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For Don Bragg
and for Davis





I loved my friend.

He went away from me.

There’s nothing more to say.

The poem ends,

Soft as it began –

I loved my friend.

– ‘Poem (For F. S.),’ Langston Hughes, 1925

As the train pulls into a station in the early evening
darkness you disappear.

– Waiting for Saskatchewan, Fred Wah, 1985
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BEFORE




TORONTO TO WINNIPEG, MON., 10:45 P.M. (E.T.), TO WED., 9:15 P.M. (C.T.)

9:45 p.m. Standing next to his step box, Baxter hovers: immobile and elastic, ready to spring forward to lift a suitcase, dissect a timetable, point to the conductor, nod, lift more suitcases, now hat boxes, answer more questions, and nod, nod, nod. Trouser cuffs drag in the dust, shiny boot heels clap against the train-station platform; a child runs toward an observation car, ribbons and cufflinks and tickets and goodbye letters swish to the ground. Hands reach toward him, grab at him for a lift up, grab his coat pocket, wave in his face. A sea swell of passengers, spilling toward his car; a maelstrom of departure-time panic.

R.T. Baxter, dentist-to-be, man who longs to lance gums and extract pathological third molars, standing, here, next to this train, caught in this hurricane.

Drowsy already.

Boarding Baxter’s train car, pushing past a mother squeezing the elbows of her tot, a man shaped like a heart, shaped like a mango, pauses on the step box before alighting into the car. Mango hooks his index finger in the air, parts his dry lips, but no sound, no question mark comes out.

– You’re in Compartment C, sir, says Baxter, even though the conductor just told that to the passenger. Baxter’s not sure what more the passenger might want to know right now, or what the silent, hooked finger might mean. – Welcome aboard, says Baxter.

– Midnight, Mango says. Then he slips the finger into a breast pocket and slides out a business card. He flips the card to Baxter. The profession says Optician. On the back the passenger has printed in tiny letters:

Midnight. Not a minute later.

The card’s sharp corners jab Baxter’s fingertips. Baxter will still be coaxing passengers to settle into their berths at midnight, he’ll be tripping over pillows and pyjamas at midnight. He has a shadowy idea about what the man’s tiny and precise lettering means, but passengers can also be shifty creatures, affably baring their teeth one moment but in the next doing so wickedly. Baxter has no time to play a personal Dorothy Dix and listen to Mango’s nighttime confessions about a mouldering love affair or a profligate brother during the time Baxter needs to black boots and fill out reports. Passengers will still be toppling around drunk or ringing at him for the ladder, or meandering back and forth to the toilet, back and forth, pestering him to ask, When will the train pass through Octopus? or Why has the train slowed down?, as if he rides on top of the train when he’s out of their sight. Maybe Mango the Optician can scoop out Baxter’s human eyes and pop owl telescope eyes into Baxter’s eye sockets instead.

Feathers drift before Baxter’s eyes. He blinks them away, rubs his glasses with a handkerchief. Not feathers. Hardly any sleep last night, no sleep for two nights on the run before this, and now his eyeballs are fogging up. He slides the optician’s card into his breast pocket.

Baxter fills out reports and heaves boxes up and down and up, trips over pillows and pyjamas as he checks every berth, every compartment, notes who needs their shoes polished and who’s already been drinking so hard they’ll never find their way down the very straight, very narrow passageway.

At 11:59 p.m., Baxter presses the pearly doorbell to Compartment C. Mango opens the door, a cigar smouldering in his mouth, the smoke and the smell in the compartment smashing through the doorway, the shoulders on his top-heavy body filling the doorway.

– Right on time, says Mango, smoke puffing with each word.

He jabs a five-dollar bill at Baxter, and Baxter reaches for it, dizzy at the gargantuan amount of money. Mango jerks it back and rips it in two; he offers one half to Baxter and winks, his lips sneering around the cigar. Time lashes to a stop. Mango is one of those nasty types, one who wants Baxter as an alibi or witness for some stupid or terrible thing he hasn’t done yet but he knows he’s going to do. Baxter folds the half bill in two, slides its foulness into his uniform breast pocket.

Baxter remembers that mangos have big, obtrusive pits.

– The other half at the end of the trip, Mango murmurs to Baxter, and claps Baxter on the shoulder.

Long hairs prickle out of the passenger’s nostrils, his ear holes. Baxter’s seen men like him before. He’s not seen them too. His Porter Instructor Edwin Drew told him all about men like this. Love Diplomats, he called them.

– Here, Mango says. – You forgot these.

He shoves a pair of shoes at Baxter, their insides moist and stinking. Then he shuts the compartment door, banging it into Baxter’s toe.

Baxter tucks more passengers into their beds, wipes up water splashed around the washbasins; he fetches extra towels. His twin reflection bustles in white-jacketed circles in the mirrors, sweat droplets pocking its forehead, its face long and thin, eyeglasses glinting. The second hour of a nearly forty-eight-hour run, and he already wants to curl up and blow away.

Baxter knocks dirt from the soles of Mango’s shoes, swipes his brush back and forth on the toes, on the heels, along the sides. Dabs and rubs shoeshine paste and water into the toes, rubs with a rag until the leather gleams. The shoe leather stiff and bright. Baxter taps his fingers along the ornate stitching and broguing, for just a moment.

Stinkpot.

He slides the shoes into the tiny locker beside Mango’s door. He sits back down on his stool and shines other passengers’ shoes and boots, his fingernails grubby with paste, shining his way into the flattest part of the night when he can pack up his shoeshine kit, when he can set up his own bed, when even the fussiest of passengers are dreaming past their need to ring for a porter.

Still, every so often the bell on his call board summons him, and he moves the ladder to an upper berth so a passenger can descend for a midnight visit to the lavatory or other hijinks. Or climb up like a drunk, sleepy squirrel.

The night slides by outside the train windows, the rocking and swaying of the car. Baxter rubs his eyes so hard that aurorae borealis undulate inside his eyelids.

At 2:00 a.m., in the smoker compartment next to the WC, he pulls out a sliver-thin mattress and fits it on top of the sofa. He stretches out on the mattress, his head sagging sideways into sleep. His fingers scrabble for a sheet to pull up to his neck, then his fingers remember he forgot to put on a sheet. He also forgot to ask the porter in the next car to cover for him. He needs to stand up, he needs to straighten up. He plummets backward into sleep.

The bell clangs him awake after only twenty minutes. He totters to his feet.

A late-night tomcat wearing nothing but pyjamas and a trench coat staggers intoxicated up into one of the empty upper berths while Baxter grips the ladder steady. The tomcat was trying to scramble up into his upper berth by himself, stepping and kicking all over the lower berth. The man in the lower pressed the bell to call Baxter, then burrowed himself back in.

– Thank you very very verrrrrrry mush, whispers the drunk, pulling the blanket up to his armpits. – Porter, he hisses, – Porter! Looka this. Looka what I got.

Mr. Liquor Head props himself up on an elbow. He rustles inside his pyjama pocket and pulls out a tattered, much-thumbed postcard and slides it to Baxter. – Hee hee, he giggles.

Baxter peers at the card through the dim.

Two women, clothed in nothing but stockings, flopped together on a chesterfield.

– Got it from France, says Liquor Head. – Paris.

Baxter smooths the ragged, smutty card on the edge of the mattress. Sweat slithers out on his forehead, on the back of his neck. One lady’s white teeth line her lips like tiny flower petals.

He hovers here, perched on the ladder’s bottom step, as he frantically grubs in his head for what he can pretend. He can’t pretend interest. Not even for the biggest tip in the world. He doesn’t want to get fired or beaten to death for leering at a naked white lady, and he doesn’t want to earn demerit points for undue familiarity with this passenger. He can’t pretend nausea. No, that wouldn’t do.

Liquor Head frowns, huffs his disapproval when Baxter doesn’t whistle or titter at the smutty outrageousness of the card, huffs his annoyance because Baxter so far registers nothing at all.

Liquor Head grabs back his postcard, the irritation igniting his face.

Baxter flips into funny and charming. Just like Edwin Drew.

– Looks like their husbands forgot to buy them coats, says Baxter.

Liquor Head sniffles a laugh through his nose and throws his head backwards onto his pillow.

Baxter erupts in a silent, dizzy, exhausted, steam-engine hoot. It’s very, very funny imagining the kind of lady who would marry a snaggle-toothed fellow like this passenger, whose hand clawing the postcard sports a wedding ring. Baxter doesn’t even begin to know how a real dentist would diagnose the tangle of teeth in the man’s mouth, possibly a result of delayed eruption of the permanent teeth or abnormal roots.

– Sir, says Baxter, – you have a good night now, sir.

The man chirps a giggle.

Clean up after yourself, thinks Baxter.

He gently shakes the berth curtain for a passenger who’s due to detrain, three in the morning.

– Morning, says the passenger, pawing crusts from his eyes. – Does 3:00 a.m. count as morning?

Baxter’s lips won’t let him answer. Sleepiness clouds his head too.

The passenger pokes his feet out from his berth, then rolls to the floor in the aisle, woozy from the eerie hour.

Baxter almost has to carry him and his suitcase out the door and down to the step box on the platform, Baxter’s hand subtly curled for coins or maybe a bill. Rolly, the porter in the car after Baxter’s, helps down a passenger who accidentally spills a shower of coins. Rolly hunts for the rolling coins in the dark of the platform, shaking his head, his platter-sized hands patting the ground before they catch up to the silver.

Baxter’s passenger presses twenty-five cents into Baxter’s palm. That’s fine. Not remarkable. Only fine. Enough for a fancy toothbrush, but not significant enough to bump up Baxter’s dentistry school fund.

Baxter rolls up the soiled sheets crumpled in the empty berth. His bell rings. He draws water for a passenger who snaps her fingers at him. Baxter retrieves the emptied cup one minute later, its edges dewy. He crosses the vestibule between his car and the next, pauses as the door to the next car stretches up like rubber so it’s ten feet high, then bounces back down again. He closes his eyes for a nap the size of a poppy seed, then pulls open the door. Rolly is whisking a feather duster along the walls in the passageway. Baxter taps Rolly on the shoulder. Rolly drops the duster.

– Cheese and bread! exclaims Rolly, bending and chasing the duster as it rolls away, the ostrich feathers flicking as it rolls. – Don’t creep up on a man like that.

– I need to go down, Baxter says.

– I was going to ask you! says Rolly. – Soon as I was finished dusting!

– Can you watch my car? asks Baxter.

A freight train rattles by, drenching them in sound. Rolly’s lips curl and clench as he retorts, showing only the row of lower incisors as he complains and waves his duster in his giant beanstalk hands. Baxter can’t hear him and smiles sweet as a plum.

They connect their car bells so that when Baxter’s bell rings, Rolly has to jump.

– Rest in peace, says Rolly, running his sausage fingers along a lintel. He holds up a finger, trailing a cobweb, and points it in Baxter’s face.

Baxter coils onto his side on the mattress, on the sofa, the mattress so narrow he nearly rolls off with each lurch of the car. His eyelids padlock shut.

A passenger slams the WC door.

Baxter’s eyelids splinter apart. He lurches up to sitting. His stomach burbles with hunger so he peels the wrapping off a sandwich in his bag. He dozes off. Opens his eyes again, the sandwich flopped in his hands. He gnaws at the crust, so tired he can’t even tell what kind of sandwich he’s chewing, shreds of grey meat between his teeth, dissolving on his tongue, dulled into nothing. His tongue and teeth remember his aunt Arimenta’s stew fish and grits, fresh from the sea just a few streets away, fresh from the pot, steaming on his plate. Her slim hips as she stood at the stove stirring the pot, her veined hands reloading his plate every time he emptied it. Back and forth. She herself ate only one meal a day to stay trim, she said. – Save a little money too, she said.

She smoked her pipe while he and his cousins ate.

The train whistle shrieks.

He clamps his teeth into the papery sandwich over and over because his time has run out. 7:00 a.m. He guzzles blood-warm milk from a bottle as the sun froths up over the horizon. He tucks away the bottle. He unhooks the extension cord connecting the car bells, Rolly so engrossed in writing a letter to a lady friend he barely nods hello. Passengers wobble awake, and Baxter gulps down the last shards of sandwich.

8:00 a.m. Baxter heaves berths closed. He gathers up stray apple cores, glasses cases, fallen collars, and pins. He wipes down nickel-plated basins, woodwork clouded from hands and faces. 11:00 a.m., he fetches bags, hat boxes, Scotch Mints, a peach.

Then afternoon. He tucks away, he picks up, he fetches, he spins a story. He sits in an empty section, his torso rocking with the movement of the train, his fingers tapping the plush upholstery. He sits and sits and sits, punching away sleep while passengers ooze hot air, while they flip pages of mystery books, point out the windows at stony forests, daisies sprouting in ditches, jersey cows dotting fields. He doesn’t remember falling asleep, he could lose his job if he falls asleep during the day, but he must have closed his eyes for a second too long because he nods awake, and a dried fig of a passenger in an adjoining section rustles his Beaver magazine at Baxter. Did he snore? Did he miss a passenger wanting a safety pin? He strides back to the smoker to check the call board, but all the arrows point straight. He sits in the smoker, holding up his eyelids with his thumbs. The thin layer of smoke haze in the room froths, clots into storm clouds cracking with needles of lightning. No it doesn’t.

The bell rings. Lower 4.

– I want a Coca-Cola, says the passenger in Lower 4. – My gout’s flared up, you see, and it’s too far to walk.

– Yes, sir.

Baxter squeezes down passageways through car after car until he reaches the club car.

He squeezes back.

Lower 4 holds out his hand for the glass without looking at Baxter, dips a top lip into the glass and sips.

The flannel-suited passenger across the aisle leans toward Baxter.

– That Coca-Cola looks just fine, says Flannel, eyeing the Coca-Cola. – Hmm. A cup of tea in my hand would be very nice right now, he says, looking out the window at a bog, at a rickety little bridge collapsed in the bog.

The passenger wants tea?

Flannel spins his head to Baxter.

– A cup of tea in my hand would be very nice right now, Flannel says, snapping his fingers.

Baxter sucks in air through his nostrils, then spews it out his mouth. – Yes, sir, he says.

Flannel leans back into the flowery fabric upholstering his seat and folds his hands over his flannelly stomach. The skipping light between the trees mirrors in Flannel’s face, in each insectival eye of Flannel’s round, glossy eyeglasses.

Baxter fetches and delivers the tea, the thick steam winding up into his nostrils, so balmy after the tepid half bottle of milk this morning. He drags out a suitcase so a passenger can retrieve a book, chases after a child’s bright rubber ball as it escapes into a vestibule, crumples a handkerchief dropped out of someone’s pocket. He tells a story he makes up on the spot because someone with a fancy watch on his wrist demands it about a mountain explorer who fell headfirst into a crevasse in a Rocky Mountain glacier and, while wedged upside down, glimpsed a winged man frozen in the ice.

All this time, the train glides over its gleaming tracks between Pakesley, Westree, Gogama, and Agate, between trees and rocks and over flatland, more rock, over ancient stories.

Even when he stands still, he moves. Baxter flickers everywhere and nowhere. A blink in a shuddering train window.

He would love to catapult off the train the vile man who cusses at him for spilling coffee in the man’s lap even though the man, with his bloodshot eyes and halitosis, spilled the coffee himself, the cup and saucer tinkling in his shaky hands. Baxter would like to sock him right on the nose. The passenger’s upper and lower teeth interact abnormally as he snarls and speckles spit, revealing what Baxter surmises is an overbite, a malocclusion to be precise, as well as a missing posterior tooth, perhaps a first molar, the man’s swearing too quickly for Baxter to be sure. The deteriorating enamel on the teeth of an American who drank too many Canadian Clubs in the club car last night and chewed too much tobacco every other night, the train rolling and rumbling its disapproval as the man leaps to his feet then falls right back down into his seat again because of his unsteady legs, the car’s perpetual motion. If only the man would hold his snout open long enough so Baxter could poke his fingers at what also looks to be apparent abrasion or attrition of his teeth as a result of friction between the surfaces of his opposing teeth. Blood washes out of the man’s face and his lips clamp shut mid-swear, so Baxter helps the man to the WC, the two of them squishing down the passageway like toothpaste in a tube, then Baxter has to mop up the vomitous mess because the dope disgorged everywhere but down the hopper. Baxter gags. Swallows back the gag.

Baxter apologizes for the spilled coffee. When he gets off the train in Winnipeg, he doesn’t want the rotten surprise of being called upstairs and given more demerits, or the giant blade that hangs suspended over every porter: fired for some small deed he did or didn’t do, like not grovelling enough in his apology to a passenger who’s spilled coffee on himself. And that other young fellow he worked with for two days, James, who had fifty-eight demerits, then at the end of his run in Montreal learned he’d exceeded the maximum sixty demerits, so God be with you, said the company. James’s services were dispensed with, as the Instructions book so neatly puts it.

James was given demerits and fired for stepping on an upholstered seat arm while he was making up an upper berth. Then he was fired again for not apologizing when a passenger called him George and James corrected the passenger, the horse’s back snapping in half from that final feather when that passenger called him George. His name wasn’t George, it was James Alfred Marshall Clutterbuck, Thanking you, sir!

The train chugs and clatters its way to Longlac. The sun slinks away, the dark night floods in. The train squeals into Longlac. Pulls away again. Baxter balls up soiled sheets, doles out more pillows.

12:45 a.m., Mango from Compartment C totters drunk though the car, lurches from side to side, slapping the walls as they prop him up. His feet stutter, and he tips forward.

Baxter leaps up and clutches Mango by the elbow.

– SSSHHH … Mango pats Baxter’s hand. – I think I’m lost.

– I’ll help you to your compartment, whispers Baxter.

– Yessss, says Mango. – That would be very gallant of you.

He stumbles.

– Yes, that would be swell.

He pats his hands along the walls and railings, the wainscoting. His fingers smear trails of sweat over the gleaming trim.

– Here we go, announces Baxter.

– Thank you, says Mango, patting Baxter’s solar plexus. – A pleasure to make your acquaintance.

He holds out his hand to shake, his leer exposing teeth crusted with excessive calculus and swollen redness on the inside of his bottom lip and inside his cheek: the man likely suffers from follicular stomatitis from too much cigar-smoking. Fascinating. Baxter keeps his face blank, his repulsion at Mango’s touch even blanker as he shakes Mango’s hot, knuckly hand.

Mango yanks Baxter in and lands his mouth on Baxter’s mouth in a calculus-caked, stomatitis kiss.

Baxter thrusts him away and shoves Mango back into the plush of his compartment. Wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

– Yooop! says Mango as he crashes into his berth. – Yearning … just for yoooooou, he sings, and he scissors open his arms to Baxter.

Baxter’s chest crackles as Mango pulls out the other torn half of the five-dollar bill, the tip of his tongue clamped between his upper and lower incisors, a pink worm.

Baxter shuts the door.

From inside the compartment, Mango bumps around, then there’s a thump.

Baxter wipes the back of his shaking hand on his thigh. Wipes his mouth again with what he thinks is his handkerchief but is instead a cleaning rag he stuffs back into his pocket. The taste of expensive spirits, dust, and cobweb ghosts his lips. The half five-dollar bill festers deep in his pocket where he thrust it, and the other half of that bill dangles on the other side of this door. Baxter will report Mango to the conductor. Yes, he will!

Five dollars would pay rent for a room for at least two weeks. It would make a locomotive-sized deposit into his dentistry school fund.

Mango will report him for some phantasmic crime; Baxter will lose this job and linger out the rest of his life shining shoes on street corners, chasing dropped pennies and shiny buttons.

He stumbles to the vestibule and crouches down in a corner. He rubs his forehead with his palms back and forth, back and forth, his forehead wet then wetter.

He whips the rag out of his pocket, slams open the door back to the passageway, and begins rubbing brass rails, polishing them as hard as he can until they shine in pain.

Rolly asks him to watch his car.

Shoes and boots, Baxter needs to gather and shine shoes and black boots. This lousy run. Twenty more hours. Two cars.

He sits on his stool by his bell. His eyes are as dry as raisins. For hours, for hours and hours.

Rolly, yawning wildly from his too-short sleep, spells him off.

Baxter lies down on the sofa in the smoker. The WC door slams back and forth, the sound crashing his body awake every single time.

Mango is scheduled to detrain at 7:15 a.m. in Fort William, breakfast at 6:00 a.m. At 5:45 a.m., Baxter presses the buzzer to Compartment C. Knocks.

Nothing.

Knocks.

Baxter eases his backside onto his stool.

Compartment C’s bell rings.

Baxter opens the compartment door to Mango, disintegrated in his berth. A sweater swaddles his head, with only his nose poking out.

– Waw…der, he croaks.

The window blind stays drawn in the compartment as Baxter steadies a cup of water in Mango’s pickled hands, a split cigar wedged between two of Mango’s fingers. Rheum spiders Mango’s eyelids, and saliva has dried trails in the corners of his mouth.

– Here you go, says Baxter. – Sir.

Mango mumbles, – Brain…split.

The train heaves into Fort William at 7:14 a.m., and passengers totter, skip, and waddle down the steps and onto his step box. Baxter holds his hand out. Subtle. His palm shaped like the bowl of a shallow spoon so no coins can roll out. He smiles wide, but not too wide. He doesn’t want to look like he’s got a grin.

Some passengers tip with a flourish, some as though change and bills are contraband goods. Baxter’s pocket jingles with pennies and nickels.

Mango descends the stairs. His face is watery, his eyes squinty and red-veined from his hangover. He hovers groggily at the top of the steps, as though he might tumble down them, his shoes gleaming from Baxter’s shining.

Yearning just for yoooooou.

Mango stumbles down.

– See ya later, boy, he says, not tipping at all.

Baxter nods and curls his lips up, automaton-happy, just in case a spotter’s watching. Maybe Mango was a spotter!

The train sweeps away from Fort William, away from Mango the duplicitous optician. Speeds through Upsala, Wabigoon, Clover-leaf. Lurches into Winnipeg 9:15 p.m., and Baxter sets out his step box. He whisks tiny bits of cinder, soot, and dust, visible and invisible, off passenger shoulders as they step off the train; he brushes off their hats; he holds out his arm if they tilt. He says a last name he spies on a passenger’s suitcase to flatter the passenger into thinking he’s more important than the King of Siam. He holds out his hand. Subtle. Like Edwin Drew taught him.

Tips: $6.47 total from Toronto to Winnipeg. Not so bad. And Mango’s crummy half bill.

When he’s stumbled to the top of the steps at headquarters, he’s told he’s getting five demerits.

Five!

– But why? he asks.

He sets his satchel and shoeshine kit on the wood floor and irons his face flat as he waits for the fabulation Mango made up.

– Coffee stain on your shirt.

Baxter wants to swear and shout and burn down the station with fiery flashes of light.

– But a passenger spilled the coffee on me, he says.

– Tell it to the Marines.

He’s now collected fifty demerits. The superintendent mentions nothing about
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