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Prologue
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I walked with my mother and father into the bush. My father was carrying his trombone in its case.

In about an hour we came to the shore of a small lake.

It was my birthday. I was nine.

Beside the lake, my father took out of his trombone case three things: a knife; a fishing line with a hook; one wooden match.

“You will stay here by yourself until after breakfast tomorrow morning,” he said. My mother stood beside him and took his arm.

“You will cut balsam boughs to make a shelter for yourself. You will build a fire and be sure that it doesn’t go out during the night. You will catch a fish for your supper and another one for your breakfast. There are berries and butternuts and wild garlic around to eat, too.

“We will be ten minutes from here. But you will not know which way. You will not be able to find us.”

I was watching my mother. She had a nice look on her face. Her brown eyes were proud of me. They were holding me. There were green flecks flashing.

“But you can call to us if you are in trouble. You call by blowing a strong note on my trombone. But only take it out of the case if there’s an emergency,” my father said.

My mother had a small smile on her beautiful face. Her head was tilted to one side. There was love all around the shore of that small lake.

“You will be alone,” said my father, “this afternoon, this evening, and all night, which will be the hardest part.”

My mother’s smile got bigger.

“We will be back to get you after breakfast,” she said. Then they both put their arms around me.

And then they kissed me.

And then they walked into the bush and disappeared.
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I don’t like Dumper Stubbs.

I don’t know if it’s the way he looks or the way he acts or the clothes he wears, or what, I just don’t like him.

My mother always used to say that you should get to know people before you figure out if you like them or you don’t like them. Then she and my father would start talking about exceptions. “But every rule has some exceptions,” my father would start. Then they’d have this funny conversation.

“Of course,” my father would say, “people with very large chins are basically very cruel people. And people with their eyes very close together are very stupid...” And then my mother would say, “...and people with very large heads can’t control themselves and people with big, low ears are gossips.” And then my father might say, while he started to laugh, “and people whose nostrils flare out are perverts and people who walk with their toes pointing outwards never wash themselves properly.” And then they’d both be laughing and saying stuff like people who walked with their hands in their pockets were thieves and people who slouched were cowards, and people with loud voices were bullies and people with bad breath were liars and women who smoked were two-faced and men who wore their pants high were abusers and they’d keep on like that until they couldn’t think of any more and then they’d say, both together, “but you can’t judge a book by its cover!”

And they would laugh all over again and then go across the street to the Village Inn to see their friends.

My mother and father don’t do that stuff together anymore.

My father died last September of a brain tumor.

And my mother, I don’t know what’s wrong with her. She seems different now.

So, here comes Dumper Stubbs to pick up the garbage and change the grease.

And I don’t like him.

Dumper has a large chin, close-together eyes, a big head, low ears, flared nostrils, pointed-out toes, his hands in his pockets, a slouch, a loud voice, bad breath and high pants.

And I miss my father, who was big and handsome and brave.

Oh, if only now I could blow a long note on his trombone and he’d be only ten minutes away!

Maybe that’s why I hate Dumper.

Because he’s alive. He’s alive and my father is dead. It just isn’t fair.

And also, I hate him because he called my father a name.

“Is your father that stupid Abo that used to play that funny-looking horn over at that stupid club?” he said once.

Dumper Stubbs is going to pay for that.




II

[image: image]

Call me Spud.

My real name is John. John Sweetgrass. But everybody calls me Spud. They started calling me that when I got hired to work in the chipwagon. I’m part Irish and part Abo and part of a whole lot of other things. Abo is short for Aboriginal. My girlfriend (she’s not really my girlfriend, I just call her that) is half Vietnamese and half Chinese. Her name is Connie Pan.

The first time I ever talked to Connie Pan was at Ottawa Tech the day I chased the guys away from the Muslim on his rug. There was a student who was a Muslim praying on his little rug in the corner of the hallway and there was a bunch of smart asses bugging him. I chased them away. Connie Pan came up and talked to me right after that.

If I married Connie Pan and we had babies, the babies would be part Chinese, part Vietnamese, part Irish, part Abo and part of a whole lot of other things. What a mix-up! I wonder what they’d look like. Probably they’d be very beautiful and handsome and sized average. The reason I think that is that Connie Pan is very beautiful and quite tiny and I’m quite handsome and very large.

But that will probably never happen because Connie Pan’s mother doesn’t want her to hang around with me. Specially since I got kicked out of school. She didn’t like me before I got kicked out of school and now she doesn’t like me even worse. Her mother calls me “Bignose.” Connie Pan says she calls all Canadians Bignose.

Like I said, I work in a chipwagon.

The inside of a chipwagon is hot. Inside of a chipwagon, on the hottest day of July in Ottawa, is very hot. The inside of a chipwagon, in July, on the hottest day of the year in Ottawa, on Somerset Street, in Chinatown, at 1:00 in the afternoon is...

My friend Dink the Thinker who looks like a fox and who is always thinking, says it’s hotter than Death Valley, California, which is the second hottest place on earth. Dink looked it up. Dink looks everything up. The hottest place on earth is El Azizia, in Libya.

“Could even be hotter than El Azizia,” says Dink the Thinker, “which is in the country of Libya. Libya is part of the continent of Africa which is...”

“I know where Libya is, Dink,” I say. “You don’t have to tell me where Libya is. I’m not deep fried yet, you know. Maybe my brain is approaching the boiling point of vegetable oil I admit. So would yours be if you were standing in here up to your neck in sizzling grease, but I’m not fried yet. I still know stuff. I know where Libya is. It’s in Africa.”

“That’s what I said,” says Dink.

“And I know where I am,” I say. “I’m in a chipwagon on Somerset Street in Chinatown in Ottawa in July. And it’s HOT!”

A customer steps up. A guy from my school. (What used to be my school.)

Dink the Thinker moves out of the way.

“What sizes have you got?” says the customer. I recognize him. He was here yesterday. And the day before. He asked the same thing yesterday. And the day before. The sample containers are pinned on the board right in front of his face. On each cardboard container I have printed the size and the price in magic marker.

They are so obvious that it’s embarrassing. I think maybe he’s kidding. I look closer at his face, into his eyes. No, he’s not kidding. His eyes tell me that he’s serious. I decide I’m going to put flashing Christmas tree lights on these empty boxes and hook up a little ambulance siren that I can press when this customer comes along again. Breep! Breep! Breep!

With one finger pointing at the display, with my eyes right in his, I tell him: “Small, medium, large, jumbo and family.”

He looks up at the display.

I wait.

Suddenly, I know what he’s going to do. He’s going to ask how much they are! The prices are written right on the boxes in big block letters in red magic marker. He’s looking right at the display. He reads each box.

Then his eyes come slowly back to mine. Then he says it.

“How much are they?”

“Depends on what size you want,” I say, looking over at Dink.

“El Azizia is in Libya,” Dink says.

“How big is the small one?” my customer says.

“Smaller than the medium one,” I say, catching with my tongue a silver bead of salty sweat that’s been dangling from my nose.

“Got any hot dogs?” my customer asks.

That’s it. Death Valley. El Azizia. Somerset Street. What’s the difference? It’s hot. Do I care if I make this sale? No! Would my boss care if he were here? Who cares?

“Look on the truck here,” I say. “It says Beethoven’s Classical Chips. Right? Then, on the front of the truck, look at it, it will say, French Fries, then on the back of the truck — Beethoven’s Chips; then on the other side of the truck — Beethoven’s Chips; then in smaller print it says Fries, cold drinks. Then there’s a sign that says ‘Come in, We’re open.’ Now, do you see ‘hot dogs’ written anywhere on this truck? Take a look around. Do you even see a picture of a hot dog anywhere around here? Look on this counter. Do you see any mustard here? Relish? Ketchup? No. What do you see? You see vinegar, you see salt, you see toothpicks, you see serviettes. Now, start figuring it out...”

“I’ll have a small fries,” says my customer, now that he’s got it all straightened out in his head.

“Sold!” I cry, and I lower the basket cage into the boiling oil. There is a crash of bubbling and popping and in a cloud of greasy steam I disappear for a minute.

I can hear Dink talking to my customer. “Do you know that it’s hotter here today on Somerset Street than it is in Libya, which is in Africa?”

“What do you mean?” says my customer.

Then I hear Dink saying, louder than normal, so I’ll hear him, “Good afternoon Mr. Fryday! Lovely day!”

Mr. Fryday! My boss. Owner of a chain, a string, a fleet of famous chipwagons around Ottawa and Hull. Beethoven’s Classical Chips. Mozart’s Chips. Tchaikovsky’s Chips. Handel’s Chips. Rimsky-Korsakov’s Chips. Holtz’s Chips...get it? I hit my player button and Beethoven, somewhere in the middle of the first movement of Symphony No. 7, comes charging out of the speakers.

I stick my head out of the fog with my customer’s cardboard container half filled.

“Salt and vinegar in the middle, sir?” I say, hosing politeness all over my customer, my owner, my friend Dink and up and down the sidewalk and into the Mekong Grocery.

“What do you mean?” says the customer, who must have had his brain removed when he was young. I decide that when Dink goes back to school he can find out this guy’s name and look up the files, maybe he died at birth.

“Well sir,” I say, the politeness and understanding coming out of me is making me feel a little sick, “you see sir, some of our customers like to apply a dash or two of salt in the middle of their order, and sometimes even a shot or two of vinegar so that when we fill up the rest of the order, and then add salt and vinegar to the top, the chips are uniformly salted and vinegared throughout.”

Dink, who’s always correcting people, says, “Vinegared? No such word.”

My boss is getting rich with this great idea of naming his chipwagons after famous composers and having the famous composers’ music playing while the chips are selling like hot cakes. I say “selling like hot cakes,” because that’s what he always says. About his other wagons. Not about the one I run for him. “Tchaikovsky’s are selling like hot cakes,” he’ll say to me one day, “what’s wrong with Beethoven’s?” Another day he’ll say, “Rimsky-Korsakov’s Chips are selling like hot cakes, what’s wrong with Beethoven’s?”

Sometimes I feel like saying, “I have a suggestion, Mr. Fryday. Why don’t we switch to selling hot cakes then if they’re such a fast moving item?” but I don’t say that because I need this job. And anyway, I have to watch my mouth. I’m too mouthy sometimes.

Dink thinks that Mr. Fryday probably tells each of the other chipwagon guys the same line. He probably says to the guy running Mozart’s, “Beethoven’s Chips are selling like hot cakes. What’s wrong with Mozart’s?”

I’m going to send Dink around to the other wagons one of these days to find out.

Today Mr. Fryday does his usual taste test, picking one fry out of the tray that I hand out to him, picking one fry up daintily with his chubby thumb and forefinger, the other three fingers sparkling with rings, and delicately tasting his famous fry.

“Could be left in just a few seconds longer,” he says, smacking his lips together to help him taste. Darts of sunlight shoot out of his mouth from his gold tooth.

He usually says either that or sometimes he’ll say, “You left it in just a couple of seconds too long.”

Then he comes out with his usual skill-testing question: “I’m thinking about expanding, selling hot dogs from the wagons. What do you think of that idea from a business point of view, Spud Sweetgrass?”

I give him the usual answer. The one he wants to hear.

“Well sir, it seems to me that adding another product would complicate the production end and also take away from your strong image as the best chipman in Eastern Ontario, or perhaps, Ontario. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Excellent! You’ll go places as an entrepreneur my boy! Carry on!”

He leaves, swinging his silver-handled walking stick, just as the last part of the First Movement of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony blasts out across the sidewalk and into the door of the Mekong Grocery Store, shaking the noodles on the shelves.

I don’t have to tell you how Mr. Fryday walks. Just listen to the last minute or so of the First Movement of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony.

Then you’ll know.

I give Dink the Thinker a loonie to feed the meter. Dink feeds the meter; then takes a picture of Mr. Fryday walking up Somerset Street. Dink takes the picture with an invisible camera. Dink is saving up his money to buy what he’s always wanted. A Polaroid camera. For now, since he hasn’t quite got enough money saved yet, Dink practices without the camera.
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I figure Mr. Fryday must have heard me mouthing off at that customer but I wonder why he didn’t say anything to me. Why didn’t he say, “That mouth of yours, that mouth of yours is going to be your downfall one of these days,” like he said to me the last time he heard me getting sarcastic the way I do sometimes. When they don’t say anything to you but they give you that look, that’s when you should start to worry.

I know that look.

It’s the look the teacher gives when he’s decided to stop giving you any more breaks and starts on the campaign to turn you in to the man downstairs. That’s what we all called the vice principal of Ottawa Tech: the man downstairs. Actually there were three vice principals down there!

I say there were three of them down there because I’m not going back.

I got tossed out right at the end of this year. I guess I should say there are three vice principals over there. But since I’m not going to be there this fall, let’s say there were three vice principals over there. Because if I’m not there, they don’t exist, right? I’ll have to ask Dink about that. That’s a deep thought, the kind of deep thought Dink loves. Dink wants to think deep and hard about everything. Dink the Thinker. Dink’s ambition when he grows up is to be a contestant on “Jeopardy!” That’s why, over at Tech, whenever Dink comes down the hall or comes in the room everybody starts whistling or singing the Jeopardy! song. All of a sudden everybody will stop whatever they’re doing and start going “Dee dee dee dee, dee dee dee,” etc., singing the words to the Jeopardy! song. Of course, everybody in North America knows the words to the Jeopardy! song. The words are “dee dee dee dee,” etc.

Anyways, it drives the teachers crazy. Every time Dink goes to answer a question or gets out of his desk to get a book or something, we all start “dee dee dee dee,” etc. Actually I probably should say, it drove everybody crazy because I won’t be there for it this fall because I’m not going back.

And if I’m not there, it’s not happening. Right?

Let them whistle and sing “dee dee dee dee,” etc., without me.

People think you get kicked out of school for one thing. Well, you do, sort of, but it’s also a kind of build-up.

It starts with “the look.”

When they give you “the look,” you know things are going to start to happen to you.

We had this new guy come to teach at Tech at the beginning of the second semester in February. He was supposed to be some hotshot English teacher who was going to open up our minds with some kind of a magic can opener or something and change our lives forever.

Right away we started off “on the wrong foot.” I think it was because I wouldn’t say “have a nice day” to him when the class was over. We had him first period in the morning, from ten after nine to twenty-five after ten. At the end of the class all the sucks from Hong Kong and Cambodia and Vietnam and Somalia and Bangladesh and Ottawa would all say “have a nice day, sir” on the way by his desk whether they meant it or not. I wonder if, way back in evolution, students in school were related to sheep. I must ask Dink about that.

Honest to God, I think that if the first couple of students walked by Boyle’s desk and said “have a nice day” and then walked right off a cliff into an abyss of boiling oil, the rest of the students behind them would do the same thing.

I sat at the back, near the windows so I could see the sky during class. I was usually last to get out of the room when the period was over. After all the goodbyes and the bowing and scraping and the have-a-nice-daying. I really stuck out like a sore thumb when I walked by and didn’t even look at him.

I would walk by and not even look at him. I think a teacher who hates you because you won’t look at him should be fired.

I could often smell him though.

He smelt like stale beer.

For about a month he was really nice to me, always looking right at me when he was explaining stuff or always coming back to my seat to see if he could help me with my work or handing me these great marks which I didn’t deserve.

It was the day we all did the Jeopardy! business because Dink walked in late right in the middle of one of Boyle’s readings. (He read to us every day in this big deep voice he was really proud of. And he didn’t like it unless you were looking really fascinated by his performance. Spellbinding!)

So in walks Dink and I start the Jeopardy! song and everybody joins in and it’s really funny and everybody’s laughing. Everybody but Boyle. Boyle’s bald head is red as a boiled lobster and his beer gut heaving in and out. Suddenly everybody gets it and shuts up.

From then on, I’m getting “the look.” It’s kind of a blank stare, not friendly, not mad, not anything.

Then my marks start going down.

For about two weeks, my marks gradually get lower and every day his eyes follow me out of the room with “the look.” Then one day he stops me as I’m leaving the class behind the line of sheep going by his desk and asks me if I thought we were starting off “on the wrong foot.”

“What’s that mean?” I say to him.

See what I mean, how your mouth can get you in a whole lot of trouble? He knows that I know what that means. And he knows that I know that he knows that I know what it means!

“It comes,” he says, very quietly, calm in his voice, eyes right in mine, face almost blank, “originally from a military context. Marching, to be specific. You see, you are not marching along with the rest of us. Left, right, left, right. You are marching to some other beat, a different rhythm, a different drumming for some reason. Off on the wrong foot.”

“I thought you said ‘we,’” I say to him.

“We?” he says.

“Yeah,” I say. “You thought we were starting off on the wrong foot.”

“I meant you.”

“But you said, ‘we.’”

“Now I’m saying, ‘you’!”

We stare at each other for a long time. Boyle wins the staring match. It’s almost impossible to outstare a teacher. They must study staring at teachers’ training school or somewhere. Boyle probably got an A in staring.

People start coming in for the next class.

I leave.

We are enemies now.

For the whole semester we have a kind of a truce. I don’t look at him, he doesn’t look at me. My marks stay around the same. Then, just before exams start, I get suspended. Here’s how.

I’m standing in the hall talking to my favorite girlfriend, Connie Pan, at lunch time. Along comes Boyle on hall duty.

I’m leaning on the wall with my hands in my pockets. I’m having a real nice time with Connie Pan. We’re talking about what kind of presents boys give to girls in her country. It’s pretty obvious I’m hinting at maybe I’ll give her a present. I tell her that in Canada, if a boy maybe likes a girl, he might, say, just maybe, give her, let’s say, just for example, a flower, maybe. A rose maybe. Then she’s asking me in this pretty accent what, maybe, present a girl gives a boy in Canada?

I’m leaning on the wall and I’ve got one knee bent and my foot flat against the wall behind me. I never stand this way. Why am I standing this way? Maybe because I’m talking to Connie Pan. Then I do something else that I never do. I smile at Boyle as he’s coming down the hall on lunch hour hall duty. Why am I smiling at Boyle? Who knows. I do crazy things when I’m around girls. Specially girls like Connie Pan.

Suddenly Boyle is right in my face. He looks like he’s got a hangover. He smells like cigarettes and beer.

It’s like on “Jeopardy!” The answers are away back there, tiny, on the board. Suddenly, one of them is filling the whole screen. Right in your face.

And just like on “Jeopardy!”, he gives me the answer first.

“You do this at home all the time.”

Then, I give him the question.

“Do what at home?”

“Stand there with your feet all over the walls.”

I take my foot down.

“Do you do that at home?” he asks.

I look at Connie Pan. She’s looking at the floor. Her little black ponytail is sticking straight back. She looks so delicate and pretty compared to Boyle. Like a flower beside a rhinoceros.

“Do you do that at home?” he repeats.

Suddenly I’m full of hate. I want to smash Boyle’s face. I want to kill him. He’s putting me down in front of Connie Pan. My father would never do a thing like that. I feel like I felt when I was lighting my one and only wooden match way back when I was nine.

There was no getting out of it. You have to go ahead and light it.

“All the time,” I say.

“Let’s try this again,” he says. “Do you put your feet on the walls at home?”

“Regularly,” I say.

“Let’s go down and see the man downstairs,” he says, and puts his hand out and grabs my arm.

I throw his hand off. I’m just as tall as Boyle. Our noses are almost touching. We look like that famous photograph of the soldier and the Mohawk Warrior that was in all the newspapers during the Oka crisis!

Then I say the two magic words that get you suspended from school every time.

One of them is a word that is used in every language on earth by everybody, according to Dink the Thinker.

The other word is “you.”
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