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1: Mouse Comes Home






Irma makes the best strudel, everyone agrees.
She puts an old tablecloth on the yellow formica table, a sunshine
yellow table that reminds her of the one her parents had on the
farm in Saskatchewan, and she rolls the ball of strudel dough on
top of it, first with a rolling pin, then with her hands, patting
it carefully until the dough is stretched over the whole table, so
thin you can read the newspaper through it. Then she brushes it
with melted butter, gently so it doesn’t tear. She puts lots of
butter into the apple filling too, along with a generous dose of
cinnamon, brown sugar, and secret ingredients (cumin and a hint of
white pepper). The way she makes it, the pastry is flaky and the
filling is moist and lightly caramelized with a light spicy bite.
In 1985, it won a prize at the Pioneer Days fair and you can still
see the plaque on top of the television, behind the clutter of
family photos in pewter and hammered tin frames.

After it is filled, rolled, and the top
scored, she puts it in the fridge to harden the butter so it won’t
melt too quickly in the hot oven and the layers of dough will puff
up when it bakes.

Gord is awakened at 3 a.m. by the soft thump
of a rolling pin on dough. A siren screaming down the street won’t
rouse him, but the whispery sounds of Irma in the kitchen after
midnight always do. She used to do this all the time, it’s a way
for her to work off anxiety, and she’d waved off Gord’s concern
with a simple, “I’m a farm girl, I can handle it.” But when Gord
pointed out that her parents had died in their 50s, he got her to
take it a little easier, to “hit the hay” at a decent hour and get
at least seven hours sleep before she went to her job at the glass
company.

This is a special occasion, and she has the
next day off work. Gord rolls over and goes back to sleep.

“I want Mouse to know I fussed,” she says to
Gord the next morning, as she reaches for the phone. The strudel is
in the oven now and the house warm and atmospheric with the smells
of hot butter and apples and yeast.

“Who ya callin’?”

“Whiskey.”

When Whiskey answers, she says, “Changed your
mind yet?”

Whiskey brays back loudly, “If Mouse was the
last guy on earth I wouldn’t cross the street to spit on him! I
wouldn’t piss on that jackass if he was on fire— “

“Whiskey, he’s been gone a long time. Hard
time. And it’s Christmas, eh?”

“Irma, he burned me three times. He busted my
television, he owes me money, and he stole Tammy. Three strikes and
you’re out. You call me when he’s not there, and I’ll bring over
your presents. But if he’s there, I’m going to kick his ass to
fucking CHINA!”

He hangs up without saying good-bye.

“Merry fuckin’ Christmas to you too, you
shithead,” she says to the dial tone, before hanging up the phone
hard.

She turns to Gord. “I don’t think Whiskey’s
gonna change his mind.”

“He’s just full of the milk of human
kindness.”

“It’s been seven fucking years.”

“He’s still hurtin’ over Tammy.”

“It’s not just Tammy. He’s still raw about
the time Mouse tried to fix his TV and broke it. Whiskey’s no
saint, eh. Jesus H, he’s not mad at Darryl for taking Tammy, is he?
Only Mouse.”

“You know Whiskey.”

“Well, he should be thankful to Mouse for
saving him. It coulda been Whiskey in jail if he’d stayed with
Tammy. And now I have to keep these two apart. It fucks everything
up, Gord. Jesus fucking Christ, and I don’t have enough to worry
about with Mouse—”

“Irma, I have a system, I’ll put a cigar in
the lawn Santa’s mouth and tell Whiskey not to come in if he sees
the stogie.”

“Okay, but it still ruins the reconciliation
if Whiskey won’t reconcile. That asshole.”








2. President of Poland


Mouse had flown on a plane just twice, once
when he was sent out to Elk Woods federal penitentiary, and once
when he was flown back to Wesaskawa. On the first flight he was in
handcuffs and accompanied by other prisoners like him and the men
guarding them, and, on his return, in economy class, in a suit like
a regular person. It’s whole different world. The flight attendants
smile at him and he feels happy and normal. This is how he wants to
stay for the rest of his life.

An old guy trades seats with him so Mouse can
sit by the window, like a child, looking down at the wide, unfenced
country below. He’s delighted like a child with the airplane meal
too, though he says later the food was better in prison.

Some of his old friends are waiting at the
airport with a sign that says, “Welcome Brent Kuszynski, President
of Poland.” Irma holds the sign, but the lettering is in Gord’s
hand. Though people around them strain to see who the president of
Poland is, the joke is lost on Brent “Mouse” Kuszynski. He just
wants to cry, because his old friends are here, the good friends,
the ones he thought he’d lost because of the crack. He figured Irma
would be there; she’d sent him letters and care packages every
month while he was in jail, cookies, books, and Chinese sandalwood
soap he liked, and Gord because Gord was her husband and a
forgiving type. But Lisa is there, a little older but still sharp
in her black leather Harley jacket and jeans, and Norm is there, a
big redheaded gent who grins at him. Whiskey, Ginger, Glenn, Darryl
and, yeah, Tammy are missing, but his oldest and best friends are
all there, and just as Dr. Lobo, the prison psychiatrist,
suggested, he looks on the bright side.

“Welcome home,” Irma says, and hugs him. Then
they all hug him, hard, until he bursts into tears.

“This guy needs a beer,” Gord says.

On the drive from the airport Mouse can’t
take his eyes off the expanse of limitless prairie whizzing by on
both sides of the highway, seamless and white with a fresh dusting
of snow. It excites him at first, but then makes him uncomfortable.
By the time they get to town, he’s had enough and is happy when he
gets into the close coziness of Gord and Irma’s cluttered
house.

Irma puts his bag in the spare room. The room
has red and yellow walls, green curtains and a bright blue
bedspread.

“I feel like I’m in a box of crayons, Irma,”
he says.

“Gord painted it specially for you.”

“I love you guys.” Mouse bursts into tears
again.

“We love you too, Mouse. I got something for
ya.” She takes a manila envelope out of her purse. “We got together
one night and—I won’t lie, most of us were pretty pissed off with
you for a while. Then Lisa remembered the time you fixed up that
old car for her so she could drive to work. And I said, you know
we’d all be going to jail if things had worked out different, if
we’d been caught in one of our many crimes. So we all told stories
about you, nice stories about all the good things you did for us,
and everyone kicked in some money.”

“I can’t take your money.”

“Yes you can. When Gord and I were both out
of work in ‘95 and ‘96 and you came over with groceries and beer
every Friday? Well, now we’re both working and we can pay for those
groceries.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Yes we do, Mouse. So we’re square, eh?”

“We’re more than square.”

“Don’t cry, Mouse. Don’t cry. Now I gotta
tell ya. Whiskey’s still pissed off and he’s avoiding ya. And he
didn’t kick in any money. After all those times you took him for
his chemo! He’s a fuckhead but you know Whiskey. So Gord’s devised
a system with the lawn Santa. He’ll tell you,” she says. “Something
else. Beer and a joint, that’s all now, eh Mouse? No more crack or
trash like that.”

“No, I’m clean now, Irma. No crack, nothing,
not even a drop of beer, eh? I could use a near-beer now
though.”

“Okay, but just near-beer and pot, and only
on weekends and holidays or I’m driving you to rehab myself.”

“Yeah, I’m cool with that.”

“You know I’ll kick your ass if you go stupid
again—cuz you’re a smart guy Mouse, and a good one. You wanna take
a shower?”

“Do I smell bad?”

Irma sniffs him. “No, nice. That
aftershave?”

“Yeah, I made it myself in kitchen workshop.
It’s cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves.”

“You smell like Christmas, Mouse.”

He follows her downstairs to the rec room,
which he notices with satisfaction hasn’t changed much. There are
more gewgaws, but they have the same black furniture covered with
the same crocheted afghans in red and green that Irma put over them
every Christmas. They have the same red and brown rug, the same
Oilers memorabilia, the same marijuana leaf coffee cups, the larger
collection of German-looking beer steins. The tree in the corner
has the same ornaments.

And there is a sign, hand-lettered with gold
glitter paint, held aloft by a piece of gold tinsel strung
diagonally across the ceiling: “Welcome Home Mouse.”

He starts to cry again.

“Turn off the waterworks,” Lisa says. “You’ll
dehydrate. Jesus. Guy needs a beer.” She gives him a hug. “Welcome
home, Mousie.”

***

“Prison wasn’t so bad, once I got used to it.
Had my own cell with a television and a desk. I got my GED in
there.”

“No shit?” Norm says.

“No shit. But I’m glad to be out.”

“You had a TV?” Irma asks. “Did you have
satellite?”

“Yeah, but most of the channels was blocked.
We got CBC, CTV, Global, Newsworld, the Aboriginal channel, an
educational channel and the French CBC thing,” he said. “They give
us TV so’s when we get out, we’re not like ‘Rip Van Winkle, lost in
a new world.’”

“Did you have a toilet and a shower?” Gord
asks.

“I had a toilet and a sink. I got to shower
alone but a lot of times, I’d just fill a little bucket with water
and stand over the toilet and pour the water on me. Then I’d have
ta mop it up, eh?”

“So you had a mop.”

“I had ta ask for the mop. Guard brought it
and watched me and took it back when I was done, so’s I couldn’t
turn it into a weapon.”

“Did ya have friends in there?”

“Yeah, not friends like you, but there was a
guy I played cards with, Joe Bakie. He was in for stealing a truck
full of stuff being delivered to the Rexall. He was so desperate,
he tried to sell two crates of tampons to buy crack.”

Now, Norm cries. “Man, it’s good to have you
home, Mouse.”

Mouse looks around at everyone, looking at
him, smiling at him, echoing Norm—yeah, good to have you home,
Mouse. After everything that happened, they’re happy to see me
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