loved her children, Elvis 
Presley, and cats (and had an impressive collection 
of the latter). Our father—the upper bar—loved 
his children, Jacques Brel, and women (and had an 
impressive collection of the latter). From a very 
young age, I knew that Love Me Tender and Ne 
me quitte pas were just two versions of the same 
song. Our mother could find intelligence in a 
barking dog. Our father saw stupidity in every liv-
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ing thing. Our mother would consult the oracles 
to see what the future held. Our father would 
regularly make a clean sweep of his life and start 
over. Unlike our mother, our father was always 
itching for a fight. In our largely federalist village, 
he would fly the Quebec flag in front of our 
house. Whenever the priest visited the parish, he 
would wait for him, just to send him packing. He 
tried to grow tomatoes on the Gaspé Peninsula. 
In Spanish literature, he would have travelled 
on a donkey and battled windmills to the death. 
My mother conjugated verbs in the past that my 
father knew only in the future. My parents epit-
omized Quebec society in the 1970s. Sedentary 
yet nomadic. Yin and yang. First inseparable, then 
alternating with each other, these uneven bars 
once rent asunder by the Family Court would 
never meet again. My sister and I, the two children 
condemned to swing back and forth between 
them, put on an admirable display of family gym-
nastics for all the world to see.

In old photos from the 70s, my father looks 
a little like Jack Kerouac, with the indefinable 
charm of a man on the road. The rebel in search 
of a cause. He had made separatism a way of 
life. As far as I know, he remains the only person 
who managed total separation from everything. 
The day he no longer had children or a wife or a 
country to separate from, he started drinking to 
separate from himself. To his parents’ despair, my 
father became the family’s version of Elizabeth 
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Taylor; or to put it more accurately, imagine a 
wholly convincing reincarnation of Henry VIII, 
King of England. Our mother, a believer faithful 
to the teachings of the Holy Catholic Church, 
was kept from the throne by various ruses and 
can well be imagined as Catherine of Aragon, the 
forlorn first wife of a king who wasn’t going to be 
pushed around by some pope or other and who 
collected wives like others collect cars. Catherine 
of Aragon, Anne Boleyn, Jane Seymour, Anne of 
Cleves, Catherine Howard, and Catherine Parr filed 
through the king’s life, with unconvincing cameos 
from a series of mistresses in between. And these 
are only some of the highlights from the remark-
able skirt-chasing contest that became my father’s 
life. My sister and I occasionally look back on the 
past, using these women as milestones. “Do you 
remember? We were still under the reign of Jane 
Seymour in August 1986.” All the forests in Canada 
will never produce enough paper to adequately 
recount the king’s love life. And even with what 
remains of my life, I would still run out of time 
before I could ever do it justice.

Our father, a police officer, was called up to 
protect the royal family at the Olympic Games 
in Montreal. My sister and I stayed in Rivière-
du-Loup by the St. Lawrence with Anne Boleyn, 
Henry VIII’s second wife. It was just after the 
Great Terror and just before the Great Upheaval. 
The Great Terror was the year of 1975–76 when 
my sister and I lost our grasp on the two uneven 
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bars. For the entire year, we hurtled through the 
sky high above Rivière-du-Loup, with nothing to 
hold on to, in total free fall. That’s what we were: 
children in free fall. We had been put in the care 
of a family whose name now escapes me—proof 
that forgetting can be a blessing—and whom we 
shall call, for the purpose in hand, the Thénardiers. 
Anyone in any doubt about what they were like 
need look no further than Victor Hugo. All I will 
say about this miserable experience with the 
social services is that, in the right hands, the guil-
lotine so loved by the French can be an instru-
ment of peace.

This is more or less what happened. When we 
came back from three years in Amqui, we lived 
by the river in an apartment in Notre-Dame-du-
Portage, with a cat. Then the cat went off to hunt 
other mice, leaving us alone with our mother. 
After that, we moved into a filthy apartment with 
a rock-filled garden littered with old electronics 
equipment. Here and there lay a disembowelled 
television, bits and pieces of a radio, and broken 
glass we had to skip around while we played. 
Sometimes my mother stood on the rickety bal-
cony and smoked, staring at the road, a cat at her 
feet. A police car raced by. Her breathing quick-
ened as she squinted to see who was at the wheel. 
“Did you see if that was your father?” she asked 
hopefully. We couldn’t tell. The road was too far 
away. And she would go on staring off in the dir-
ection the police car had disappeared.
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