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Chapter One
— The
Interview

The September long weekend rolled past.

 


Over five hundred miles up the
Hudson Bay Railway, in a scrub pine forest beside a river full of
fish and mercury, a two room school languished beside an empty
playground punctuated by a bare flagpole. Fresh afternoon snow
covered the tractor scars in the yard, blanketed the crushed rock
of the rail bed, buried the sticks, wood scraps, lost balls, dog
poop, bones, candy wrappers, pop cans – made perfect the flaws of life lived
carelessly. And by afternoon the next day, it all
resurfaced.

 


Mr. Pauls threaded his fingers
through his sparse hair and called to the outer office,
“Mrs.
Caldwell.”

“Yes, Mr. Pauls.”

“Is Keespinamat the last? Those
schools on the colony…are they staffed
yet?”

“Yes Sir, the teachers are hired.
The contracts came in this morning’s
mail.”

“Good, we’re almost finished. And this, the
last time.”

“And
everything’ll be better. All the little
schools’ll be in large school divisions,
no more running them from five hundred miles away.”

“Yes,
everything’ll be better. Who for? I
wonder.”

“Well it’ll be better for you and me. I get a
promotion and you get to retire.”

“Yes, I get to retire, and
everything’ll be
better…Place an advertisement in the
Winnipeg Free Press for a teacher for Keespinamat, certification
not required.”

“Not in the Tribune as
well?”

“No, just the Free
Press.”

 


Norman applied.

 


Norman’s shoes echoed on the marble floor.
He held the letter confirming his interview in his left hand and
checked each hallway door as they passed, 253, 255, and finally
257, with “Official
Trustee (rural schools)”
written on the door. He paused, then opened the
door firmly, efficiently, he imagined. The name plate on the desk
introduced Mrs. Caldwell.

“Good afternoon, I’m
Norman Stevens. I’ve an appointment for an
interview at 4:00.”

“Mr. Pauls is with another
applicant. Please have a seat Mr. Stevens.”

This was the first time in his
life he’d been called Mr. Stevens and for
the shortest moment he wondered why his father was there.
“Oh, thank you.” And
he sat.

Tiny pimples marked a line
starting at his nose, running parallel to his upper lip and
petering into minuscule bumps mid-cheek. They were neither
prominent nor ugly, nor productive as teenagers say, but together
they drew a fine line where there shouldn’t have been a line. That’s what
was wrong, there shouldn’t have been a
line. And he was young. That was also wrong. He
shouldn’t have been so young. Candidates
for teaching positions should be mature, at least as mature as the
students. Nonetheless, there he sat, alone in the row of chairs
across from the receptionist’s desk,
waiting, the letter confirming his interview still in his left
hand. His mind wandered. Another applicant! I’ll be lucky to get in the room. What if
he’s older, looks more
like a teacher? I’m
dead. Or it could be a she, and she’ll be gorgeous. I’m dead.

The inner office door opened. The
other applicant emerged with an easy air. He had a firm step,
smiled back at the grey haired Official Trustee and then turned and
smiled at Mrs. Caldwell as he left the office. She nodded at Norman
and said, “Mr. Pauls will see you
now.”

Norman stood and felt faint. He knew his zits were
vivid against ashen skin. He sucked in a breath and leaned himself
into the office. The suited man motioned Norman into the seat
facing his desk.

The chair was too comfortable, allowing a moment of
hope for reprieve. Maybe the cloying softness would envelop him,
lull and cradle, hide and shield him.

His heart raced.

The thin, aging Mr. Pauls looked
at him closely, smiled and said reassuringly, “I’ll be with you in a few minutes,” and then added, “I have some
papers to deal with.”

Norman noticed his eyes
occasionally glance up as the desk clock cranked through a full ten
minutes. He calmed and was thankful the Trustee had so much
paperwork to complete. His thumping heart slowed and he
straightened in the overstuffed chair. The office window was huge,
he could have stood full height on the sill, not that five foot
seven was significant. The Trustee looked up, smiled again.
“Now then.” He looked
down at a letter and asked, “I see from
your application that you are interested in teaching. Have you been
thinking of teaching for a while or is it a new idea?”

Norman’s mind flew back to grade
eight. His balding history teacher, Mr. Kimble stood and railed at
the unresponsive class. Oddly he felt a kind of respect and
realized, I can do
that. And that was the moment he decided
to become a teacher.

“Well, Sir, I’ve wanted to teach since grade eight.”

“What happened in grade
eight?”

Norman related the in-class
story. “And from then on
I’ve looked on teaching as my
career.”

“What brings you here?
You’re just out of grade twelve. Why not
head for University?”

“I failed French and they
won’t let me in. I tried, they think I
should do my French and then...”

“If you were the person hired for
this position, when could you start?”

“Yesterday.” Immediately Norman regretted the flippant response, but
then maybe it was okay, he was young, he should be forgiven, he was
desperate for a job. The series of marginal jobs he had applied for
flashed through his mind.

The ‘Teacher Wanted’ advertisement had
lit his hopes for a meaningful year, one that would lead somewhere,
would be the start of a career path, a year he could use to forgive
himself for not working at French, he hoped.

“Do you know where Keespinamat
is?”

“No.” That was better, honest, not flippant.

“Keespinamat is over five hundred
miles up the Hudson Bay Rail Line. It’s
in the bush, with no highway, accessible only by rail twice a
week...with no phone, no running water, no electricity, how would
you live there?”

“That’s
just like camp. I live like that every summer.”

“Advertisements were placed
seeking a certified teacher for Keespinamat and received no
interest from anyone. Are you concerned about applying for a job no
qualified person wants?”

“But that’s why I’m able to apply.
I’d be very glad to get this job and be
able to start my career.”

“Thank you, Norman, for applying
for this position. I will be getting back to you about my choice
soon.”

The abrupt end to the interview surprised Norman but
maybe the Trustee had more paperwork to do. He stood and let
himself out of the office. The reception desk was empty. The wall
clock explained — it was after four thirty — government quitting
time. As he walked down the echoing hall he realized that he had
blown another interview.

He muttered to himself,
“This was the best job I’ve seen. What’s left? The burger
joint. Flipping burgers’ll be a slow
death — no, a quick death, relived
daily.” The hall echoed; the distant
stairs beckoned. His muttering continued, “Just after four thirty and the place is like a tomb, my
tomb, my daily burger death, all because of my dumb answer.
I’m hopeless.

“Perhaps it was my
‘camp’ comment.
That’s it, it was arrogant to dismiss the
problem the Trustee had so carefully described. Arrogance,
that’s how I lost this one. God, why
can’t I keep my mouth shut, answer the
questions and save the comments for later. Be there, be attentive,
be myself and be hired. It’s simple, just
shut up and be myself.”

The stairway arrived, polished
stone steps leading down to the burger joint. It’s a slippery slope, he thought,
chuckling and then damning his job-losing behaviour. He lifted his
left hand to grab the railing and saw he still held the letter
confirming his interview. Throwing it away would mar the
uncluttered stairwell. Embarrassed, he folded it and crammed it
into his back pocket. He imagined the crumpled paper.
Can’t I do anything
right?

Outside, the sky was clear and mid-September autumn
had started to tint the leaf edges. The walk home would fill an
hour, but it saved bus fare and the day was over, the year was set.
The air crisp and still despite the late afternoon warm sun. He set
a steady pace.

Norman’s thoughts just
wouldn’t stop. Why
couldn’t I just be
myself, let the interview flow, leave some space for the Trustee to
decide, choose, not open my mouth and let out my garbage, no
thought, no feeling, just noise, my noise, my burger death.
It’ll be a long
year.

The city street followed the
river, the sidewalk running along the top of the bank. The
riverbank trails, best for biking, the drops, tires digging into
hardening clay, driving you down into the cross-bar, the swoops up,
illusions of flight at the top. Suddenly five trail bikes seemingly
attached, so close, fast, up, turn, down, hoots of glee, aahhs
of…

My fun over, burger
hell for me. Why couldn’t I...

A bike swerved onto the sidewalk, Norman jumped.

Why
couldn’t I...

He remembered the hours with his
gang, doing the paths, going ‘til dark,
turning on lights, going ‘til curfew.
Norman breathed out a long sigh, picked up his step. The riot on
wheels was gone.

The faces above the bikes of just a few years ago
flashed past. Where were they now? One by one he sorted them out.
He felt an odd satisfaction knowing where everyone was.

But not me,
Burgerville for me. I’m headed for winter slavery. Well,
I’ll bring home some
bucks.

For what?

A car! Blazing flames
etch the fender, lick onto the hood, sweep down the door, trail
into the back fender fire ball, burst over the trunk lid
– No, not for me,
that’s the car of a
teacher, not a burger flipper. Norman
looked at the ground, his pace slowed then sped up.
But I can get the car of a burger
flipper, used, okay, no flames, maybe I can do some pin stripes
down the side, purple seat covers, under-dash sex lights. Maybe
those under the quarter panel road lights.
It’ll be
cool.

If only
I’d shut up and let
the Trustee talk. Okay, flip burgers and like it. Teaching will
happen later, after I’ve gone to U. For now I’ll hang in the city and live a little. No school
stuff, no real work, live at home, no worries. And
there’s
Sally.

Branford Avenue turned into Mayberry. His home
rested comfortably at the lane corner.

I can park beside the
fence, mow the side lot, run a cord from the garage.
It’ll be good. I can
do the car repairs right there, set out the tools,
Jerry’ll help, we can
go to Mike the Wrecker, get parts. It’ll be fun. Sally’ll love it. I’ll be in town, we’ll have a car, we’ll have...fun. Thinking of Sally
gave depth to his smile. He breathed out slowly, at peace with his
new life plan, the disappointment dispersed.

From the front step his mother
said, “Hi Norm, got a phone call, from
Mr. Pauls.”

“Who?”

“Mr. Pauls, you just saw him, the
Official Trustee.”

Dejected, Norm walked across the
yard. “Okay, I blew another one. Chalk it
up to practice interviewing.”

“No. You got it!
You’re a teacher.”


Chapter
Two — Sally

All Norman wanted was to share the news of his
teaching job with Sally, just a quick call before dinner.

“Hello.”

“Hello, Sally?”

“Yes, speaking…”

“Your voice sounds different.
Everything cool?”

“No. Jerry’s dog split, stayed out all night.”

“Jerry doesn’t have a dog. What’s going
on?”

“Just a sec.” Sally spoke into the room, “Dad,
I’ll do the dishes right after
I’m off the phone.”

“Frank’s there! Okay, I get it.”

“Jerry’s dog, down the street, we’re all
gonna help find the mutt. I’m
goin’ there right after the
dishes.”

“I’ll be there too. See you soon,
kisses all over, love you.”

“Me too.”

 


Sally hung up, but Norman continued to hold the
phone to his ear. His mind flashed to when he had first learned
anything about Frank, a hot July day over a year ago, a day when
the summer sky took your thoughts and settled your mind.

They walked, following the bike paths along the
river to the park. They stopped in one of their spots, a grassy
depression overlooking the river and open to the sky. They laid
down in the dry grass and hugged, a slow, close embrace, her head
resting against his mouth. Norman kissed over and over, never
moving his lips from her forehead. The smell of her blonde hair
intoxicated him.

He remembered the feeling of sliding his hand
against the cool grass under the slender nape of her neck. He
remembered letting himself float, ignoring the supporting earth,
unhinging his gravity, he was free, free with his steady girl. They
floated together. She turned her head. Norman felt the movement and
met her hazel eyes. They gazed, each willing themselves inside the
other.

A breeze restarted conversation.

“And what about Frank,
where’s he now?”

“He’s workin’ up north, some kind of electrical stuff. I
don’t like to talk about him.”

“But I need to know something
about your dad? I’ll be sitting here,
okay, lying here in the grass beside my beautiful steady girl,
waiting for this monster of a guy to come over the hill to do me
in. Really, I need to know how things are. When I go over to your
place there’s this big hole. Nobody talks
about Frank. That makes him there, very there.
He’s always present —
he’s the one no one talks
about.”

“Okay, I get it, but
there’re reasons. You know my
dad’s an alcoholic.”

“Yeah, but to me
he’s a blank, a complete mystery. Tell me
something good about him.”

“Well, I guess I
could…he was in the electrical
department, at some place that did construction stuff. There was a
problem…”

Norman took the phone from his
ear. Only a second or two had passed. He recalled Sally proudly
finished her story with. “And because of
that, he got the job as head of electrical.”

In his mind he was still laying
with Sally on the grass, talking. He remembered saying,
“You said that with pride. You love him. But
this isn’t the Frank no one talks
about.” Sally rolled away from his hand.
Her blouse pulled down exposing the top of her back. Norman
asked, “Is that a scar?”

“Yes, but from a long time
ago…” She drew in a breath.
“You don’t want to
know. You really don’t.”

“I’ve got to know. This is what I
need.”

He stood, the phone almost hung up. His memory
slowed, every moment passing in real time. He was re-listening to
Sally tell her story.

Sally’s
voice caught. “...He hit me...I still
remember it, he hit me...”

He remembered replying,
“You don’t
need...”

“Yes, I do need to, I need to
tell you. You’re right, if
we’re going to have a life together I
need to. Some day he’ll be here. You have
to know what he is...I was just a kid, maybe four or five...I was
crying a bit. My dad came home and he was drunk. Looking back, he
was usually drunk. I remember him yelling. I don’t know if it’s from that time, he
yelled all the time.”

Norman stood frozen, phone held
in the air over the hook, reliving Sally’s pain.

“I remember him yelling at
Mom, ‘It’s your
fault,’ and pulling his belt out. The
next thing I remember is me screaming, lying face down and him
hitting me with his belt, the buckle end, hitting and hitting,
legs, back, butt, hitting, hitting and yelling at me to
stop.” Tears ran down her cheeks.
“And that’s it. All I
remember.”

Norman remembered gathering her
close in his arms, kissing her forehead, wiping her tears,
mumbling, “Holy shit.”

Sally rested still in his
arms. “I’ve thought a lot about the
things he’s done. I think when he
doesn’t know what to do, he flips
out.”

The story was over, again. He
recalled that he half sat up, slipped his arm around
Sally’s shoulders, spoke softly,
“I don’t know what to
say. I want to kill him. I feel sick…So
that’s why no one talks about
him.”

Norman refocused on the phone. It
buzzed back from his hand. He had to get to Sally. He put the phone
in its cradle and realized he still hadn’t told her about the job. Grabbing two pieces of bread and
a chicken breast as he passed the table, he headed out the door and
started walking in the direction of Jerry’s house.

Sally…protect
her from Frank, hold her, tell her about my job. His thoughts
raced. The job. She’ll
be here. I’ll be in
Kisputate. How’ll I
tell her? How’ll
everything work? What a mess. Frank’s here. Everything’s a mess...Streets passed —
Elm, Torbot, Manville, Peterson, then Mulvey,
Sally’s street, 496,
Jerry’s place. And there was Sally,
coming up the street from her place. He walked past
Jerry’s yard to greet her.

Sally headed purposefully past
Norman into Jerry’s yard. Norman turned
and stepped in behind her. “What’s going on? I don’t
exist?”

Sally stepped into
Jerry’s house, turned and wrapped her
arms around Norman’s neck. She
sobbed. “I don’t know what to do this time.”

Norman wrapped her in his arms,
pulled her tighter, closer, breathed in her fragrance, held her,
felt secure, safe together, complete. She relaxed against him,
moved in, tipped her head back and met his lips. Their warm,
lingering kiss completed with a final squeeze. He whispered,
“We’ll think it
through together.”

Jerry walked into the living
room, sat on the couch. “So,
what’er you two up to, as if it
isn’t obvious.”

Sally looked at him.
“My dad’s back, he
hasn’t met Norm, doesn’t know about him. I don’t know
what he’ll do when he finds out. He ran
Barry off. Oh, by the way, your dog’s
lost again. It’s been out all night,
okay?”

Jerry looked at her with a
smirk. “Barry, yeah, I remember him,
short, sort of ugly, and my poor non-existent dog. This is what,
the third time he’s lost?”

Sally let go of
Norman’s neck and turned towards
Jerry. “Okay, cut it out.”

“Alright, it’s okay that my phantom dog’s your
excuse again. Can I help? What’er you two
planning? You running?”

Norman said, “Don’t know yet. Right now you
know as much as we do.”

Jerry got up and headed
out. “Okay, I’m
gone for an hour. Maybe by then you’ll
have found my dog.”

The door closed. Norman slipped
his arm around Sally’s waist and ushered
her to the couch. They sat close, as if trying to occupy the same
space. The kiss picked up from where it had left off, relaxed,
long. Norman pulled back and said, “Sally, I’ve got a
job.”

He’d finally told her.

She said, “What is it? Where is it?”

“It’s
teaching, in the country at Kuspa Matta or something. I have to be
there on Monday.”

“What? That’s in three days. Is, is it far?”

“No, I go by train. The
job’s in the province.
It’s gotta be just a couple hours
away.”

“I’ve never heard of
Kuspamat.”

“Neither have I, but that
doesn’t mean it’s not there.”

“I don’t doubt it’s there.”

Norman sat back, looked at Sally,
wondered again how her straight blonde hair could be so bouncy,
wondered if they’d survive Frank, if
they’d still be a couple in a year. Frank
and the job, yes, that was the centre of it, Frank, the
job.

“I’ll be gone in a few days,
meeting Frank can wait. I can meet him next summer.”

“That’s
not fair, not to you, to me, and I guess not to my dad. But we all
have secrets from him. But maybe you’re
right. You won’t be around.”
Sally paused. “Or wait
a second, you two could meet, he’d be
okay with meeting you. The first few meetings he’s okay. Then you’ll disappear and
he’ll have to live with my having a
boyfriend that he can’t complain about. I
think that’ll work.”

“Sounds weird, but okay,
I’ll meet him and disappear. Should I
tell him where I’m going?”

“My God…you’ll be gone! How about us,
what about us? How long’ll you be
gone?”

“It’s a
teaching job. I’ll be back Christmas,
Easter, then June for good.”

“Christmas,
that’s four months. Wow.”

“You can visit.
I’ll be a few hours away by train, right
around the corner.”

Sally looked at Norman,
unconvinced. “Let’s go over to my place.
I’ll introduce you to my dad.”

Norman stood and pulled Sally up.
She melted into his body, found his lips, opened her mouth and
flicked her tongue. He slipped his hand onto her butt and pressed
her pelvis to his. Fire rose in his body, he breathed slowly in,
out, wrapped himself around her. He eased off, relaxed. He held her
at arm’s length. “Yes, you’re right, your place, we
should go over there and meet him.”

Together they walked to the door,
arms around each other’s waist, hips in
contact. Sally stepped ahead, opened the door.
Norman’s hands held her hips as they
exited. Outside they slipped into their constant contact walk, hips
flexing together, sharing their rhythmic movement, smiling,
glancing, walking to Sally’s, walking as
one.

Norman held her, moved with her
body. How’ll I
survive without her? Being with Sally is being alive. Not being
with her…I
don’t
know…

Sally opened the side door,
inside the place felt empty, waiting. “No
one’s home. Dad’s jacket’s gone.”
A green dish drainer sat beside the sink on a
bit of oilcloth tacked to the split wooden countertop. The cloth
was ripped, allowing the dishes to drain into the top
drawer. “Dad’s gone somewhere.
He’ll be a while.”

She grabbed
Norman’s hand and pulled him across the
kitchen into her room. She hooked the door. He wrapped his arms,
his mind, his body around her, they leaned back onto her bed. The
covers were disheveled, smelling deliciously of Sally. He ran his
hands up her hips, up her back, felt her fingers undoing his shirt.
He undid her bra, pulled it and her top over her head. Her breasts!
She undid her slacks. He unbuckled his belt and slid off his pants,
underwear, socks, shoes in one motion. They lay naked, their bodies
moving in contact, hands caressing…Sally
leaned her head back and gasped, smiled as Norman entered
her…she grabbed the tight flesh around
his waist and pulled him closer…they were
one sensation, one being, one idea…

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Norman stood up.

Bang. Bang.

The door strained, the hook flexed. Norman panicked,
looked around, the closet, he started to move.

Sally yelled, “Don’t come in.”

A gruff voice answered,
“Why?”

“Because I don’t have any clothes on.”

The same voice gently
replied, “I’ll wait in the living room.
Come talk to me.”

“Okay, Dad.”

Frank’s
feet headed off.

Norman felt dizzy, let out his breath. Sally got up,
quickly dressed and left to talk with her dad.

Norman dressed, checked the room for any sign of
having been there and listened at the door. All was quiet. He
pushed it open a crack and listened closely.

Sally’s
voice said, “and we found his dog on the
next street over…School’s been okay.
I’m getting good marks. I have a copy of
my report for you.”

And Frank’s mellow baritone voice, “I’m glad. It’s hard being away. I missed you all, especially you.
You’re my little angel.”

Norman thought,
Yeah, wait five minutes.

A chair scraped. Sally never did that. Frank was
getting up. Norman tensed. The bathroom door opened with its little
squeak. Norman stepped across the kitchen and was outside.

He walked out to the back lane and around the block
to the front of the house. His breathing evened out, his heartbeat
slowed down. He stood on the city sidewalk and looked across the
small front yard into the living room window. He saw Frank for the
first time.

There sat the monster,
Sally’s infamous dad. Norman felt anger
and fear mixed equally. Huge hands curled on the armrests. Broad
shoulders awaited commands for action. His squared jaw was pre-set
for defiance. Frank smiled and his face lit up. Norman
thought, Sally’s Mom
fell for that smile. How did he become an abusive drunk?

Norman walked up to the front door and knocked.
Sally swung the door open and stared, a bit bug-eyed, a bit
slack-jawed.

“Norman. Hi. Come in.”

Norman walked over to the monster, offered his
hand.

“Hello Sir, I’m Norman, Sally’s
boyfriend.”


Chapter
Three — The Train Station

“Well, what does the name sound
like?”

“It’s
something like Capustinging, or Capustata.”

“Keespinamat. Does that sound
right?”

“That’s
it, Caspamatta.”

“Keespinamat.
That’ll be $27.35”

Norman was surprised at the
price. He was staying in the province and thought $30 would take
him to Alberta. He handed over his three $10 bills and attempted
the name again. “Keespamat.”

“Good enough. What takes you
there?”

“I’m the teacher. Just got the
job three days ago. Can’t
wait.”

The ticket clerk looked closely
at the young man’s slight build, quick
eyes, distinctive line of pimples from lip to
mid-cheek. “You’re the teacher?
Aren’t you a bit young?”
He handed back the change.

“Yeah, but I’m getting older every day.”

“Heh, heh. You’ll do. I wish you a good year.”

“Thanks.”

“Train leaves at 15:00,
that’s 3:00, in fifty-five minutes, be up
about ten minutes ahead.”

“Will do. Thanks.”

Norman turned from the wicket and
strode back to his ‘goodbye’
group across the lobby. To his mother he
said, “Had the name wrong.
I’m the teacher at
Keespamata.”

His mother took the ticket and
looked at the town name. “Keespinamat.” She looked
pointedly at him. “It’s Keespinamat.”

“Yeah, that’s my dyslexia in action. Keespamit it is.”
Mother rolled her eyes.

Norman and Sally stepped over to
the side to have some privacy. He said, “What can I say. This is goodbye for a bit.
We’ll write, a lot I think. I
don’t know what I’ll do not being with you.” Sally
said, “Yeah, same for me.”
She hugged him, melding her body into his, an
obviously familiar move. His mother’s
eyes enlarged, his father smiled.

Their kiss became too serious for
public and Norman’s father cleared his
throat. Norman took the hint and pulled back. Father said,
“Better get your baggage done.”

Norman checked two boxes at the
baggage counter and turned back to his parents and Sally. His
father eyed the remaining suitcase. Norman answered the unasked
question, “It’s
got all the stuff I might need on the trip, not that the
trip’s gonna be long, just in case — no
pun intended.” His father
smiled.

Norman shook his
father’s hand. His father pulled the hand
to his side and wrapped his arms around him. Into his ear he
said, “Love you, be good, do well, see
you at Christmas.” He gave a warm, solid
embrace and took a deep breath. Norman thought, I think he’s crying, but the moment passed
and they stood looking at each other.

His mother was tearing up. She
opened her purse and rummaged, pulled out a Kleenex and dabbed at
her eyes. “You’re just my baby. I mean, I know you’ll leave home, just not yet. I’m
not ready for this, not yet.” She stepped
towards him and he met her with open arms. She sobbed on his
shoulder and he hugged her until she calmed.
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