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Abstract 
 

Bounty is a collection of short stories that explores the lives of characters who 

have spent a significant portion of their lives in the fictional small town Bounty. The 

stories consider how small-town ideologies impede personal growth and impose a rigid 

social code onto its citizens. The accompanying introduction to the manuscript outlines 

the ways in which I have been influenced by four short story writers—Sherwood 

Anderson, Anton Chekhov, James Joyce, and Alice Munro. I offer brief criticism of their 

work, identifying features of their craft that have shaped my own collection: Anderson’s 

“Grotesques,” referring to those types of people who live in the small town; Chekhov’s 

psychological insights into character and his lyrical prose; Joyce’s depiction of Dublin 

whose traditions overshadow progression and free thought; and Munro’s conception of 

the short story as a house. Furthermore, the introduction explores short story theory, by 

such scholars as Charles E. May, Michael Trussler, and Nadine Gordimer. In particular, 

the introduction expounds on Frank O’Connor’s thesis which proposes that human 

alienation dominates the short story and on Susan Lohafer’s thesis that homecoming and 

home-leaving create the dominant rhythm of the short story.  Short story theory and the 

poetics of the fiction writers mentioned above provide the theoretical framework for this 

thesis. 
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Introduction 
 
 
 

Bounty is a manuscript of short fiction that focuses on Bounty, a fictional 

Saskatchewan town. It is the archetypal small town whose residents embody small-town 

characteristics, such as strong work ethic and resilience in the face of immense obstacles, 

along with the less favourable attitudes of xenophobia and intransigence.  The stories 

explore how characters’ actions are always tied to their cultural background, 

demonstrating how their values and beliefs have been informed by a small town ethos. 

The prevailing theme of the collection has to do with the influence of small-town 

ideologies; however, stories also explore aesthetics, the nature of memory, the act of 

commemorating, what it means to grieve, parent-child relationships, marriage, the natural 

world, and ethics. This introduction contains a section devoted to the four short story 

writers whose work has had the greatest influence in my writing this collection: 

Sherwood Anderson, Anton Chekhov, James Joyce, and Alice Munro. In my discussion 

of their poetics, I consider short story theory related to their craft and I refer to specific 

stories from my collection to reveal how these writers have influenced my fiction. The 

final section of the introduction offers an overview of my own poetics. I describe my 

vision of the short story, its structure, character, and theme. Throughout the introduction, 

I demonstrate how my collection of stories reveals the dominant themes, rhythm, and 

preoccupations of the short story genre. 

Sherwood Anderson 
 

In Winesburg, Ohio, a collection of short stories set in the eponymous place, 

Anderson’s Winesburg residents are disconnected, isolated, lonely—conditions 

commonly seen in short fiction. Frank O’Connor, in The Lonely Voice, identifies how 
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human alienation dominates the short story: “There is in the short story at its most 

characteristic something we do not often find in the novel—an intense awareness of 

human loneliness” (19). With the exception of George—the journalist present in many of 

the stories—all of Winesburg’s residents are frightfully alone and are portrayed as 

pathetic, paranoid, eccentric individuals: Doctor Reefy, who for ten years has worn the 

same suit filled with wads of paper on which he’d written down his thoughts, shuts 

himself in his office, paralyzed by grief for his dead wife; Wash Williams, bitter and 

misogynistic, pushes everyone away with his malice. In my story “The Correction Line,” 

Marissa, ostracized by her family’s scandalous reputation and by her own status as a 

single mother, lives in isolation. The town’s contempt toward the single parent is 

substantiated when Marissa fails to recognize that her fiancé is a pedophile and he 

molests her daughter. Rather than offering support, the town condemns her further and 

gloats that their censure was not unfounded. 

It is not surprising that Marissa and many characters in Bounty leave or desire to 

leave the town. O’Connor proposes that the alienated characters who reside in the short 

story dream of escape (18). He cites Anderson’s story “Mother,” in which the mother of 

George expresses her longing to leave Winesburg: “She dreamed of joining some 

[theatre] company and wandering over the world, seeing always new faces and giving 

something out of herself to all people” (Anderson 20). Her life in Winesburg has been 

one of disappointment and she does not wish George to share her failure: “I will in some 

way keep defeat from [George] . . . I will take any blow that may fall if but this my boy 

be allowed to express something for us both” (17). O’Connor refers to the tendency for 

short story characters to be beaten down or what he calls “defeat inflicted by a society 
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that has no sign posts, a society that offers no goals and no answers” (18). Bounty offers 

clear goals and social mores; however, they are so prescriptive and absolute that the 

residents of Bounty are denied free thought. People must conform or they will be 

excommunicated. In “Run Out of Town,” Erik does not accept the town’s unspoken 

decree that certain residents are not to be challenged. As a result, he loses his business 

and his reputation and has no choice but to relocate. Characters like Marissa and Jessica 

(from “Picasso’s Women”) do not fit into the Bounty mould and there are no alternatives. 

Their small-town background does not give them the tools to live a meaningful life. What 

it gives them is a rigid value system which, despite their criticism and rejection of it, still 

rings in their head and sentences them to perpetual failure.  When characters accept 

Bounty’s categorical pronouncements, they have no sense of agency; they’re dull and 

vapid.  For example, Dave in “Picasso’s Women” accepts that he is a loser—according to 

Bounty’s classification—and he never rises above that station. For the most part, 

characters in Bounty live far beneath their potential because the small town stymies their 

growth. 

The dominant impulse in my collection is the urge to escape, to carve out a life 

beyond Bounty’s town limits, even if characters can never purge Bounty from their 

consciousnesses. For eighteen years, Marissa has desired to leave behind her suffocating 

existence in Bounty. Jeremy (“Summer Sensations”) has waited for the day he could rid 

himself of the abject—shoveling urine-soaked straw and wiping off bloody membrane 

stuck to the face of a newborn calf—and when he could be free from the gossip and back- 

biting of the small town. When characters leave, such as Jessica, they return to Bounty; 

often it’s their memories of Bounty that undermine their attempts at creating new 
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personae.  Characters like Erik and even Jessica are driven out of the town for failing to 

conform to the town’s narrow mores. 

In constructing his loneliness thesis, O’Connor identifies the kinds of characters 

represented in short fiction: “Always in the short story there is this sense of out-lawed 

figures wandering about on the fringes of society” (19). More specifically, he identifies in 

the short story “a submerged population group . . . [which] changes its character from 

writer to writer, from generation to generation” (18). O’Connor refers to Anderson’s 

provincials as an example. I have identified a submerged population group in my stories: 

rural people overcompensating for their feelings of inferiority. Despite characters moving 

to new cities, they continue to view themselves through Bounty’s worldview; their 

epistemology has been informed by Bounty ideology and they rarely acquire the 

intellectual resources to free themselves from narrow, self-loathing systems of thought. 

Bounty natives living in cities feel like second-class citizens because their small town has 

successfully stifled free-thinking and education and aesthetic sensibility; as a result, they 

are insecure and resigned to the margins. Those who stay remain ignorant or oppressed. 

Anderson’s collection explores relationships between citizens of the small town. I 

have already established that most of his Winesburg residents live in isolation even 

though they know of one another. What Anderson suggests is that people in small towns 

have an awareness of each other but they lack the empathy to really understand their 

neighbours. When Anderson first introduces his characters, he describes them through the 

attitudes and perceptions of the townspeople, then he reveals their experiences and 

perceptions. Charles E. May explains: “In the short story we are presented with 

characters in their essential aloneness, not in their taken-for-granted social world” (333). 



5  

While Anderson’s stories, and mine, portray characters through the eyes of its small-town 

residents, these viewpoints are intended to emphasize the way society constructs human 

identity regardless of individual desire. As a result, Anderson’s characters isolate 

themselves in order to experience subjectivity. In their isolation, they expose their 

vulnerability and solitude. This is illustrated in the story “Adventure,” in which Alice 

yields to the urge to run through the town naked, “to leap and run, to cry out, to find some 

other lonely human and embrace him” (63), but after the event, she thinks “many people 

must live and die alone, even in Winesburg” (64). Her revelation is key to my portrayal 

of the small town as well, for I present the characters as isolated in a town, small enough 

that almost everyone can name the other citizens in and around the town, yet, as in 

Anderson, people do not have empathy for their fellow citizens. Characters are alienated 

because most people in Bounty really don’t want others to be happy or to succeed. 

Small towns are filled with certain types of people, which Anderson terms 

“grotesques” in his prologue, “The Book of the Grotesque.” The old man of the prologue 

explains that people, presumably the characters in Winesburg, Ohio, become grotesques 

when they fixate on an exclusive “truth,” a rigid adherence to one polarized value system 

such as “the truth of virginity” while negating entirely “the truth of passion” (18). This 

phenomenon of monomania that exists among small-town people is consistent with my 

conception of characters residing in Bounty who adopt narrow belief systems that 

alienate them from others. My characters are not as narrow, perhaps, as Anderson’s but I 

certainly accept his character’s claim that provincial people choose (or are compelled to 

choose) sides. My small town is a partisan community: people are divided into right or 

left wing and that political distinction determines social circles. To some extent, religious 
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affiliation is also a deciding factor; entrepreneurship and post-secondary education are 

often polarizing. In my stories, I consider how ideology divides members within the 

community and distinguishes small-town residents from urban dwellers. Jeremy, in 

“Summer Sensations,” is from a line of farmers who see little benefit in advanced 

education and certainly not in studying art. These are some examples of how I have 

accepted Anderson’s idea of small-town monomania and adapted it for Bounty in the 

1990s. 

Anton Chekhov 
 

I read Chekhov because his work is aesthetically complicated and because it 

provides philosophical insight into the human condition and psychological awareness of 

character. He is my favourite short story writer in terms of prose style; his stories have a 

lyric quality and I enjoy reading them for that quality alone. The ending of “The Lady 

with the Dog” is indicative of his syntax: “And it seemed as though in a little while the 

solution would be found, and then a new and splendid life would begin; and it was clear 

to both of them that they had still a long, long road before them, and the most 

complicated and difficult part of it was only just beginning” (257). He incorporates 

parallelism by repeating the conjunction “and” which reinforces all of the variables on 

which their “solution” is contingent. The loose sentence style matches the way that we 

often think and naturally speak. I find myself using similar patterns in my stories. One 

example is from the story “Picasso’s Women.” 

He can’t stop remembering—the leather couch, holding her in his arms while she 

cried about her mother’s suicide, or the spare bedroom where he made love to her 

and told her he’d always be there for her, or the kitchen bar where she sat on a 
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stool, bright-eyed, learning how to mix drinks, her long hair as straight as the 

mixer, her tongue toying the straw around her mouth, or the music, every song, 

Tom Petty, AC/DC, Madonna, even the soap in the bathroom—it’s all haunted by 

Jessica’s presence, except that she isn’t present. 

I want the prose to capture that feeling of us spilling out our hearts, which is why it’s 

loose and rambling and I repeat the conjunct ion “or” because the “or,” indicates 

alternatives except that every alternative is the same: there is nothing that can erase his 

grief. 

Chekhov’s stories are characteristic of the modernist technique for rendering 

reality—impressionistic—which emphasizes subjective experience. In addition, like other 

modernists, he privileges inner reality over plot-driven narratives. His characterization is 

often revealed through dialogue or subtle actions. This kind of rendering of character 

through details is an example of T.S. Eliot’s “objective correlative”: “The only way of 

expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an ‘objective correlative’; in other 

words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of that 

particular emotion; such that when the external facts, which must terminate in sensory 

experience, are given, the emotion is immediately evoked” (par. 7). In Anna’s hotel 

room, where Gurov anticipates sexual gratification, Chekhov provides a curious detail: 

“There was a water-melon on the table. Gurov cut himself a slice and began eating it 

without haste” (249). Chekhov doesn’t describe the couple having intercourse, but Gurov 

eating the watermelon is the “objective correlative” that evokes the sexual. 
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Chekhov’s philosophical overtones are often accomplished through the narrator’s 

commentary, which interrupts the text. For example, Chekhov’s third-person narration of 

“The Lady with the Dog,” gives way to the narrator’s subjective voice: 

The leaves did not stir on the trees, grasshoppers chirruped, and the monotonous 

hollow sound of the sea rising up from below, spoke of the peace, of the eternal 

sleep awaiting us. So it must have sounded when there was no Yalta, no Oreanda 

here; so it sounds now, and it will sound as indifferently and monotonously when 

we are all no more. And in this constancy, in this complete indifference to the life 

and death of each of us, there lies hid, perhaps, a pledge of our eternal salvation, 

of the unceasing movement of life upon earth, of unceasing progress towards 

perfection (250). 

Then the narrator shifts back to Gurov’s perspective: “Gurov thought how in reality 

everything is so beautiful in this world when one reflects” (250). Chekhov’s narrative 

strategies offer metaphysical musings and insight into human nature such as the effect of 

post-coital euphoria on one’s perception of reality. 

Chekhov is highly conscious of presenting a reality that shows the psychology of 

his characters. He explains his poetics throughout his letters; in one letter, he writes: 

“That the world swarms with ‘dregs and scum’ is perfectly true. Human nature is 

imperfect, and it would therefore be strange to see none but righteous ones on earth. . . . 

‘Artistic’ literature is only ‘art’ in so far as it paints life as it really is. Its vocation is to be 

absolutely true and honest” (50). His portrayal of the sledge-driver in “Misery” is a 

portrait of a lonely, defeated man who has lost the will to live: “Iona Potapov . . . is all 

white like a ghost. He sits on the box without stirring, bent as double as the living body 
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can be bent. If a regular snow drift fell on him it seems as though even then he would not 

think it necessary to shake it off” (258). Chekhov’s description of Iona captures the 

character’s psyche; there is no need for Chekhov to explain to the reader that Iona is 

depressed or filled with grief. I, also, have attempted to be more implicit in my rendering 

of character, trusting that the reader will draw the inferences from description. To portray 

Jessica’s depression, I describe her sitting on the toilet clutching endometrial tissue and 

rocking back and forth as though she’s rocking baby Portia. 

I have noted how O’Connor expounds on the notion of loneliness in the short 

story through his analysis of Anderson, in which O’Connor identifies two loneliness sub- 

themes, including the tendency for alienated characters to adopt false personalities (88). 

For example, Gurov considers how he has two lives and how “everything that constituted 

the core of his life, was going on concealed from others; while all that was false, the shell 

in which he hid to cover the truth . . . all that went on in the open” (431). The short story 

fixates on the proclivity for humans to mask the real self with a persona constructed by 

society.  In my collection, characters hide behind professions or relationships in order to 

mask a repressed artist or other desires which are not socially accepted in Bounty. Jessica 

highlights this impulse in her obsession with Picasso’s representations of women, 

especially the masked women in Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. She likes the Cubists 

because they portray reality in a way that is commensurate with her experiences. Even 

though Picasso’s representations of women are distorted or masked, they are depicted as 

complex emotional and sexual beings. The painting Girl Before a Mirror, for example, 

offers a number of perspectives of a woman, including what she sees when she looks in 

the mirror, underscoring how her appearance to others is radically different than what she 
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sees.  In Jessica’s relationship with Dave, her role as his mistress is a performance, like 

the wearing of a mask; playing this part is a way for her to repress grief and mental 

illness. The small town doesn’t want people to be “real,” in Chekhov’s sense. 

The final point I wish to draw from O’Connor’s loneliness thesis is the desire for  

a narratee. People want someone to listen to their stories, their experiences, their 

heartache. In the short story, this quest for a narratee is most often futile. Chekhov’s 

sledge-driver in “Misery” searches for someone with whom he can share his grief over 

losing a son, but he finds no one, except the old horse. In “Picasso’s Women,” Jessica has 

Dave but he doesn’t have the emotional or intellectual capacity to listen to her and to 

validate her feelings. Jessica, who suffers from mental illness, begins speaking to the 

women in Picasso’s paintings and even to Picasso, imagining that his paintings are also 

representative of her. The search for a narratee is usually a failure because people in 

Bounty don’t trust each other and, when they do place their trust in people, they might get 

driven out of town like Erik. 

James Joyce 
 

It is Joyce’s Dubliners that I turn to when I think about representing place. Even 

though Joyce’s stories are set in Dublin, the vision they offer of human life is not 

exclusive to Dublin; on the contrary, his depiction of Dublin speaks to many places, 

including to my experiences of the small town. He explains: "For myself, I always write 

about Dublin, because if I can get to the heart of Dublin I can get to the heart of all the 

cities of the world. In the particular is contained the universal” (Ellman 112). Joyce’s 

stories offer philosophical insight into human nature. Dublin is not a small town, but 

Joyce treats it as such, endowing it with the kinds of provincial attitudes one associates 
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with the small town. In “A Little Cloud,” for example, Dublin is the oppressive and 

unfashionable town, while London and Paris are the cosmopolitan centres, burgeoning 

with culture and social progression. I don’t lavish quite that degree of mystique onto 

Regina or Vancouver in my collection; however, the city, as a place of opportunity and 

culture and education, is meant to contrast with the small town.  In Dubliners, characters 

often have an uneasy relationship with Dublin. For example, Gallagher, in “A Little 

Cloud,” refers to “dear dirty Dublin,” suggesting that his feelings are ambivalent or 

conflicted concerning his native city (47). In the same story, Little Chandler’s perceptions 

of Dublin are inconsistent. He describes his view out the window: “The glow of a late 

autumn sunset covered the grass plots and walks. It cast a shower of kindly golden dust 

on the untidy nurses . . . it flickered upon all the moving figures—on the children who ran 

screaming along the path and on everyone who passed through the gardens” (44). In this 

description, Dublin’s sunset floods everything with its brilliant light. Later when Little 

Chandler walks in the streets of Dublin, his description of Dublin changes significantly: 

“The golden sunset was waning and the air had grown sharp. A horde of grimy children 

populated the street. . . . He picked his way deftly through all that minute vermin-like life 

and under the shadow of the gaunt spectral mansions in which the old nobility of Dublin 

had roistered” (45). Dublin’s history, represented by “the gaunt spectral mansions,” 

overshadows its present. When his relationship with Dublin is mediated through a 

window pane, it is beautiful, but the palpable Dublin is rotting and grotesque. 

My portrayal of Bounty is also ambiguous. In “Run Out of Town,” for example, 

the narrator exclaims: “What a pretty little street.” And by appearances Bounty is 

charming and cheerful; however, beneath this veneer is something sinister: people who 
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do not conform to its social mores are beaten down, rejected, driven out. The town is an 

oppressive place, similar to Dublin who confines some citizens to a psychological prison. 

The eponymous woman from “Eveline” and Little Chandler are both paralyzed and 

trapped in Dublin, in spite of opportunities to venture out into the world. In my 

collection, characters like Marissa finds themselves submerged in the ideological 

restraints of Bounty. Always, the characters have a complicated relationship with Bounty. 

Susan Lohafer maintains that the “homecoming/home-leaving” experience is the 

central narrative rhythm in the short story. Home, for Lohafer, is not synonymous with 

place; she defines it in terms of primordial desire.  In a Wascana Review interview with 

Lohafer and May, interviewer Michael Trussler considers Lohafer’s homecoming idea: 

“On the one hand, it’s a broad theoretical position, but on the other hand, it works on all 

the levels you’re talking about. Short fiction does manifest the idea of homecoming on a 

primordial level, a linguistic level, and a psychological level” (20). Lohafer explains how 

homecoming and home-leaving “rest on a very fundamental binary human experience of 

security and insecurity, well-being or a threat to well-being” (20). She connects these 

binaries to survival: “the short story is the form that corresponds most closely to the basic 

cognitive scenarios in which we gauge our security or danger in the world, our at- 

homeness or alienation there” (15-6). Again, we see O’Connor’s loneliness thesis 

dominating short story theory. The relationship to home, for Lohafer, is really about how 

secure one feels in the world. Geographical movement in the short story is often the result 

of an unconscious primal drive for survival. Jessica’s departure from Bounty is a 

primordial urge to flee, to escape abuse and self-loathing; then she is driven back to 

Bounty because it seems safer than remaking herself in an unknown wilderness. Like 
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Eveline, she is “passive, like a helpless animal” (23). The small town has a magnetic 

force around it, either attracting or repelling the characters: it attracts those who are 

caught in cycles of self-destruction like Jessica and it repels those who have managed to 

strip away some of the self-loathing attitudes inherent in Bounty natives.  Either way, the 

small town is the locus of their lives. 

Life in Bounty can become routine and mindless: its residents accept its 

construction of reality even though they sense they’re trapped in ideology. A blurred 

version of reality dulls its residents’ keenness and they accept its distortions. Life beyond 

its boundaries is terrifying; those who do leave retreat back because they lack the 

intellectual resources to live outside of Bounty’s epistemological and ontological 

constructs. In “The Dead,” Joyce’s Gabriel illustrates a similar phenomenon in his story 

about his grandfather’s horse, Old Johnny, who circles the statue of King Billy, going 

round and round, unable to break free from ingrained patterns. Gabriel, like Old Johnny, 

is also stuck in a pattern of repetition, which denies him happiness and freedom. There is 

circularity in my stories, as well: characters continue to circle back to the centre of their 

consciousness, which, unfortunately, is their hometown roots. 

Alice Munro 
 

Unquestionably, the short story writer who has influenced me more than any other 

is Munro. If I could align my fiction with any creative writing tradition, it would be with 

her work. I understand form and narrative construction from her stories. In her essay 

“What is Real?” she explains her writing process: “So when I write a story I want to 

make a certain kind of structure, and I know the feeling I want to get from being inside 

that structure” (1072). In the process of building a structure to house the feeling, which 
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she equates to “the soul of the story,” she accumulates necessary supplies for the 

structure: “Some of the material I may have lying around already, in memories and 

observations, and some I invent, and some I have to go diligently looking for (factual 

details), while some is dumped in my lap (anecdotes, bits of speech). I see how this 

material might go together to make the shape I need” (1072). For Munro, the structure is 

only important in so much as it provides the right kind of shape for the feeling she wants. 

When I write stories I follow Munro’s process and vision of building a “story house” out 

of scraps of stuff I’ve gathered from any and everywhere. Like Munro, and other writers, 

I would like to think that I possess that artistic compulsion to hoard, to hoard memories 

and news stories and tidbits of gossip and genuine heart-felt confessions of friends and 

family. Although Munro may incorporate a detail from a real place or factual event, she 

does it “for the sake of [her] art and to make this structure that encloses the soul of [her] 

story” (1072). Indeed, I concur with her assessment which is why occasionally my 

characters embody similar events to actual people I know. 

When I was writing “Run Out of Town,” I was interested in portraying how 

small-town people can band together to exile someone who doesn’t abide by their 

unwritten code of conduct; the “feeling” I was after, to use Munro’s discourse, is 

viciousness. While I was thinking about what that would feel like, I recalled an 

experience in which I encountered ferocious dogs, and this memory surfaced in my story. 

I was about sixteen and my car acquired a flat tire while I was driving on back roads to 

get to my home. Like Erik, I doubled back to a farm house I had passed, a farmyard with 

fierce dogs guarding it; fortunately, for me, the woman who owned the place had just left 

and saw me in her rearview mirror before I entered the enclosed yard. She slammed on 
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the brakes and shifted into reverse, weaving backwards down the road and honking and 

yelling at me. Her erratic behaviour frightened me but I stood frozen for the seconds it 

took for her to reach me. She was breathless as she commanded me, “Never go into my 

yard! The dogs would rip you to shreds!”  After climbing into the truck cab, we drove 

into her yard where she pulled right up to the front door of the house and took one long 

step from the truck into the front entrance, the way that Marj does in my story. Indeed, I 

saw that the dogs were ferocious, baring their teeth at me, and I shuddered, imagining 

what they would have done to me had I entered their territory. I experienced an intense 

feeling in that moment of realizing that I could’ve been killed by three violent dogs; I 

knew that was the feeling I wanted to convey in the story, not only through the dogs’ 

attack, but through the Kentworth’s (and their minions’) rancorous act of driving out Erik 

and Mara.  I needed a family who had enough political and economic clout that people 

supported their position on town matters, because they feared the consequences of not 

heeding. Every scene in the story is to bring the reader to the end where he or she will 

shudder at the viciousness of the Kentworths: in the butcher shop, the reader encounters 

the viscera, which correlates to the kind of coarse malice lurking in the bowels of the 

town. The animal’s putrid entrails that catch in the nostrils of Erik and Russell (and the 

reader) foreshadow Bounty’s vulgar nature hidden beneath her charm. The large family 

dinner at the Johnsons invites the reader to sigh with contentment of being with loved 

ones and to help the reader to like the Johnsons and to feel their pain when the town turns 

against them. 

Not only do I adopt Munro’s approach to writing the short story, I try to follow 

her experiments with characters. May identifies “the elusive and mysterious ‘secret ’ life 
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of the characters of Munro’s short stories,” characters who are given to “an obsessed 

inner consciousness” (22). Munro, like Chekhov, creates the illusion that she is simply 

telling a realistic story about actual people with whom we can identify, and indeed she is, 

but the realistic story isn’t what is important: it’s the ideas she poses about human 

experience. For example, in the story “Powers,” Munro describes Nancy’s visit to the 

private mental hospital, but beyond communicating Nancy’s experience, she may be 

describing how we relate to home, to others, even to reality itself. She writes: 

[Nancy] recognized something else. Along with the hard pressure of the light and 

the noise, there was the same feeling she got in her own house, and that other 

people coming into her house must be aware of even more strongly. The feeling 

of something being out of kilter, in a way that could not be fixed or altered but 

only resisted, as well as you could. Some people entering such places give up 

immediately, they do not know how to resist, they are outraged or frightened, they 

have to flee (303). 

This passage is also reminiscent of Munro’s vision of the short story: a “feeling” she 

wants her short story structure to inhabit. Munro is more interested in what May calls 

“the hidden story, of emotion and secret life, communicated by atmosphere, tone, and 

mood . . . always about something more unspeakable, more mysterious than the story 

generated by the reader’s focus on characters and what happens next” (“Why Does Alice 

Munro Write Short Stories?” 23). This is certainly my experience of reading Munro; she 

has an uncanny ability to pull her readers into the story, only to jolt them with some 

ironic twist. 
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Another feature of Munro’s writing is her interest in artistic experience and 

aesthetic effects. Her characters are often budding writers or artists who learn what it is to 

create a work of art. They may be compelled to “shed” like the mother in “Miles City, 

Montana.” The mother describes her “real work” as “a sort of wooing of distant parts of 

myself” (The Progress of Love 88). In this story, Munro explores the process of creating 

narrative. I consider these ideas in “Picasso’s Women” with Jessica, the painter, who is 

trying to make sense of her history and emotions by representing them in art, and it is 

Cubism which offers her a system of representation amenable to her perceptions of 

reality. She attempts to represent her being separate from the narratives imposed on her 

by her small town. In her story, “Fiction,” Munro considers what it means to be the 

subject of someone else’s narrative. The protagonist, Joyce, becomes a character in a 

short story written by Christie who was a part of Joyce’s life many years ago. Christie’s 

telling of the story does not always bear witness to Joyce’s memories of the events. The 

narrator expresses the resentment Joyce feels, as the subject of another’s narrative: “Here 

was where the writer would craft her ugly invention onto the people and the situation she 

had got out of real life, being too lazy to invent but not to malign” (56). The characters in 

Bounty must negotiate their identities apart from those identities thrust on them by their 

hometown. 

The nature of memory is a subject of great interest to Munro. In “Miles City 

Montana,” the narrator begins the story by recounting her father carrying the body of a 

drowned boy. The narrator describes her memory of this scene: “He was like a heap of 

refuse that had been left out all winter. His face was turned to my father’s chest, but I 

could see a nostril, an ear, plugged up with greenish mud” (1141). Then she corrects 
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herself: “I don’t think so. I don’t really think I saw all this. . . . I must have heard 

 
someone talking about that and imagined that I saw it” (1141). From reading her fiction, I 

have really begun to question the validity of my childhood memories, especially when 

they seem only to be memories that were photographed. In addition, my memories of 

family events are different from my twin sister’s even though we were witnesses of the 

same thing. Sometimes I am convinced that something happened to me only to realize 

that it happened in a book or TV program and that I somehow adopted it as my past. 

These are all issues of memory that I am interested in and that I look to Munro for 

insight. 

All of my stories are filled with characters’ memories, and I am interested in 

exploring why people remember what they do: Why does Jeremy remember the belt his 

father gave him? Why does the little girl Andrea spark Jessica’s memory? What we retain 

in our memories seems so arbitrary and so fragmented, yet they shape our life’s narrative. 

In my stories, it is often memory that unfolds the narrative and, as such, events are often 

out of sequence and even incongruous at times. I include memory trigger points for my 

characters. A trigger point might be an encounter with a person from the past or it might 

be a phrase or a photograph. Then I explore how the events are often misinterpreted or at 

odds with reality. 

Munro often writes about small towns, which are mostly set in Ontario from 

 
post-WWII to the 1970s. Her portrayal of small-town Ontario during the 1960s and 1970s 

seems quite consistent with my experience of growing up in small-town Saskatchewan in 

the 1980s and 1990s. Intelligent women are regarded with disdain; artists are even more 

suspect; and people are untrusting, even vindictive. Her small towns are not places where 
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I would want to live. Perhaps I give Bounty a softer rendering than Munro’s towns, but I 

certainly portray it as a stifling, even hostile place. 

Poetics of the Collection 
 

I conceived of the collection of Bounty stories before I formally began my MA 

thesis but had already begun writing stories and realized that most of my characters were 

from small towns. I wanted to explore how the small-town ethos informed people’s 

worldviews. I made a mental list of ideas I wanted to address in the Bounty collection: 

disdain for art, feelings of inferiority toward city dwellers, utilitarianism, resentment and 

distrust toward educated people, concerted efforts to oust people who don’t belong, and 

bigotry. I also wanted to portray some positive components of a small town: hard- 

working farmers, citizens rallying behind people (if they’re the right kind of people) 

when they’ve had a tragedy or loss, a greater degree of safety, and a more palpable 

connection to the natural landscape. Each of my stories had its genesis in one of these 

small-town phenomena: “Summer Sensations” considers how the small town suppresses 

art and invalidates the artist; in “Run Out of Town,” I was interested in demonstrating 

how a friendly and supportive town, in a moment, can turn sinister. The phenomenon is 

the kernel of the story. 

In terms of form, each of my stories has a similar structure: a series of scenes 

which communicate the narrative and these scenes are interspersed with flashbacks. 

Often my flashbacks are prompted by the protagonist’s memories. In this way, I try to 

structure the story the way people experience reality. Sometimes my character’s 

memories will be stimulated by an encounter with someone from the past and that brief 

happenstance, to me, looks like this: I run into a person I haven’t seen for a number of 
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years and, immediately, my mind recalls one or two past events we shared and then I’m 

filled with the emotion connected to the past events, whether it’s guilt or envy or 

melancholy, and I begin searching my soul, assessing who I was and who I’ve become. I 

wonder how the other person must be taking in the situation. Sometimes one memory  

will lead to another and to another and everything will seem disconnected and I will try to 

tie the memories together but that fails. After the standard performance in which we 

exchange platitudes, we part. I forget what was said, but I have an impression of that 

meeting. The problem is that I won’t know if the impression is a result of the memories, 

of my mood, or of the encounter itself. In the end, I question the validity of my 

experiences when they are so informed by context and past and temperament. This is 

what I think Nadine Gordimer is getting at when she describes the nature of the short 

story:  “There is a consistency of relationship throughout the experience [in the novel] 

that cannot and does not convey the quality of human life, where contact is more like the 

flash of fireflies, in and out, now here, now there, in darkness. Short-story writers see by 

the light of the flash; theirs is the art of the only thing one can be sure of—the present 

moment” (180).  Michael Trussler maintains that “the core of the short story is the 

subjective experience of temporality” (560).  I agree with Gordimer’s and Trussler’s 

assessments and, as such, I try to build the structure of the story on present moments. I 

want the unfolding of the story to be consistent with the characters’ rendering of reality 

and I want each scene to give the character subjectivity in that moment. 

I want every story, on some level, to convey beauty or to cut to the core of what it 

means to be human. It may simply be through a rendering of the mundane reality in a 

small town or it may be through those rare and exquisite moments of intense loss or 
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incredible shame. In this way, I construct what I perceive to be singular moments into a 

narrative, a narrative of particulars which move toward the universal. In “Run Out of 

Town,” I piece together a visit to a butcher shop, a family dinner, a dog attack, and a 

gathering around the bed of the wounded protagonist. The individual scenes privilege the 

private over the public, the inner being over the external being. In “Summer Sensations,” 

Jeremy’s intimate exchanges with Jenny, his sexual awakening, and his personal guilt and 

grief over his dad’s death—these are the private, inner experiences, too intimate for 

public life. Trussler explains the nature of the narrative structure of the short story, which 

“posits . . . a form of historiography that emphasizes the integrity of the singular event, 

the autonomy of the moment” (561). In “Picasso’s Women,” the poignant moments in 

Jessica’s life—mother’s abuse and suicide, bittersweet relationship with Dave, releasing 

Portia for adoption—are to register as utterly painful experiences, not just events on a 

timeline. 

Through memory, the characters relive some of their formative years in Bounty. 

Like Munro, I explore dominant attitudes of the small town which stifle creativity and 

intellect, disable and hinder growth, and promote unstable and unbalanced relationships. I 

try to create a cast of small-town characters like Anderson’s Winesburg residents. In 

“Run Out of Town,” I offer a picturesque rendering of Bounty through the eyes of an 

outsider; then I reveal the malice lurking behind the white picket fences. Jeremy and 

Jessica demonstrate how small towns stifle artistic sensibilities. I reveal bigotry and 

intimidation. Characters either conform to Bounty expectations, or live repressed and 

vapid, or they deviate from Bounty’s norms, and suffer shame and rejection and 

disapproval. 
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In my collection, I consider what it means to be an artist/writer creating an 

aesthetic piece. It is Jessica, most notably, whose act of creating a Cubist self-portrait is 

meant to parallel with my construction of the story. Jessica brings the scraps of her 

history, her memory, her emotion, and everything else that informs her identity to the 

aesthetic work and then she sifts through these fragments to determine what fits into her 

artistic representation. I think, also, about the act of viewing an aesthetic object and what 

that looks like. When she stands before the Picasso paintings she interacts with them and 

she imagines herself in them. She wants someone to validate her reality by preserving it 

in art and, since she has no one, she takes on the task of rendering her being into a 

painting. This quest for preservation in the aesthetic object leads into another 

phenomenon I am attempting to address in the collection: the act of memorializing, which 

is creating a kind of narrative. In particular, Jessica wants to retain her memories of 

Portia which is why she has a photograph of her as a newborn and why she incorporates 

Portia’s features into the painting. Jeremy, too, desires to memorialize his father, which 

he can do by painting the prairies—the place that is almost synonymous with his father 

for they are inseparable. 

The final point I want to make is about prose because I employ many rhetorical 

strategies to convey specific effects. I am drawn to parallelism because it is so lyrical; I 

often use it when I want to express the sublime. Here is an example from “Summer 

Sensations”: “Everyone was tired, tired of driving to the city all the time, tired of doing 

all the farm work, tired of Maxwell suffering through chemo.”  I also create the periodic 

sentence style, whose clauses or phrases build into a crescendo effect when the sentence 

finally reaches the principal clause: “And if the sun hadn’t scorched the crop and if 
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there’d been enough rainfall to nourish the plants and if the grasshoppers hadn’t 

decimated the wheat heads—Maxwell would marvel at the fruitfulness of those seeds 

he’d sown only months earlier.” Sometimes I construct a series of fragments as short 

pointed details which are meant to represent the deluge of images experienced by the 

character. For example, to demonstrate the painful flood of memories Jessica 

experiences, I write: “Deep brown eyes. Agonizing moans. Infant bleats. Bunched up 

fists. Frightful shrieks. Buckets of blood. Silky ears. Fuzzy hair.” These are a few of the 

rhetorical strategies that I employ in my stories. 

Each story experiments with character and narration and prose, but they all share 

some of the characteristics of short fiction I mentioned in this essay. They are dominated 

by characters who are alienated and alone. Alone, they wade through daily minutiae. 

Alone, they fight obstacles. They bury loved ones alone; they suffer mental illness alone. 

Marginalized from society, the characters in this collection experience crises, often 

epistemological, which alienate them further. 
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Run Out of Town 
 
 
 

It’s different here in the spring. This greyed-out Saskatchewan prairie doesn’t 

hold much promise for life. Skeletal poplar trees, no longer adorned with layers of snow, 

stand exposed, their spindly branches gaping. Much of the snow has melted into muddy 

patches of grass, except the mounds of snow created by the ploughs, packed tight and 

dirtied by bits of gravel and clumps of grass mistakenly picked up by the grader. 

Erik glances at his dad, Russell, whose face is full of the same expectancy it had 

whenever Erik brought home his report card and waited to be assessed, measured. 

Validated? 

“Yeah, so it’s about a two hour drive from Regina, but we can cover a lot of miles 

in two hours, not like in Vancouver where it takes an hour to go twenty miles.” He 

laughs, nervously. 

Two hours of silence. 

 
Dull, greyish hues of the prairies merge with ecru tones of the unsettled skies 

dominating the atmosphere. 

Erik would not have chosen spring for his father to visit from Vancouver, at least 

not until some leaves had budded, but Russell could only get away on the Easter weekend 

in April so here he is, visiting his son in Bounty, Saskatchewan. 

The first sight when one nears Bounty is the brilliant orange Pioneer elevator, a 

beacon in the prairies. Bounty is a grain town, a bread basket of Canada.  There are three 

elevators in this town: the U.G.G. elevator, the Pool elevator, and the Pioneer elevator. 

Russell notes that the three elevators are like three bars on a graph. He wonders how 

profitable they are. The elevators are all on the north side of the railroad which divides 
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the town into “town” (there is no real designate for Bounty north of the tracks; it’s just 

Bounty) and “the other side of the tracks.” 

“It’s very quaint, Erik,” Russell takes in the small community of 600 or so people. 

“Yeah. I’ll give you a quick little tour of the town before I take you to the store.” 

Erik moved to Bounty to open a butcher shop in the small town where his wife comes 

from. 

Erik and his wife, Mara Johnson, met when they were in their twenties, planting 

trees in northern B.C. They tried living in Vancouver for a couple of years but they 

couldn’t make a go of it, so when Mara’s dad told them the town butcher was selling his 

shop, they decided to give it a try in Bounty. That was a year and a half ago and, today, 

Erik has opened the butcher shop under his own shingle and is generating substantial 

revenue. The former butcher had established a strong clientele, many of whom gave Erik 

a chance. Plus, Mara’s related to half the town and a lot of them pop by to patronize their 

cousin’s shop. It was all the upgrades and safety measures he’d had to implement which 

made running the business a tiring, and expensive, task. Besides the fact that Erik didn’t 

know anything about butchering an animal and he still felt like a murderer when he shot a 

cow in the head or carved up a pig. But he learned. He’d taken a meat-cutting course in 

the city, and the previous owner agreed to work under Erik’s employ so he could mentor 

him in carving up an animal carcass. What he did bring to the shop was a marketing plan. 

Russell will see that he is a savvy business man. 

“This is Main Street, the hub of the community.” 

 
What a pretty little street. A tree-lined boulevard ran its four block length, and 

every few feet there were park benches, painted John Deere green and shaped like farm 
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machinery. People could sit on the front-end loader bench or on the swather bench. From 

his window, Russell sees a couple of boys scoop up some of the sticky snow and shape it 

into enticing snow balls. Russell waits to see them throw it at each other, but their 

snowballs zing past the sidewalk pedestrians and splat against Russell’s window. Russell 

jerks back alarmed. 

Erik stammers, “Oh, Dad, I’m sorry. They- they’re just kids, you know?” 

“Erik, it’s fine. I’m not mad.” 

I’m not mad. But whenever Erik did that kind of thing, his dad was mad. In fact, 

he was really mad the time that Erik and his friends threw snowballs at the UPS truck and 

he made Erik write a letter of apology to the driver. He’s not mad? 

Several cars and trucks, parked at an angle, line both sides of the boulevard and 

there are people entering and exiting every store, stopping to greet one another, carrying 

mail from the post office or prescription bags from the pharmacy. It’s busy on the 

Thursday before Easter weekend when all the stores will be closed for three days.  Erik 

drives slowly down the street and offers commentary. 

“That’s the library.” It’s tucked into the corner of a welding shop. 

 
He slows down and points to a large warehouse-looking building with no 

windows, “That’s the new bowling alley; they just built it in the fall. I guess they don’t 

have a sign, yet. It’s nice. It also has an arcade and billiards.” Erik wants to dress up the 

town for Russell. 

They pass a hotel with a neon sign featuring the name of the hotel bar, Beef & 

Barley Pub, the “r” tube is almost depleted of gas so it’s barely visible. The large 

windows of the bakery show people sitting around bistro tables, drinking coffee and 
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nibbling on pastries. Many people are watching Erik and Russell slowly moving down 

the street. Some wave. 

There’s a restaurant called Chara on whose front door hangs a sign featuring the 

daily specials: 

Today’s Special 

Souvlaki  Pork 

Lemon Potatoes 

Greek Salad 

Dessert’s: Apple Pie or Bread Pudding 
 

$8.95 incl. coffee or pop 
 

Erik wonders if his dad will comment on the apostrophe error; he remembers how 

Russell was always a stickler for punctuation. Once Erik gave him a Father’s Day card 

and Russell saw it as a teaching moment: he advised Erik to place a colon after the 

greeting, “Dear Dad.” 

They continue passing more shops: a legion, a Town Hall, two grocery stores, 

three banks, a movie theatre: these are other store fronts they drive by. 

Erik pulls into an open spot across from the Post Office. “I’m just gonna run in 

and grab the mail, okay? Do you mind just waiting here?” 

“Sure.” 

 
Erik doesn’t know how to act around his dad; it’s going to be an arduous 

weekend. Erik’s parents divorced when he was in grade one, about six years old. He lived 

with his mom and only visited Dad a couple times a month, and then when he was a 

teenager he’d go weeks and weeks without ever seeing Russell. This weekend is going to 

be the greatest amount of time he’ll have spent with Russell since he was thirteen or so. 
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Mara thinks it’s sad that Erik has such a formal relationship with his dad and she wants to 

change this. 

Erik pulls out his mail key and opens his tiny mailbox. Peering into the box, he 

doesn’t see anything, but he can hear some paper rustling on the other side. It’s only 

10:25; he’s a bit early. Just as he thinks to come back later, his mail is stuffed into the 

box. As he retrieves the envelopes, he offers a thank you to the mail-sorter before 

clicking the door shut. Sifting through the pile of mail, he extracts the flyers and throws 

them on the table with all the others. 

Russell stands beside the truck, squinting as he moves his head back and forth to 

survey the street. He can see that it’s a miniature city scene, tall skyscrapers interspersed 

with smaller shops and cafes. Instead of skyscrapers this scene contains assorted store 

fronts staged among a few contemporary designs. The museum’s facade is shaped like a 

barn, painted red, and the hotel has an old western saloon store front and even a little log 

fence skirting around the front of the hotel. This anachronism is flanked by the light blue 

stuccoed Credit Union and the sprawling brick town office. He takes in the restaurant 

with the wide awning, affixed to sturdy log pillars, extending over the sidewalk; a 

chocolate brown picnic table is positioned to the right of restaurant’s concrete steps. 

Everything here is inviting, Russell thinks. 

Erik climbs back into the truck and completes the tour of Main Street. When they 

reach the dead-end boulevard, he takes a left and brings Russell past the M.P. Guelph 

School, which contains pre-kindergarten all the way up to grade 12. Mara teaches 

science, grade seven and up. 
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“It’s been hard for Mara to teach in her old stomping grounds, especially when 

some of her teachers are still teaching in the school. She can’t bring herself to call the 

principal Larry, because he was always Mr. Duke to her.” 

Russell nods. He hardly knows Mara but he’s looking forward to spending the 

weekend with his daughter-in-law. 

Erik wants to impress his dad, to show him that he’s successful here, that he’s 

making a living, that he’s his father’s son—a businessman. Owning a butcher shop can’t 

be what Russell imagined his son would be doing, but Russell did loan him the money to 

buy the business. It’s so blue collar, though. Erik is blue collar. Not like Russell who is 

the CFO of a construction company with offices throughout Vancouver Island and the 

Lower Mainland. 

“So here it is!” Erik hops out of the truck. 

 
He leads Russell into the front entrance and shows him the deli counter running 

the length of the wall. The glass panels give a clear view to the fat rolls of summer 

sausage and the coils of salami studded with peppercorns. The air is pungent with garlic 

and cheese and other seasonings. 

“I set up this deli shop last summer. I figured that we should brand our own cuts 

of meat so we did some experimenting, some focus groups and taste testing, and came up 

with five unique recipes,” Erik looks at Russell, trying to see hints of pride in his dad’s 

face. He keeps nattering on, “We also visited some delis in Regina and talked to other 

butchers and that helped us to know what others were doing and Mara’s dad makes his 

own deer sausage so he helped me a lot and gave me ideas for recipes.” 

Russell smiles, “Good job, Erik. That’s great. It sounds like you’re really into it.” 
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That’s not what Erik wants to hear, but he doesn’t really know what he wants. He 

blurts out, “Would you like to try the spicy salami we make?” 

Erik motions for the young woman behind the counter to choose a piece of the 

salami and then he invites her over, “Sandra, this is my dad, Mr. Fenske. Dad, this is 

Sandra.” 

“Hi, Sandra. Please call me Russell.” He looks quizzically at Erik. Russell folds 

the piece of salami in half and pops the whole piece in his mouth. 

Erik waits for a response and finally says, “We’re still experimenting, you know.” 

“It’s very good, Erik.” Russell shifts on his feet and looks around the store. A dry 

erase board features the specials of the day including a lunch sandwich: pastrami on rye. 

Four small circular wrough- iron tables are set up in front of the windows. Cushioned 

chairs offer customers a place to sit and enjoy their lunch sandwiches while they leaf 

through a newspaper or choose a book from the two-shelved bookcase in the corner. 

Russell would like to sit and read the Saskatchewan paper and eat a sandwich—that one 

bite of meat tempted him—but he wants Erik to dictate their schedule. 

“Dad, come to the back of the store and you can see where we do the 

slaughtering.” 

Russell is so white-collar, always in a suit and an office, except the odd time he 

attends a ribbon-cutting ceremony for one of his building projects. But that’s nothing like 

touring this bloody shop. 

“I know it’s kind of gross back here but I just want to show you some of the 

things we’ve done. Don’t worry, there aren’t any carcasses hanging or anything.” 
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“Okay. Well that’s good because I don’t know if I could eat the Easter ham if I 

had to see it cut off a pig,” Russell laughs. 

Russell laughs? Erik can’t help but taking a side glance at his dad. 

 
They catch a whiff of antiseptics and disinfectants which barely mask putrid 

entrails. 

“Here are the coolers and freezers where we store the meat after we cut and 

package it. Usually if a farmer brings us a cow or a pig, we’ll have his meat ready in 

three days. Sometimes they take longer to pick it up.” 

Erik pulls the freezer door open and condensed air billows out, fogging up 

Russell’s glasses. Erik steps inside and gestures to a large vat adjacent to the door. 

“These cuts of meat are from a young heifer I butchered on Monday. See how it’s 

labelled? D.R. That’s the initials of the guy I cut it for.” 

“Is that the meat from one cow?” 

 
“No. Actually, we sold one side of the cow to Daniel and the other half to his 

brother, David. David already picked up his side of beef; Daniel can’t come in until 

Tuesday.” 

“Well let’s get out of here before we get frost bite,” Russell rubs his arms 

vigorously. 

“This is the area where I cut the big pieces of meat into the cuts the owners want, 

like some people want a lot of roasts and others want more steaks.” 

The stainless steel room with its bright bulbs is sterile and cold like an operating 

room. On one wall, a magnetic knife holder has over half a dozen knives gleaming. 
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“Actually, I’m showing you the slaughterhouse in reverse of how I butcher the 

animal. I guess we should’ve started in the barn and walked through the chute and then 

you could see where I shoot the animal and then where I suspend the carcass to bleed out. 

That’s in the next room.” 

“Erik, this is impressive. You have quite an operation started here.” 

“Thanks.” Really? Is Russell really impressed? 

Erik quickly leads Russell past the skinner machines and past the ceiling hooks 

where he hangs the animals and then out into the barn where he can house three livestock 

if he needs to. Then Russell asks to see his sales reports and expense sheets. All of this 

takes over an hour and Erik thinks he should get Russell to the house so he can rest after 

his early morning flight. 

Once again Erik drives down Main Street, waving to almost everyone he passes. 

It’s surprising how many little shops spring up between the larger banks and stores. The 

Variety Store with beads strung across the inside windows is tucked in between the post 

office and the pharmacy and a red and white striped barbershop pole, which Russell 

hadn’t even noticed the first time, signals the way to the local barber. It’s a lovely 

gesture, the pole. 

“We’re living in Mara’s great-aunt’s house. She moved into the nursing home and 

wanted to sell her place. It still needs work. We need to change the carpeting and update 

the kitchen and everything.” Erik explains all of this as he carries Russell’s suitcase and 

leads the way into the house. 

Erik grew up in a modern two-story home in North Vancouver until his parents 

separated; then Erik moved with his mom into a decent-sized bungalow and his dad 
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moved into a downtown condo. Russell’s condo gave a spectacular view of the ocean and 

the mountains, but it was always formal and complicated going to visit his dad. He thinks 

his dad, primarily, came out to Saskatchewan so he could see the business that he’d 

invested in. 

“Thank you, Erik,” Russell takes the suitcase and sets it on the bed in the room 

Erik has directed him to. “This will be fine.” 

Gladly, Erik shuts the door of the guest bedroom and moves to the sofa in the 

living room where he sits back and closes his eyes. 

He likes Bounty even if it’s not Vancouver. Bounty undulates. When the children 

are in school, the town is slow and easy but when there’s a celebration like a fowl dinner 

at the United Church or a flea market in the town hall, the streets are lined with people 

laughing and waving. It becomes a dancing balloon rising and rising, inflated with energy 

from the crowd. He’s okay here. Mara likes being near her parents and they’re good to 

him. He doesn’t understand how everything works here though. 

* * * 

 
Mara’s parents, Darlene and Kendall Johnson, are hosting the Easter Sunday 

dinner and they have insisted that Russell join the family celebration. On the way out to 

the farm, Erik and Mara give Russell a brief history of the Johnsons, whose incorporated 

farm includes four sections of land. Mara explains that this is the Johnson Road because 

the four farms all belong to Johnsons: her uncle, her grandpa, her sister and husband, and 

then her parents’ farm at the end. The lane leading into Darlene and Kendall’s yard is 

lined with trees. It’s beautiful in the summer. 
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The front door opens and two kids run out of the house to give Uncle Erik a big 

hug. He grabs both of them under his arms, on either hip, and twirls them around. Dizzy, 

he sets them both down and they scream, “Again. Again.” 

“Boys, Uncle Erik has to go inside because his dad is visiting, so you have to 

leave him alone, okay?” Aunt Mara shoos them inside. 

When they sit at the dining table, Russell counts fifteen people around the table. 

That is incredible. They are squished into the corners and the people at the back are 

sitting on a bench, hip to hip. The overflow of guests is in the living room, their plates on 

their laps. 

“So Russell, Erik tells us that you’re a finance guy in Vancouver?” 

“Yeah, I’m the central finance officer for Brinkley Construction Inc.” 

Mara’s grandma, a tiny woman wearing a gingham apron, tells him that she was 

in Vancouver once. 

Russell smiles at this bright-eyed lady, “What did you think? Did you like it? It’s 

quite different from Saskatchewan.” 

“Hmmph. Do you know what I thought? I thought, boy those mountains sure ruin 

the view. You can’t see anything.” 

The table erupts with laughter; Russell laughs, reluctantly. 

 
Kendall reassures Russell, “Oh don’t mind Mother. She’s set in her ways. Darlene 

and I enjoyed Vancouver and Victoria when we were there a few years back. Mara 

graduated from UBC and we went out to her convocation and did some touring in 

Vancouver. I have a sister in Nanaimo so we visited her. Darlene and I both said if we 

ever retire, we’d move to Nanaimo.” 
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Russell nods, thinking. He didn’t meet Darlene and Kendall when they were out 

in Vancouver. 

Mara’s youngest sister, Pam, tells Russell about her ski trip to Whistler a couple 

of months ago. 

After several more Vancouver stories, the family moves into their own 

conversations. Russell listens in. 

“Can you believe that she is only six months pregnant? My God, she’s as big as a 

house already. Poor woman.” 

“Remember when I was pregnant with Mara? I looked like a whale . . .” 

 
Russell tuned out the women and turned to Kendall’s conversation with some of 

the men. 

“We’re going to plant a quarter section of spring rye this year. We’ll give it a go. 

The prices are up right now and I suspect they’ll keep rising; not many are growing it 

anymore.” 

“Yeah, well, the Kentworths are. They took three grain-truck loads to the elevator 

this week. They’ve been sitting on that rye for over a year now. They’re going to make a 

pretty penny on those loads.” 

Kendall shifts around in his chair. He’s not a fan of the Kentworths, especially 

that arrogant Ralph Kentworth, the reeve of the R.M. The dirty bastard put all the R.M.’s 

money into building a new grid road, conveniently running past the Kentworths’ northern 

farmland. That pissed everyone off. He’s also the John Deere dealer and you’re pretty 

much forced to buy your parts through him or drive into the city. When your tractor 

breaks down and you’re facing a time crunch, you don’t just take off to the city. Ralph 
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inflates the prices of everything in the shop. He’s a big supporter of their MLA who looks 

favourably on Bounty because of the Kentworth stake he holds, so Ralph keeps getting 

re-elected as reeve. Kendall sure the hell doesn’t vote for him. 

 
The dinner moves into dessert and coffee and someone sets up a Parcheesi game 

while others play a game of cribbage. Russell doesn’t play games. 

Erik thinks it’s time to get Russell back to town: “Hey, Dad, should we get going. 

We’ll have to leave by 7:30 in the morning, so you can catch your flight.” 

“Yeah sure, whenever you’re ready. I’m fine. Just watching this game.” 

Russell’s never been a watcher—not until this weekend. 

Kendall slouches back in his chair, his long legs extended so that they encroach 

on others’ space. Kendall picks his teeth with a toothpick. Russell has to admit he’s 

always felt uneasy around people who can get this comfortable. His ex-wife was like that. 

She’d waltz into the house, drop her bags at the door, throw her coat on a chair, kick her 

shoes wherever. And she’d sprawl all over the couch. He always found it distasteful, not 

to mention lazy. Russell has never lain on a couch; they’re to sit on. If he wants to lie 

down he’ll go to bed. Another thing his ex did was leave the bathroom door open when 

she was on the toilet. That always disgusted him, but he’s not really repelled at this 

family’s informality and lack of dignity. He’s curious. These people live differently than 

he lives. They play cards and they bustle about in the crowded kitchen where Mara’s 

sitting on the counter talking to her mom and aunt who’re over the sink, washing and 

drying the dishes. Kimmy’s putting dishes away. They’re very loud. From every room in 

the house people can be heard talking and if he strains his ear just a bit he can make out 

the conversations. This seems so indiscreet. 
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When they’re back at Erik and Mara’s place, Russell lies on his bed and thinks 

about that dinner party. He didn’t know how to talk to these kinds of people; he felt like 

an outsider. He’d never been with such a large family. There were fifteen people around 

that table and it wasn’t even as big as the table in his boardroom. He can understand why 

Erik is happy here. He came to talk to Erik about the trust fund he’d set up for him when 

he was little. He’ll have access to it next year when he turns thirty. Russell doesn’t want 

him to dump it into the butcher shop if it doesn’t seem viable, however; that’s why 

Russell backed his business loan and became a business partner in the endeavour. He 

wants to make sure that Erik has a retirement plan in place.  But he still hasn’t talked to 

him about any of this and he leaves tomorrow. 

Russell walks to the window, to look at the rain he can hear coming down. It’s a 

freezing rain, intermittent with snow. As he keeps watching, the rain gives over to heavy 

wet snow, which soon blankets everything. 

The laborious drive into the city the next morning took a toll on Erik whose 

shoulders are tense, his jaw clenched. The highway was slick from the freezing rain the 

night before and they practically crawled into Regina. Now that they are sitting in the 

airport, Russell’s bags checked and his boarding pass in hand, Erik finally starts to relax. 

“Thanks for having me this weekend, Erik. It was nice to get out of the city,” 

Russell finds it difficult to broach important subjects with Erik so he keeps his 

conversation to platitudes. 

“It was a good weekend, Dad.” 

Silence. 
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Russell stirs and stirs his coffee. Finally he says to Erik, “Umm. I wanted to talk 

to you about my estate. I have a trust set up for you and you’ll be able to withdraw money 

from it as soon as you’re thirty. And I just wanted you to know that I’m leaving my entire 

estate to you. I know you’ll be wise with it. I mean, it’s not millions or anything, but 

probably a million or so. I have no one else. You’re it, Erik.” 

Erik lets it all sink in. He’d kind of suspected that he would be Russell’s 

beneficiary but he just hadn’t thought about it that much. He figured Russell would live 

to ninety or something. But why is he making such an official announcement about it? Is 

he dying? Maybe he’s looking to ease his conscience with this guilt-ridden offering. 

“I don’t really know what to say, Dad. I mean, thank you, but I hope you’ll be 

around for a lot longer yet.” 

“I hope so, too.” Russell doesn’t sound so convinced. “I just want to make sure 

you know that you’re looked after.” 

While he and Mara were struggling in Vancouver, with Mara subbing and Erik 

failing at every enterprise, Russell never offered to help once. Now he’s come all the way 

to Saskatchewan to tell Erik about his inheritance. 

“Erik, I should go to my gate now. Anyway, thanks again. And also if you need 

anything, let me know. I’ll try to help you. If you need me to look over your financial 

statements or anything just give me a call, okay?” 

“Okay, thanks Dad.” Erik hastily hugs Russell good-bye. 

 
* * * 

 
Over the next couple of months, Russell phones Erik once a week, always Sunday 

mornings. Russell asks all about Mara’s family and the business and the weather and Erik 
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answers every question as succinctly as possible. This morning was especially awkward 

and then Russell talked about visiting again. He’d like to spend some more time at the 

butcher shop to see if he could help Erik streamline some costs. 

Erik is thinking about this conversation while driving out to the Johnsons’. He’s 

running late getting for family dinner, so he takes some of the back roads to get to the 

farm. It’s July, nice and dry; he doesn’t have to worry about getting stuck on these roads 

which have no gravel on them. He can fly over the hills. His wife calls the back roads 

“the whoop-de-doo roads,” because her dad would speed over the hills and, as a young 

girl, she would exclaim, “whoop-de-doo!” Erik chuckles imagining Mara, his fearless 

wife, egging on her dad to go faster, no doubt. 

“Oh, damn!” Erik shouts as he starts losing control of the steering wheel. He 

manages to pull the truck to a stop and he thinks it’s likely a flat, but it’s more than a flat 

tire: the wheel is at right angles to the truck. It must be the tie rod. 

“Damn!” 

 
He’s still about four miles from the farm, but he’d just passed a farm less than a 

quarter mile back. He doesn’t really know the people who live there; Mara would know 

them. It doesn’t matter. He’ll walk there and use their phone to get Mara or her dad to 

come and get him. 

It’s already 6:00, but the sun is still blazing, causing him to perspire before he 

walks any distance. It’s so dry this year. What he thinks was once a slough has dried up; 

it’s providing water for no bird or deer. A dog barks in the distance. That’s a good sign 

that someone actually lives at the farm. It looks like he can crawl over the wooden corral 

skirting the property, rather than walking all the way to the lane and climbing the iron 
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gate he sees.  His in-laws don’t gate their lane shut; it’s kind of strange that this farm is 

secured as such. 

Once he lands on the other side of the fence, he starts to jog to the farmhouse fifty 

feet away or so. Two Doberman dogs rush around from the other side of the house. His 

first response is to assure them that he’s safe. It’s okay, boy. Here boy. It’s okay. It 

doesn’t work; they bare their snarling teeth. He takes off, trying to reach the fence, but 

they’ve got him on the ground, ripping at his flesh. He cringes, hearing the crunch of his 

leg bone being snapped in two. Cold and hot—he’s shivering but burning up. And 

shaking—he can’t stop the shaking. But he can’t pass out: he’s gotta get the dogs off of 

him. Kick. Punch. Get off! Stop it! One dog’s torn the sleeve off his shirt and has clamped 

down hard on his arm. He’s kicking and swinging, but the dogs are getting more agitated 

and they keep biting. He rolls onto his stomach to protect his face and his gut. I’m going 

to die right here. He drifts out of consciousness. 

His lifelessness satisfies the dogs who loosen their teeth but remain sniffing and 

watching their prey. 

More than fifteen minutes elapse with him lying in the yard, bloody. Lifting his 

head a bit, he no longer sees the dogs; they must’ve dealt with the threat and moved on. 

He’s only about three feet from the fence, but he’s scared to stand up. What if the dogs 

run after him again? He didn’t have the ability to outrun them the first time; how’ll he do 

it now? So he creeps, just a few inches, toward the fence—his only way out. The flesh on 

his forearm is actually hanging off his elbow, so that the bone is exposed. He shudders at 

the mangled flesh and sinks back into the ground, convinced that he will never have the 

strength to climb over the fence. Blood spews out of his mouth as he coughs. He clutches 
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at his stomach trying to stop the searing pain that comes with the coughing. On the right 

side of his stomach, too, the dogs have ripped away skin, all the way around his back. 

Instinctively, he presses his good arm into the bleeding side. The sun beaming its heat at 

him, the prickly grasses he’s lying in, and the pains stabbing his body—together lull him 

into unconsciousness. 

Marj Kentworth pulls into the farmyard, locking the gate behind her. Here are 

those damn dogs. They’re more work than they’re worth, she thinks. She, herself, is quite 

nervous of them and, in fact, pulls the truck up close to the front door so she can leap into 

the house. They don’t really live here, her husband and she. It’s their farm but they live in 

the town. People kept stealing gas from their tanks, though, no matter how many gates 

and bolts and locks they secured on the property, so they decided to bring in the two 

guard dogs. No one would trespass if they saw these dogs on the property. Her husband, 

Ralph, likes the dogs. They give him company when he stays at the farm. 

From inside, Marj hears a horn honking unceasingly. She pokes her head out and 

hears her name being called. A woman is standing outside of her truck shouting. 

Who the hell is that? 

 
Marj gets back into her truck and drives over to check it out. It’s Darlene Johnson. 

What the hell does she want? 

“Marj! Marj! Did you see my son-in-law, Erik? We’re all driving around looking 

for him because he was supposed to be at the farm an hour ago. I found his car on the 

side of the road just north of your farm. I thought maybe he’d walked here or maybe 

you’d seen him?” 
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“Well, I just got home and there’s no one here,” she stops. “He wouldn’t have 

come in the yard with the dogs, would’ve he?” Her eyes grow wide and she looks around. 

Her eyes catch his body lying a few feet away, “Oh God, is that him?” She hurls herself 

into the truck and steps on the gas to speed along the paddock fence to reach Erik’s 

lifeless body. The dogs come over; they whine and lick their paws. 

“Darlene!! Darlene!! Run in the house and phone the ambulance!” 

 
Marj leans out of the truck and presses her sweater into Erik’s bleeding side while 

she waits for the ambulance to arrive. She decides to have the dogs put down. 

More than three months has passed since that dog attack. Erik lost his right arm, 

elbow down. His left quad needed grafting. He had more than two hundred stitches. He 

suffered significant nerve damage. All this happened to him.  But on account of him, 

much more happened. 

Russell told Erik he needed to sue the dog owners for damages; he’d lost his arm. 

He can’t do his job, run his business. He’ll be in the hospital another two or three months 

while he gets fitted for the prosthetic arm and builds the muscles in his legs enough that 

he can walk. Russell’s lawyer put together the lawsuit against the dog owners, Ralph and 

Marj Kentworth. Throughout his hazy hospital stay, Erik signs documents, gives 

testimony, proceeds with legal action. 

Mara drives back and forth from Bounty to Regina. She never tells Erik how the 

town is responding to the lawsuit. He finally learns what’s going on when his dad 

discloses the information. 

“Erik, Mara’s family is for you. They’re fighting with you but we are challenging 

one of the patriarchs, the founders, of that town. Ralph Kentworth is a fourth-generation 
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Bounty farmer and business owner. He owns the John Deere dealership on the edge of 

town. He has a lot of clout with the local politicians. People don’t want to ruffle his 

feathers.” 

“Oh yeah, I forgot they owned that dealership. Well, I thought they lived on that 

acreage by the dealership.” 

“They do, but the farm where you were attacked was Mr. Kentworth’s dad’s farm 

and he still keeps cattle out there.” 

“Apparently their lawyers are dragging your in-laws’ names through the mud, 

suggesting that the whole attack and lawsuit was a ploy from the beginning to sabotage 

Kentworth’s farm land adjacent to the in-laws. It’s a real Hatfield and McCoy situation, 

Erik.” 

People chose sides. Several members of the community, enraged, refused to do 

further business with the Kentworths, while others snubbed the Johnsons. A petition was 

drawn up to have Mara fired from the school because it was conflict-of-interest for her to 

teach the children of the Kentworth family. And the butcher shop had been vandalized: 

cow entrails spread throughout the store, windows broken, computers and machines 

smashed. Russell had it closed, boarded up. 

“It’s a vicious little town, Erik. If I were you, I’d get out of there before you get 

driven out.” Russell can’t stand seeing Erik in this condition, let alone knowing the town 

is vilifying him. 

“Yeah, but what about Mara? And her family? They’ve been good to me. They 

can’t just leave.” 
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“No, I suppose they can’t, but you and Mara, you two can leave. Come back to 

Vancouver.” 

“Maybe I should just drop the lawsuit. I’ll be fine in a few months and I have the 

trust,” he looks straight at Russell. 

“I know, but that town isn’t going to make it easy for you. Besides, didn’t you 

hear what I said? Mara’s done. Technically, they couldn’t fire her but they made it so 

miserable for her that she was forced to resign.” 

Everything had been going so well. Erik was starting to really enjoy the small 

town. He had his regulars who came into the store. He listened to the farmers talk about 

the drought, the grasshoppers, burnt wheat heads—and he marveled at the indomitable 

spirit of these people who withstood the uncertainties of farming. He saw how so many of 

them cared for their livestock; they were proud of their fat cattle and pigs they brought in 

for slaughter. He thought they were becoming friends, trusting each other, but some of 

these patrons were the very ones who turned on him in the last few weeks. 

Mara hadn’t wanted to say anything because she just wanted him to get well, but 

she must be devastated. Once Russell left for the night, Erik got on the phone to Mara. 

“Mara, Dad told me what’s been going on with the town. Why didn’t you tell 

me?” 

“I didn’t want to burden you.” 

 
“Mara, we’re leaving Bounty. There’s nothing left for us there.” 

 
 
 
 

Erik and Mara move back to Vancouver where Erik spends another year in 

physical rehab, building the muscles back up in his legs and learning to use the prosthetic 
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arm. He is still looking at business opportunities in Vancouver, but the proceeds from the 

lawsuit are enough to live on until Erik is strong enough to work. 

And Bounty continues to retain its charm: storefronts are freshly painted, 

geraniums and petunias are planted, and the highway sign offers its invitation—Welcome 

to BOUNTY! 
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Summer Sensations 
 
 
 

The news came through Aunt Mildred who stood at the school exit doors waiting 

for Jeremy and his sister to come out. 

Jeremy was surprised to see her: “Hey Aunt Mildred, what’re you doing here?” 

Her children had already graduated as she was a few years older than her brother, 

Jeremy’s father, so Jeremy wasn’t used to seeing her at the school. 

 
“Jeremy, it’s your dad. Something’s wrong,” she blinked back the tears. “He had 

an attack; they don’t know what it is. It might be appendix or ulcer or something.” 

They spotted Millie coming from the rear elementary exit door. She was in grade 

two. 

“Millie! Millie!” 

 
She turned right and left and finally found Jeremy and her aunt, whom she’d been 

named after. Pulling her braid from under her backpack shoulder strap, she then ran to 

give Aunt Mildred a hug. 

“Millie?” Mildred’s voice was much steadier; it was necessary to be composed 

when breaking bad news to a child. “Your dad is in the hospital because he had a bad 

attack. The doctors are fixing him up and your mom is with him. You and Jeremy are 

going to come and stay with me for the night.” 

Millie hugged Aunt Mildred again, thrilled to be able to stay at her big house, but 

she was a little uneasy with Jeremy and Aunt Mildred looking so serious. 

It was so much to take in—the news. Jeremy felt like he’d just stepped into a 

windstorm and all the air was being sucked out of him. And yesterday everything was 

fine . . . or maybe Jeremy just missed it. How many times did he just not notice because 



47  

he was so wrapped up in his own world that he was oblivious? It wasn’t that things didn’t 

register, but that he couldn’t process quickly. Last week, for example, when the rain 

swept through the yard, drenching the shirts and pants on the clothesline—he saw it 

happening but he just watched the long drops of rain. You could hardly call them drops, 

because each one stretched out so long that they were more like strings, like string beads 

hanging over a doorway, maybe. And then his mom yelled for him to save the laundry. 

And she wondered what the hell was the matter with him that he would just stand there 

while the clothes were getting soaked. And so he strained to recall the events of last 

night, wondering if he missed a sign that his dad was ill. 

They’d eaten supper in the living room. He could recall TV trays piled high with 

gravy-covered plates and crumpled napkins, dessert plates sticky with apple pie and ice 

cream remnants, and crumbs of homemade bread fallen on the floor. He remembered 

when his mom Gladys kicked off her slippers, knocking the table unsteady, so that her 

empty glass fell on its side. His parents sat on the mustard-coloured sofa, so low to the 

ground his dad’s knees reached above his chest and he leaned forward, awkwardly, like a 

frog poised on a lily pad. Dad was drinking his cup of tea like always, but Jeremy’s 

memory refused to register an expression on Dad’s face. In fact, like most of his 

recollections, faces were often indistinct, like faces blurred on the news to protect a 

victim’s identity. 

But he could clearly see the bounce of his little sister Millie skipping into the 

room, pigtails sticking out of her head. She ran to him to look at his drawings. 

“What’re you drawing, Jeremy?” 
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He showed her the field of flax he’d been working on.  A slight breeze brushed 

the blue flowers up toward the top left of the paper and they became more and more 

indistinct until they were all loose and free—at least that’s what Jeremy was trying to 

convey through his landscape. 

“Hey, Jeremy, you’re using my crayons.” 

“I know, is that okay, Miss Millie?” 

“Yeah. I don’t care.” She jumped off his lap and tried to pull him with her. He let 

her win, his big seventeen-year-old body landing with a hard thud. 

“Shh!” Gladys spit out. 

 
For a while now, his parents had fallen into the habit of watching The Price is 

Right while they ate their meal. 

Turning on his side, Jeremy propped his head on his hand and looked at the screen 

which showed a blonde girl standing before a car. He didn’t know what kind; he was just 

getting into cars and saving to buy something a bit classier than Maxwell’s old ’82 half- 

ton he drove to his job at the theatre or to pick up his girlfriend, Jenny. Other than that, he 

mostly drove the tractor and grain truck when it was necessary, usually at harvest. 

He could replay what he saw while he was lying on the floor, every detail of the 

room. That was the thing with him: he could remember place, not people. He saw the 

peeling linoleum spreading across the living room floor, its design rubbed away from 

years of friction. He glanced at the cracked plaster on the walls. His mom had the room 

painted robin’s-egg blue, which emphasized every flaw in the plaster, and she draped 

heavy golden curtains over the four large windows to block the light from casting a glare 

on the TV screen. Behind the couch, Jeremy had hung a painting he’d done of big round 
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hay bales. He marvelled at how compact the baler could roll the thick swathes of hay; 

when he looked at the tight layers of swath, wrapped so tightly around and around, it 

reminded him of the circles of a tree trunk. The bales he drew were ones he’d climbed 

because he wanted to feel them, the roughness of the hard grass. Even now he could 

smell the aromatic clover—the scent of summer. 

Although it was haying season and his dad, Maxwell, should be out in the field, 

he was enjoying the hour or two break he always took for supper. Once, Jeremy’s friend 

from school commented that his dad never came home when it was daylight: he worked 

from dawn to dusk. Not Maxwell, he always came home for a hot meal and a TV 

program. Except for harvest, then he took his meals in the field, sitting on the end-gate of 

the half-ton. 

“Choose the blue door!” Maxwell shouted at the contestant. 

 
“No, the red door!” Gladys always chose red because she was born in July and her 

birthstone was a ruby, her lucky colour. 

They always talk about what they would do if they won the prize money or the 

car. They’ve agreed that they will sell the car and use the money to pay off debt. They 

only need about $60 000; that’s it. They don’t even want to win a million dollars because 

they don’t need that much; if they could just win $60 000 then they could pay off the 

farm and start building their new house. They never talked of vacations. 

Millie jumped up on Jeremy, so he tickled her ribs and she screamed, “Stop! Stop! 

Okay, I won’t bug you!” 

Gladys scowled. “Shh. You guys get out of here if you’re not going to be quiet.” 
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Maxwell, still playing along with the contestants, yelled, “Eighteen dollars! 

Eighteen!” 

Grabbing Millie above his head, Jeremy turned her into a jet that he propelled into 

her bedroom and crash landed her on the bed. Collapsing on the soft mattress, he closed 

his eyes, thinking a nap would be wonderful. 

“Jeremy, don’t go to sleep. Jeremy!! Come on!!” She pried open his eyelids. 

“Read Treasure Island! Please!” 

“Oh, all right, but first my exercises. And then I have to finish my algebra.” He 

hoisted her up on his feet, so her stomach was draped over his raised feet and he held her 

hands, and then he used her body weight to do leg raises. Up and down she flew. And 

another crash landing 

“Jeremy! I want to read!” 

 
He rolled over and resumed Treasure Island. Millie giggled when he did his pirate 

accents. He told her that he was really a pirate before she was born.  She looked at him 

incredulously. 

Maxwell poked his head in the room: “Jeremy, I’m heading back to the field. Be 

sure to lock the chickens up before dark ‘cause that raccoon is still about. I have the 

shotgun in the barn if you get a look at the raccoon. 

“Dad! I don’t want to shoot a raccoon. You know I’m not good at that.” 

 
Maxwell’s eyes gleamed, “Jeremy, it could be rabid and you don’t want it to get 

at Millie, do you?” He winked at Jeremy. 

Oh great. His dad’s playing that card. 
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Then Gladys’ high-pitched scream interrupted Treasure Island: “Jeremy! Come 

and clean up these crayons and stuff!” 

“Well, I guess Treasure Island’s over for now, Miss Millie. I have to go out to the 

barn to feed the horses.” 

Before heading to the barn, he put his art work into the folder his teacher at school 

had given him, returned the crayons to the box, and piled it all on his dresser in his 

upstairs bedroom. 

His history teacher, Ms. Meriwether, taught him art, although there were only 

three students in the class. She taught them at the same time she ran a home-ec sewing 

class, because there weren’t enough students in Bounty School to accommodate every 

class elective. Jeremy was thrilled that Ms. Meriwether moved to Bounty, because no 

other teachers knew anything about art; they mostly had the students do crafts. The art 

room was always astir: sewing machines ticked away and classical music played through 

the stereo system. Ms. Meriwether believed that listening to Beethoven and Schubert 

invited the artistic muses into their work space. In front of an inadequately lit window, 

she’d set up an easel for Jeremy. She’d been teaching him how to work with oils, 

although he ended up with more on his hands and clothing than on his canvas. 

Maxwell returned to the field and Jeremy headed to the barn. Again, when he 

thought about it, there was nothing apparently wrong with his dad. It’s just that his mom 

always accused him of not paying attention. He quickly completed the barn chores, but he 

wouldn’t try chasing the chickens in this early; if he waited until almost dark, they’d 

round themselves into the hen house. And the raccoon, like the chickens, would wait until 

dusk to make its move and Maxwell would be home by then, anyway. He knew that 
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Jeremy wouldn’t likely kill it; he laughed at him when he grimaced about killing gophers. 

Even the older sisters used to go gopher shooting with their dad, but Jeremy hated the 

whole bloody affair. 

He had homework to do, but Jeremy decided to go up into the hayloft and think— 

think about Jenny, his girlfriend. Jenny lived in town. She had her own car, a red  

Mustang that her dad had bought for her, but Jeremy insisted on picking her up and 

driving her home, even though he had a dusty old truck. He carefully laid a blanket across 

the seat and another one he tucked neatly around the top and bottom of the seat back. She 

could still put on her seatbelt but at least her clothes would be protected from grain dust 

and grease. Jenny sat right beside him in the truck which caused his face to redden when 

his mom drove past them in town. It was a bit awkward to shift gears because the big 

gear shift was between her legs and he didn’t want to grind it into her knee or anything. 

Truthfully, it was hard to concentrate on driving because his hand would brush along her 

bare leg and, sometimes, she would place her hand over his and let it rest there. 

And last night’s reflections about Jenny soon became today’s meditations and he 

forgot all about analyzing his dad’s behaviour. Aunt Mildred pulled him out of his 

fantasy when she told him to wash up for dinner. 

Mildred was Maxwell’s older sister; she was more proper than Jeremy’s family. 

His own mom never told them to wash their hands before coming to the table and, 

anyway, they mostly ate at TV trays around the TV. Mildred would not have approved, 

but she rarely approved of Gladys. And Gladys thought Mildred was hoity-toity. If that 

woman stuck her nose up any higher, she’d run into walls, Gladys once said about her 

sister-in-law. 
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Mildred called supper dinner and she set the table with a white lacy cloth and 

everyone had matching placemats which were embroidered with Mildred’s last name— 

Sullivan. She had a fancy butter dish with a silver knife perched on the side. The butter 

dish had a letter S painted in its centre. Mostly, his family stuck a butter knife into a tub 

of margarine filled with toast crumbs, but Mildred insisted on real butter. 

“So Miss Millie, did you see Aunt Millie’s new kitten?” Uncle Donald was the 

only one who could get away with calling Aunt Mildred Millie. To anyone else, Aunt 

Mildred would interrupt the speaker and firmly enunciate Mil-Dred! 

“Yeah. Aunt Mildred let me hold her and she licked my hand. Her tongue was so 

prickly,” Millie giggled. 

Jeremy interrupted, “Aunt Mildred, what about the chores? I should go out to the 

farm and make sure the chickens are locked up and do the barn chores.” With his dad in 

the hospital, he had to be in charge. 

Aunt Mildred had it all worked out: “Uncle Don will take you out right away and 

you can get all the chores done and bring in some things for you and Millie to spend the 

night.” 

They still hadn’t heard anything from Gladys. Jeremy wished they could drive to 

Regina to see his dad, but Aunt Mildred said it was best to wait until they heard 

something. 

Jeremy thought about his dad, and thinking about Maxwell, for anyone, was 

synonymous with thinking about farming because more than anything Maxwell loved 

farming. After seeding, he would walk along a field admiring the thick black furrows of 

soil embedded with tiny seeds. Farmers often think there’s nothing more beautiful than 
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the September field, the heads of the wheat almost bursting with oversized kernels of 

grain. But Maxwell, he preferred the rich black soil of a newly seeded field and the earthy 

smell ripe with nutrients. And when the seeds began to grow, he fingered those first green 

blades emerging from the soil. And if the sun hadn’t scorched the crop and if there’d 

been enough rainfall to nourish the plants and if the grasshoppers hadn’t decimated the 

wheat heads—Maxwell would marvel at the fruit fulness of those seeds he’d sown only 

months earlier. But there were so many ifs and in the Eighties, there was always too 

much sun and not enough rain and hordes of grasshoppers, so Maxwell decided that his 

pleasure would come from the early spring promises. The whole process of planting and 

growing never ceased to amaze Maxwell. He taught Jeremy all about seeding and 

fertilizing and harrowing and spraying. It was magic, he told Jeremy. 

Maxwell had been taking Jeremy in the tractor ever since he was three years old. 

He loved to steer the big wheel and push the horn. Jeremy could easily pull up memories 

of riding the tractor, the sun setting behind his back, casting long shadows alongside the 

tractor. A slight breeze blowing against his face. The motor too loud to have a 

conversation. His dad sat on the seat, his feet operating the pedals, while Jeremy sat 

between his dad’s legs, his hand on the gear shift, waiting for his dad’s hand to envelop it 

and feel the smooth shift from first to second. They both wore caps and blue jeans and t- 

shirts. 

Maxwell thought of himself as a man of the land, a true farmer, a purist. He knew 

he could never be a farmer of his age, the one who ran the farm as a corporation; he was 

from a by-gone day. It was the Eighties and there was so much drought that Maxwell was 

barely making a profit and what he did make went to pay for the equipment. He knew the 
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house was run down and he envisioned building a grand home, a large ranch house, but 

he needed some good rainfall. 

The summer Jeremy was eight, his job was to listen for the tractor coming down 

the road and to run out and open the gate so that his dad could pull the trailer stacked 

with bales into the pasture where they would stack them for the winter. Usually Jeremy 

stayed in the house playing with his cars or if Nana were there he sat with her on the 

brushed blue armchair. He watched her knit and before long he was wielding the needles, 

knitting away like he was a little spider spinning a web. Once he worked on a blue 

sweater Nana was knitting for him and he knit so proficiently that Nana decided to let 

him finish the whole project. She thought he was such a keener trying to please his 

grandma. But the knitting distracted him from his important job and, more than once, 

Maxwell had to call him from the house to open the gate. 

Then he sped through the dry lawn, a storm of grasshoppers flying around him as 

he ran. The cattle were hovering near the gate, so he quickly shut it behind the truck and 

trailer before any could wander out, although on one day there was such a scene going on 

that none of them were too eager to escape the open gate. A large bull, he knew it was a 

bull because it had the big balls hanging down, was jumping on one cow and then 

another. Each time, the cow raised her head and bellowed an awful sound. 

Jeremy hopped into the truck to go for the ride down the pasture. He asked his 

dad about the bull and Maxwell told him, “That’s how they mate. Can you see the 

number on that last cow? I should write it down so I can keep track. It’s good to know 

when they’re going to calf in the spring.” 
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Maxwell brought up the conversation at supper and everyone laughed. Later, his 

older sisters explained all about the bull humping the cows. He reddened, embarrassed 

that he’d asked the question. 

Jeremy recalled his shame, now, as he and Uncle Don walked to the barn, and he 

saw the bull humping a cow in the adjacent field. He looked away, not concerned with 

writing down the cow’s number because they would have pregnancy tests done on the 

cows now. Jenny would’ve laughed at him. He envisioned Jenny, her tight pink shirt 

stretched tight over her breasts, her thighs golden from the sun, her long hair glowing. He 

could smell the enticing fragrance of her perfume, kind of fruity and violet and woodsy— 

intoxicating. 

The scent dissipated as soon as he slid open the barn door and caught the odors of 

urine-soaked straw and ripened manure piles, swarming with flies. The horses swished 

the flies away with their tails and occasionally turned their heads to scratch at a fly. 

Jeremy began picking up the wet straw with his pitchfork and pitched it to the manure 

pile outside the barn. 

“Hey, Jeremy, why don’t you let me do that? You go out and check on the cows 

in the corral.” 

“Kay.” 

 
The corrals were heaped full of used straw and manure, but the barn cleaner 

would be coming in a couple of weeks to take it all away. Before he went out the back 

door of the barn, Jeremy climbed into the hayloft to get the journal he kept tucked into an 

old square bale that had been up there for years. The hay loft was full of barn swallows 

that swooped at him, so he pulled his hat down and waved them away. He didn’t know 
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what would happen with Maxwell or the farm or anything and he certainly didn’t want 

anyone finding his journal. It was too big for his pocket, so he tucked it in the front waist 

of his jeans. 

He and Uncle Don finished up the barn chores and attempted to lock up the 

chickens, which took a while because it wasn’t yet dark. It isn’t easy trying to round up 

250 chickens and chase them inside. 

“Okay, Jeremy, I’ll start on this side of the door and you block the other side and 

I’ll keep pushing them until they go inside.” 

Jeremy stretched himself as big as possible to stop the chickens from passing the 

door. Uncle Don had about thirty he’d shooed into a group, but by the time they got to the 

door only six were left in his flock, so Jeremy took a turn at corralling the uncooperative 

birds. When he came up behind one and gave it a little push, it let out an awful squawk 

and gave a little jump before darting around in no particular direction, stirring up dirt so 

that it was a whirlwind of feathers and dust and stink. That’s what Jeremy thought; he 

hated chicken odor. Frustrated, he started grabbing their legs to pick up the vile beasts, 

which pecked at his wrists. He yanked them up in his right hand and transferred them to 

his left hand where he could hold four of the vicious peckers.  Then he threw them into 

the coop. Uncle Don kept the door closed in between Jeremy’s handfuls, so none could 

escape. After a good hour, Jeremy was muddied with sweat and dirt and his mouth was 

dry with dust, but the chickens were locked up. He didn’t know when they’d be let out 

tomorrow, so he threw in some feed, which they’d never done. He hoped it was okay. 
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He told his uncle to go into town ahead of him so he could have a shower and 

gather his and Millie’s clothes; he’d bring the half-ton in. He was supposed to work 

tomorrow at the theatre, but maybe he’d have to find a replacement. It depended on Dad. 

He was worried, but more than anything he was feeling guilty, like somehow his 

adolescent selfishness caused all of this. He couldn’t stop the thoughts from coming, 

especially when his eyes set on the discarded belt on his dresser. 

Last Christmas he’d really, really wanted a camera so he could take pictures of 

landscapes and then draw them. Christmas morning, he excitedly opened his gifts—no 

camera. 

Maxwell’s eyes were fixed on Jeremy, watching him tear into the present 

Maxwell had wrapped himself. For two months, Maxwell had hand-crafted the medium- 

brown leather belt, etched with one of the landscape scenes Jeremy had painted himself. 

Maxwell had etched this scene into a panoramic representation of the sun setting between 

a bluff of poplar trees; he tried to capture every leaf and ray of sun with his carving tools 

and dyes. Then he cut and stitched a knife pouch that could slide onto the belt. On the 

pouch he carved in Jeremy’s name. 

Jeremy couldn’t help but blurt out, “A belt?” 

 
Maxwell encouraged him to look at the design “Can’t you tell this is from the 

scene you painted, remember?” 

Jeremy could see his dad’s pride so he managed to squeeze out a weak “Thank 

you. It’s beautiful.” But he never wore it. 

He picked it up and shook off the dust. Maybe for the first time, he admired his 

dad’s craftsmanship. He couldn’t stop the tears, and his stomach churned with guilt. 
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Trying to get it out of his mind, he stuffed the belt into his drawer, collected his 

and Millie’s clothes, and headed into town. 

Their farm was only nine and a half miles from Bounty, but it was mostly grid 

roads. On the way into town, he drove by three neighbours’ yards. He knew their 

neighbour, Jack Jenkins, would help with the crops if Maxwell were in the hospital long, 

and Reuben Morton would check on the livestock for them. Hopefully, it wasn’t anything 

serious. 

After reading to Millie and saying goodnight to his aunt and uncle, Jeremy headed 

to the guest room in the basement. 

He wondered about Jenny and knew she’d be trying to call him. It drove his 

mother crazy that Jenny called him every day after school and usually again in the 

evenings. He just wasn’t up for talking right now. They’d found out that Maxwell was 

getting surgery to remove part of his stomach because of a ruptured ulcer. All Jeremy 

could do was lie in bed, too anxious for sleep, and think. 

Last winter he’d been in the hospital for a tonsillectomy; that’s how he got to 

know Jenny. They ended up in the same hospital room in the pediatric ward when he had 

his tonsils out and she had knee surgery after a car accident had caused extensive damage 

to her left leg. Even though they were from the same town, a grade apart, they had said  

no more than ten words to one another. Once Jenny confessed to Jeremy that she’d 

thought he was a space cadet, because he was in another world half the time.  But during 

their hospital stay, they lay across from each other, heads propped on pillows, sipping 

ginger ale.  She talked and talked while Jeremy mostly nodded, on account of his sore 

throat. He’d brought a bag of drawing things with him. He drew a sketch of Jenny against 
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her pillow, long hair flowing around her as though she were in a pool of water. The 

younger nurse on duty admired his drawing. She noted their attraction to each other and 

explained to them that, normally, patients are separated by gender, but the ward was 

overflowing with males, so Jenny was placed in Jeremy’s room. Jenny smiled and told 

the nurse that it was fate. 

After their hospital stay, Jenny Maidstone began sitting beside him in every class, 

talking to him in the halls, complimenting his shirt or his eyes or his smile. It wasn’t the 

kind of attention Jeremy was used to but he really liked it and he really liked Jenny, 

Jenny with her long brunette hair, so straight and smooth, like this thick cotton sheet he 

brushed his hand against. She was very busty, too. And she often wore lacy pink or red 

bras which he longed to unfasten. Then he remembered that time when she had come out 

to the farm to surprise him. 

Millie was outside playing on a rusted swing set when Jenny’s red Mustang 

pulled into the yard.  She stepped out of the car, wearing a short blue and white pleated 

skirt and a tight white sleeveless shirt tucked into the skirt. Her feet were in blue sandals 

and her toes were painted the same blue. She also had a blue little purse. Big sunglasses 

masked her eyes. Millie didn’t recognize her, but Jenny greeted Millie affectionately, “Hi 

Millie, I’m Jeremy’s friend, Jenny. How are you? You’re Jeremy’s little sister, right? 

How old are you? You’re seven, right? So this is Jeremy’s farm, hey? Is Jeremy here?” 

She seemed really nice, so Millie hopped off the swing and led Jenny toward the 

house, shouting to her mom to come outside. 

Gladys rushed out to see what was going on; she thought she’d heard a car motor 

but didn’t want to get up while she was watching Days of Our Lives. She recognized 
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Jenny as the Maidstones’ younger daughter. She couldn’t stand the Maidstones, those 

arrogant bastards who ran the Pioneer grain elevator and whose sons were some kind of 

superstar hockey players that were written up in the Bounty Review every week it 

seemed. Rumour had it that old Peter Maidstone had a mistress in the city and that all of 

his so-called business trips were more pleasure than business. Gladys eyed Jenny, 

scoffing at her blue and white trampy outfit, “Hi.” 

“Hello, Mrs. MacFayden, I’m pleased to meet you. I’m Jenny Maidstone. I’m 

friends with your son, Jeremy. We were in the hospital together last year. (Gladys 

wouldn’t know because they didn’t visit Jeremy until he was discharged, and then only 

Maxwell picked him up because he needed to go to the city to get a part for his tractor.) I 

wanted to come and visit him. I hope that’s okay.” She didn’t look at all put off by 

Gladys’ rudeness. 

Gladys hated people who made her feel stupid and inferior. Well, she’d fix her, 

and Jeremy for that matter. What the hell was he hanging around this little Miss Priss for? 

“Jeremy will be happy to see you, I’m sure,” she smiled sweetly. “I’ll call him,” 

and she gave her high-pitched howl. “Jeremy!” She could drag out his name as long as 

the road to the next intersection. Jenny smiled and watched Gladys’ gaze turn toward the 

barn. 

There she saw Jeremy pop his head out from the barn to see what his mother 

wanted this time. 

“Come ’ere! Your friend Jenny is here to see you.” 

 
He stepped away from the barn, his hands gripped on the pitchfork steaming with 

pungent straw. He pitched the manure into the pile and leaned the pitchfork against the 
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barn. Removing his hat and wiping his forehead with his sleeve, he swung open the gate 

and moved toward the house, squinting at Jenny whose eyes took in Jeremy’s 

appearance. His jeans were streaked with mud and his rubber boots were ripe with horse 

and cow manure. He held up his dirty palms and excused himself to go wash up. 

Meanwhile, Gladys invited Jenny to come inside. She sat her at the kitchen table 

on which rested the slop pail, full of potato peels and coffee grounds. Gladys asked if she 

would like juice, but Jenny shook her head. Gladys picked up a dish rag and wiped the 

table, not saying a word. Jenny tried to strike up a conversation, but Gladys began 

humming and busying herself in the kitchen. 

Jeremy finished washing his hands but dashed to his bedroom to change his filthy 

clothes. He didn’t really want to leave Jenny alone with his mother; he hoped Millie 

would keep the conversation going but he looked out his bedroom window and saw 

Millie back on the swing and Maxwell pulling in the yard. He’d better get downstairs 

fast. 

He came into the kitchen still tucking his shirt into his shorts. Maxwell was sitting 

at the table talking to Jenny, while Gladys had gone back to her soap opera. Jeremy could 

see that Maxwell was covered in a film of dirt from being on the open tractor all day. 

He’d pulled off his cap so the white strip of his forehead shone against the dirty tanned 

face. Maxwell was leaning forward, asking Jenny how her dad was getting along with his 

new assistant. 

“Umm. Hi, Dad. You know Jenny?” 
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“We just met but I know her folks,” Then he turned back to Jenny, “You know I 

went to school with your mom; she was a year ahead of me, but I remember having to 

help her with math homework,” Maxwell chuckled. 

Now, lying in bed, Jeremy again cringed thinking of how ashamed he was of his 

family, his farm, everything. He tried to hide his family life from his school friends 

because he didn’t want them to know how poor they were. He’d given himself a new 

identity, in which he was more like Aunt Mildred and Uncle Donald than his own 

parents. Gladys knew she wasn’t good enough for the successful townspeople, but 

Maxwell didn’t know the difference and that made it harder for Jeremy to disassociate 

himself. And maybe he would lose his dad and it would be some kind of poetic justice for 

all the times he’d wished for a different family. 

These thoughts troubled his sleep but he managed to catch a few hours of rest 

before he woke up and headed upstairs. He overheard Aunt Mildred talking on the phone. 

“How is he? . . . Oh dear. . . . What’re they going to do? . . . Oh, Gladys, I’m so 

sorry. We’re going to come up today to be with you, okay? . . . They’re fine. . . . You 

phoned the other girls? . . . Oh good. You need them there.” 

Jeremy didn’t hear the rest of the conversation. It sounded bad, though. He came 

out of the bedroom and met Aunt Mildred who could barely see, she was crying so hard. 

He grabbed her some tissue from the bathroom and hugged her. 

“What is it, Aunt Mildred?” 

 
“Oh, Jeremy, it’s Leukemia.” Her body shook as she spit out the word. 

 
It took no time for them to dress and get on the road to Regina. They arrived at 

the Plains Hospital where Maxwell had been admitted to 7A, the oncology ward. Gladys 
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and Melanie, one of the older daughters, met them at the elevator to give an update on 

Maxwell’s condition. 

Gladys spilled out the information so quickly, Jeremy couldn’t keep up. 

 
“He’s still sleeping from surgery but it doesn’t sound good. The leukemia is the 

galloping kind; it’s taking over his body. When they opened him up because of the ulcer, 

he was full of cancer; his liver and spleen so swollen, they took the spleen. They’ll do 

radiation and chemo but we won’t know much until Monday when the oncologist is in.” 

Opened him up. He remembered dissecting the pig, how they sliced it right down 

the middle and pulled back the skin flaps.  He imagined cancer cells galloping around. 

Leave it to Gladys to pull out her handbook of hyperboles. Mildred was hugging Gladys, 

and Melanie put her arms around Jeremy and Millie and they all cried. Millie broke away 

first, wanting to go see Daddy, so they shuffled toward the room, Jeremy holding back, 

unsure what to expect. How could his dad be totally fine one day and maybe dying the 

next. 

Maxwell was heavily sedated, barely registering that they were there visiting. 

Gladys suggested that Jeremy and Millie sleep over at Aunt Mildred’s for the weekend 

and Melanie would stay at the hospital with her. Her other daughter, Colleen, would fly  

in from Calgary tomorrow. If there was any news they’d let Mildred know, but right now, 

it would be better for Millie if Jeremy stayed with her rather than being up at the hospital. 

So Jeremy held his dad’s hand, icy cold, probably from the IV streaming through and he 

leaned over him, urging him to get well, and promising that he would be back to see him 

soon. They’d taken out his dentures and his face had a hollowed look, which repulsed 

Jeremy, but he kissed his dad anyway. And then he was on his way. 
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He felt guilty about it, but he went to school when he got back to Bounty; by then 

the whole town had heard and the students offered him empathetic expressions of 

concern. But Jenny wrapped her arms around him and hugged him, reassuring him, “It’s 

going to be all right. You’ll see. I’ll be here for you. It’s going to be okay.” 

He had art class with Jenny so they headed to see Ms. Meriwether. She urged him 

to paint what he was feeling. He didn’t know what he was feeling. He was upset but felt 

like he should be more upset. Maybe he felt no sadder than when their dog, Barley, was 

run over last month and that reminded him that his dad always said, when it’s Barley’s 

time to go, it’ll be my time to go. But she was only two years old and no one thought 

she’d die so young and now it seems creepily ominous and maybe his dad cursed himself 

somehow and then he wished it would’ve been his mom instead and that made him feel 

awful and he was so embarrassed when his dad dropped him off at the school in the ’71 

grain truck and he never wanted his parents to come to his school events so he lied about 

times and dates and all he could think was that he was a horrible son. But he would 

change all of that. He’d change. If his dad lived, he would never be ashamed of him again 

and he’d wear the leather belt proudly. 

That evening he had to work at the theatre and Aunt Mildred insisted that he go, 

it’ll be good for you to get your mind off of your dad. She gave him a small glass of red 

wine with dinner because he wasn’t eating a lot and she thought he was too stressed, it’ll 

calm your nerves a bit. 

As he approached the theatre, Jeremy saw a line of people filling the sidewalk in 

front of three buildings on Main Street, waiting until the Bounty Theatre began admitting 

people for the opening of Flashdance. The film was released in the city eight months 
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earlier, but it didn’t get to Bounty until now. A lot of people had already seen it 

somewhere else but there wasn’t much else to do in Bounty so they’d go to the show 

again.  The theatre manager made sure to rent all the VHS copies from the rental places 

in town, so people didn’t do their own showing at a party or anything. 

Jeremy helped Jenny climb out of the truck and then they hurried past the line, 

promising to get the show rolling on time and then they let themselves in, locking the 

door after them. The manager was already inside warming up the popcorn machine and 

filling the fountain drinks. Jeremy held Jenny’s hand, gave a wave to his boss, and rushed 

up the stairs. He’d been in on Wednesday when the canister reels arrived from Regina on 

the Greyhound bus and he’d checked them over, so he just needed to fire up the projector 

and wait until show time. 

Jeremy operated the projectors every Friday and Saturday evening, the only 

movie nights in Bounty. He needed an assistant to help him thread the film and watch for 

the cue marks; once he brought Millie to help him but she was too chatty above the 

audience. Jenny was also a bit talkative and sometimes Jeremy would’ve preferred to just 

watch the movie, but Jenny was smart and didn’t need much instruction. She refused any 

pay because she liked to learn new things and it was interesting watching Jeremy 

examine the film strips and sometimes splice frames together if the ends were too ragged. 

He wanted to pay her anyway so he spent that amount of money to buy her little gifts like 

the book of Wordsworth poetry or the heart pendant necklace. 

Jeremy stood on the open balcony, watching as the people took their seats. A few 

adults had come in and sat in the mid-section but the theatre was dominated by teenagers 

and kids. From his location, Jeremy heard a conversation about a party at the old Dixie 



67  

farm after the movie. There’d be a bonfire and James O’Donnell’d bring his Mustang 

ramped up with his Pioneer stereo system so that they could rock out. 

Jeremy occasionally went to parties like this but he didn’t really like being with 

lots of people, especially lately. Usually he sat on the tailgate of the half-ton and watched 

the action. Mostly he went because Jenny wanted to go. One time a drunk guy passed out 

on the very edge of the fire, lighting his jacket sleeve on fire. His friends poured beer all 

over his arm and dragged him out of the way. There were always people making out. 

Jeremy and Jenny made out but not inside his dad’s truck; if he had a blanket they might 

lie down in the truck box. But he wouldn’t do that at a party with a bunch of people 

around. 

From the theatre balcony, he heard his math teacher’s son telling a joke to his 

friends. “What do you call a faggot in a wheel chair? Roll-AIDS.” 

A lady sitting in front of the kids turned around and glared at the boys, who 

promptly gave her the finger as soon as she faced the front again. 

A bag of popcorn toppled off someone’s seat and the entire contents spilled onto 

the floor. The people filing into the row crunched on popcorn all the way to their seats. 

Jeremy was glad he didn’t have to clean up the popcorn and pop. 

Jenny, who’d run to the washroom, came up beside him, her brown hair shining 

under the bare light bulb above. The movie wouldn’t begin for another fifteen minutes 

but the theatre was filling up. He could hear a couple of women talking about his dad. 

“Leukemia? Oh that’s not good. My aunt’s neighbour had leukemia—dead in a 

week. How is Gladys doing?” 
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“I don’t know, but she’ll be devastated. They were so close and the little one is so 

young, seven or eight, I think.” 

“What about the farm? Will Gladys keep the farm? Jeremy can help.” 

 
“Yeah, I don’t know. He’s still in school and he’s kind of soft from what I hear. 

Besides I don’t know if Gladys would want to be out there alone.” 

Jenny squeezed his arm. He didn’t know what to say. Was it really that bad? He 

thought that his dad just had to get treatments and he would be fine. He headed into the 

adjacent booth to get the projector set up. He threaded the reel onto projector B; he’d 

already done projector A. He double-checked that all the canisters were stacked in the 

correct order. 

At 7:00 the lights turned out except the two exit signs on either sides of the front 

glowing their prominent red. Jeremy blinked a few times to adjust to the darkness. He 

began the first projector and several of the kids cheered as the previews began showing. 

Jenny went back to her chair on the balcony and Jeremy soon joined her. 

They both looked over the balcony to their left and saw the thick stream of light 

coming from the lens. It was moulded into a perfect cylinder and then it trickled toward 

the screen and it was the movie. Jeremy didn’t say it aloud but he always thought it was 

miraculous. 

Jenny teased him: “Okay, just this one time, I’m going to stick my hand in front 

of the light and see the little picture on my palm. It’ll be like a miniature of the movie.” 

She smiled at him, daring him to react. 

“Jenny, it wouldn’t be like that and anyway you can’t reach that far over and I’m 

not letting you stand on the chair so forget it.” 
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“Come on, you spoil sport.” She stood up and propped her knees on the chair, her 

hands stretched out to the balcony ledge. 

Jeremy pulled her away from the balcony, and trapped her on the floor, which is 

what she wanted. She giggled and he covered her mouth with his lips to silence her. 

Kissing her, he began to harden and wanted just once to satisfy his erection, but not here 

and not tonight with his dad in the hospital, but he wanted her and she knew it. And they 

should be watching the screen to see the cues but it would be at least twenty minutes and 

Jenny already had his pants unbuttoned and was massaging her body against his and he 

couldn’t stop himself so he slid into her and rocked his body to the sound of “Flashdance 

. . . What a Feeling.” And he did it, his first time. He rolled off of Jenny, checking her 

face to see if she was okay with all of this, but her eyes were closed so he kissed her lids. 

Blinking, she smiled and breathed out, “I love you.” 

 
She was beautiful and he could love her; he did love her. But this was wrong 

when he should be concerned about his dad. He wiped up as best as he could; he hadn’t 

realized it would be so messy. He sat on the chair and Jenny snuggled on his knee, her 

head buried in his chest, her freshly shampooed hair smelling so lovely. 

After about twenty minutes, they spotted the cue markers in the upper right 

corner, so Jeremy disappeared into the projection booth. He called out to Jenny, “Okay, 

I’ve got the motor going; tell me when you see the next cues.” 

Jenny leaned over the balcony, her chin propped on her hand. She didn’t dare look 

at the crowd when the switch over was so close, because this was the whole reason why 

she was here: to spot the second set of cues. 

“Jeremy, do the switch over. It’s ready.” 
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“Success!” He always said that. 

 
Jenny usually rewound the film so that they would be at the start for the next 

showing. Jeremy watched Jenny at the rewind machine which always reminded him of 

the bobbin being threaded on his grandmother’s sewing machine, except when the film 

strip ran out, the reel kept spinning and spinning until Jenny flicked the off switch and 

stopped the reel with her hand. The bobbin never did that. It stopped as soon as Grandma 

lifted her foot from the pedal when it was tightly wound up. Jenny was so distracted with 

everything that happened that she didn’t realize the film strip had stopped and was now 

unwinding itself; three feet had fallen to the floor. Jeremy laughed at her and she gave 

him a gentle punch on the arm. It’s the first time he’d laughed since his dad went into the 

hospital.  He finished setting up the third reel onto projector A and then he helped Jenny 

rewind the first reel but his hands drifted from the rewind machine to Jenny’s waist and 

down her hips. She swivelled around and kissed his mouth hard. He couldn’t control his 

desire to have her again and, impulsively, he picked her up, placed her on the splicing 

table, and made love to her right there. Usually, he had so many inhibitions but tonight all 

he wanted was to live. 

Returning to the balcony window, they sat on their chairs, watching the screen. 

They weren’t really interested in watching Flashdance, so they pulled the glass windows 

shut so they could talk quietly, while keeping an eye on the screen. Jenny snuggled onto 

Jeremy’s knee, her head nestled under his chin. 

“Jeremy, are you okay?” 

“Yeah, are you?” 

“Yeah, but I’m not the one whose dad’s in the hospital.” 
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“Oh yeah. I don’t know. I guess I don’t know what I should be doing or feeling or 

thinking,” he paused. “I thought you were talking about sex.” 

She looked down and then from under her heavy eyelids, she asked, “Are you 

upset about it? I know we’d talked about it and decided to wait but you were so hard and 

I couldn’t stand it any longer. I have wanted you so bad for so long. Was it wrong?” 

He pulled her close again and reassured her, “No, it was so good. I just wanted it 

to be the perfect place for our first time and it ended up being on this disgusting floor,” he 

laughed hesitantly. 

“It was perfect.” 

 
Jeremy knew that Jenny’d been with at least one other guy and he never told her 

that she was his first, but she knew that he was virgin and in some ways maybe that’s 

why she was so attracted to him—Jeremy, the innocent farm boy who was queasy about 

sex because of the bulls humping and the cats giving birth and all the other bloody, shitty 

stuff he detested. 

Jenny laughed. 

 
The next day Jeremy headed to the hospital with his aunt and uncle. His dad was 

much more lucid than yesterday and he had his dentures back in. 

He smiled at Jeremy, “So Jeremy, did you get that raccoon, yet?” And he gave 

one of his hearty laughs, but it was weak and he coughed. 

“Ummm, not yet, dad, but I’ll try tonight. I’m gonna stay at the farm tonight .” 

Jeremy didn’t want his dad worrying. He would get that shotgun and do what had to be 

done. Actually, Jeremy felt empowered and knew that he was up for the task. 
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“Jeremy, I’m kidding. Don’t worry about it. If you get a shot, take it—if not, 

don’t worry about it.” Maxwell was always chiding Jeremy for being so serious about 

everything. 

It was decided that Jeremy would drive with Gladys back to the farm and she 

would come back in a couple of days. Maxwell didn’t want everything to stop because he 

had cancer. Gladys protested but it was decided for her. 

* * * 

 
Maxwell came home for good in June. He’d been in the hospital, off and on, for 

two months, but the doctors declared the cancer in remission and he could go home. 

Everyone was tired, tired of driving to the city all the time, tired of doing all the farm 

work, and tired of Maxwell suffering through chemo. He couldn’t wait to get out to the 

field and hay. Many days when the chemo ravaged his body with nausea and chills and 

fever and pain—he imagined blooming alfalfa fields, the purple flowers rippling through 

the bluish green plants. And the smell—pungent, tangy, earthy, sweet alfalfa. Maxwell 

knew his fodder. 

It was the summer of 1983 and Maxell took in every sensation of that hot 

summer. He woke up with the bright sun casting its warm glow across the prairie grasses 

and he went to bed with its final rays sinking beneath the horizon. And every day, he and 

Jeremy hayed. Maxwell cut the hay with the swather, circling as close to the edge of the 

field as he could. Jeremy usually walked the perimeter ahead of him so he could pull out 

any tree branches or refuse that had blown into the field. Maxwell and Jeremy often 

walked along the thick windrows of cut hay to check if they were cured enough. And 

lately Maxwell talked. 
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“Jeremy, if anything happens to me, I want your mom to sell the farm. You know, 

I think she would always have been happier living in town than out here on the farm. Just 

sell everything. Your mother will be better off with me dead than alive.” 

“Dad!” 

 
Maxwell laughed, “Oh, Jeremy, I don’t mean that she won’t be upset but it’s been 

hard for your mother to live on a shoestring. With all my life insurance and everything, 

she’ll be able to get the nice house she deserves.” 

“But Dad, I don’t want to talk about this. You’re fine now. You’re going to live 

for a long time.” Jeremy pleaded with his dad to stop the conversation. “Oh, hey, look at 

the mice burying in the swath!” 

“They’re likely deer mice. Well they won’t last long when we bring the baler 

through here.” 

Not once had Maxwell suggested that Jeremy take over the farm, because he 

knew that Jeremy wasn’t cut out for farming life. Plus, Maxwell didn’t really view 

farming as a viable source of revenue; only someone who really loved the land should try 

to make a go of it. Still, Jeremy felt guilty that he couldn’t continue his dad’s legacy after 

he’d built it up so much and had so carefully bred the finest cattle herds in the area. 

Jeremy was moving to Regina at the end of the summer to go to university. He 

was accepted into Arts for now but maybe he’d go into Fine Arts like Ms. Meriwether 

wanted. Jenny would be studying Business at the U of R. She already had rented an 

apartment, but Jeremy decided to live with his older sister for now. He’d saved enough 

money to buy a 1978 yellow Camaro, but he couldn’t afford his own place and he even 

had to get a student loan to go to school. Jenny suggested they live together but he didn’t 
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know if that was right, even though they’d been dating for a year now and he couldn’t 

imagine life without her. She was on the pill so they didn’t have to worry about that. 

Jenny was so adventurous; nothing intimidated her. Last week, she came out 

horseback riding with Jeremy. Since Maxwell’d been sick the horses weren’t being 

ridden enough so Jenny volunteered to ride even though she had almost no experience. 

Jeremy saddled up his spunky Appaloosa, Duke, for Jenny and he rode his dad’s big 

sorrel mare, June Bob. They galloped across summer fallow and then trotted to the almost 

dried-up creek in the north pasture. Both of the horses were soaked with perspiration, so 

Jeremy loosed the cinches and tied them by the dismal stream of water so they could 

drink and rest. Jenny jumped on Jeremy’s back and made him carry her up to the top of 

the creek where there was some grass to sit on. She giggled while he grunted his way up 

the steep ridge and finally collapsed on the grassy bank. It was sparse grass and hard; 

after all it wasn’t a moist summer. And, before Jeremy could catch his breath, Jenny 

straddled him. My stallion, she laughed. And they had beautiful sex right there on the 

open prairie. 

And the summer came to an end with two thousand, three hundred and thirty six 

round bales. They broke their hay production record. They’d stacked about half of the 

bales before Jeremy moved. It was such an impressive sight: dozens and dozens of bales 

squeezed tightly against one another and covered with thick white plastic so they looked 

like enormous ridges of snow against the grey prairie. 

He was the first person in his family to graduate high school, let alone go to 

university. When he left the yard for the last time he would live at home, his mom said a 

quick good-bye before running to grab the ringing telephone and his dad shouted from 
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under the tractor where he was lubricating the hydraulics. Millie gave him the most 

affectionate good-bye, and, in fact, she distressed him with her tears and pleas for him to 

stay. He felt bad leaving her with Gladys and Maxwell because they seemed so old and 

so cold. They never said, We’re so proud of you. 

His parents didn’t know how to express things like that. If they ever said I love 

you it might’ve been a handful of times and maybe Jeremy was just like them—numb. 

It’s true that Maxwell was definitely more emotional than he used to be and it actually 

made Jeremy uncomfortable. And when the cancer came back at the end of September, 

Maxwell initiated intimate conversations with his family. 

His two older sisters and Jeremy were at the hospital with Maxwell while Gladys 

was on her way to the city. Colleen held Maxwell’s right hand. Melanie sat on the bed 

beside him and stroked his arm. Jeremy was on his left, trying not to cry and not knowing 

what to say or do. 

Maxwell became all serious and said: “Kids, take care of your mom. She’s going 

to need a lot of help to get through the winter. You’ll have to sell the cattle. Uncle Don 

and Reuben Morgan can help her make arrangements. You’ll have to get J.D. Phillips & 

Sons to bring out three or four semis to haul the cows in to the sale. There’ll be a few 

sales in Weyburn in October. Reuben’ll go with them.” 

“Dad, it’s okay. We’ll handle everything—“ Colleen tried to interrupt him. 

 
He kept talking: “And in the will, I left you kids half of the land, but I think you’d 

better give it to your mother; she’s gonna need the rentals from that land.” 

Jeremy didn’t want to hear about cattle sales and land rentals right now. It was 

profane talking about hauling cows when his dad was sick and maybe dying. 
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By the time Gladys came to the hospital, the doctor had an updated report: “His 

liver’s shutting down, his kidneys are shutting down. He’s got only days left. ” 

Gladys howled. The kids didn’t know what to do. 

 
After a few hours, the nurses urged the family to go home and get some rest; they 

would call if there was any change in Maxwell’s condition. They all went back to 

Melanie’s, but Jeremy decided to head over to see Jenny. He fell asleep in her bed where 

he felt so comforted with her warm body pressed against his. She stoked his hair and 

kissed him gently on the face and lips and then nuzzled his neck and he rolled onto her 

and thrust himself into her, knowing that he would go on living. 

The next morning when he arrived at the hospital, no one said anything about him 

not coming home last night; there was more to talk about. Maxwell had slipped out of 

consciousness. 

Maxwell lay propped up on pillows, his face almost as white as the sheets, his 

eyes closed and his mouth opened. In the three weeks since they found out the cancer was 

back, he’d lost twenty pounds, he’d lost his hair from the unsuccessful chemo treatment, 

and he’d shrunk down into a shell of who he once was. His plump face caved in and his 

strong neck and shoulders slumped. When Jeremy stood by Maxwell, the smell of death 

emitted from the body lying on the bed. The room spun when Jeremy tried to move in 

closer, the odor dizzying him. It was his turn, though, and everyone was waiting for him 

to say final words and to hug and kiss his father good-bye. 

Good-bye. Was that it? He’d said good-bye to Maxwell a hundred times. It wasn’t 

good-bye. This was different. 
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“Dad. Dad. I love you.” Jeremy’s tear-stained face fell on his dad’s chest, which 

barely rose with Maxwell’s breathing. 

Every time he’d lied to Maxwell. When he’d been ashamed of his dad. When he 

complained about not getting the photo camera for Christmas that he really wanted but 

getting a new belt instead. He’d resented his dad. He’d been ashamed. He didn’t thank 

him. All these memories circled together, got caught in a whirlpool, pulled Jeremy into 

its middle, taunted him, accused him, laughed at him. 

“Dad, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry that I did stupid things. I didn’t mean it.” 

Jeremy felt his mother’s arm around him. She took hold of his other hand. 

“Jeremy, he’s gone.” 

* * * 

 
It was time to bring the cattle home from the community pasture. Every year, 

Maxwell and Jeremy and a half a dozen or so neighbours and friends would saddle up 

their horses and drive the cattle home. Their neighbour Reuben was leading the drive  

now that Maxwell was gone. This year eighteen people came to help with the MacFayden 

cattle drive. The other farmers knew that Maxwell would’ve done it for them, so they all 

came out to bring the livestock home. The cattle would only be at the farm for about three 

weeks, until the big sale on October 22
nd

. Jeremy rode his dad’s sorrel quarter horse 

because he knew it would’ve meant a lot to Maxwell for his son to saddle up his beautiful 

mare, June Bob, and ride her across the prairie, maybe the last time she’d ever be ridden 

by a MacFayden. Jenny was there, too, riding Duke. 

They had to drive the 94 head of cattle they kept in the PFRA pasture eleven 

miles to get them to the home pastures. Don and Reuben led the way, with men and 
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women riders placed throughout the herd. Jeremy and Jenny stayed at the back with 

Reuben’s old Border collie, Dixon, nipping at the lazy cows. There were more than 

enough riders so Jeremy really wasn’t doing much, which was fine with him because he 

had a lot to think about. 

Gladys had decided to sell all the livestock, including the horses. She wanted to 

move into town and buy a house right in Bounty. It would be easier than having to drive 

back and forth when there was no need for anyone to be on the homestead all the time. 

Maxwell was never able to build his dream house for his family, but with his death 

benefits, they could buy a big two-story house in town.  This was just what Maxwell’d 

predicted: Your mother will be better off with me dead than alive. Millie hated to leave 

the farm but the kids insisted that it would be the best thing. Gladys would have closer 

neighbours in town to be there for her, although Jeremy couldn’t believe how good the 

neighbours had been. Jack Jenkins and his outfit did all the combining, and Jeremy’s 

cousins Andy and Darrell MacLennan baled the straw. Uncle Don sold the hay and straw 

to the PMU barn outside Bounty and he helped Gladys put in a bid on the big brick Carter 

house for sale in Bounty. It needed some work, but Don would make sure that it was 

renovated and ready for Gladys and Millie. 

And the food that this little town of Bounty provided—the week after Maxwell 

died, the neighbours and townspeople brought dish after dish: pies and cakes and tarts 

plus lasagna and chicken pot pie and meat pie and beef stroganoff and stew and 

homemade soups. They had so much food that the counters, the kitchen table, the buffet 

table and three TV trays were covered with dishes. Gladys froze a lot of it , and six weeks 
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later they were still eating the donated food. Also, Gladys decided to buy a new car with 

some of the life insurance money; she’d never had a brand new car. 

Jeremy tightened the reins because June Bob was trying to munch the prairie 

wool, that’s what Maxwell called it, or virgin grass. He said no one planted it; it was just 

always there. It wasn’t beautiful like a manicured lawn in the city, but it was resilient. 

And in the marshy area they were stepping into, the prairie wool rippled along sod 

clumps like the scalloped edge of a dress. The cattle had made a mess of this marsh, and 

the horses were sinking into it with every step, so Jeremy and Jenny led them through the 

marsh so they could spare them the extra weight. By this time the rest of the group and 

the cattle were a number of yards beyond them. 

Jenny pointed out a blue jay on a fence post, its colourful plumage the only colour 

in this dry, mute landscape of grey weathered fence posts and tawny curled grasses with 

the occasional bluff of a dozen or so white poplar trees, leaves fallen off or crispy brown. 

He could see ahead that the cattle were moving through the last pasture before 

they would be on the open road, less than a mile from home. The blue jay flew ahead of 

them. Jeremy looked around at this land, Maxwell’s land. 

* * * 

 
In the months to come, the family would gather again on the MacFayden original 

homestead and they would scatter their dad’s ashes. Gladys would weep but not before 

she and the kids joined hands and sang, “Home on the Range.” Millie would bounce after 

a killdeer mother, chasing her away from its nest.  The older sisters would warn their 

little ones to stay away from the nest and hush crying babies. Jeremy would watch the 

wind catch the ashes and spread them into the trees and over the virgin grasses. 
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Picasso’s Women 
 
 
 

You come to Bounty and you find that people don’t know Georges Braque; they 

may have heard of Picasso but wouldn’t know any of his paintings, not even Guernica. 

People here have no use for art. You might wonder why Jessica lives is Bounty, then, 

because she’s a painter, well, she wants to be a painter. If you ask her she might say, 

Because it’s my hometown and I want to connect with my roots or I need to exorcise my 

inner demons or I’m going to show them that I can be more than they think I can. 

You might catch her on Main Street talking to one of her high school teachers. 

 
Her hands gesturing, like she’s a potter moulding clay that isn’t really there, and 

she kneads and she pulls and it’s all an effort to explain how art speaks to her: “I paint 

because I want to show the world what I see and, the thing is, when I’m in front of a 

painting, it’s like I’m somewhere else. I’m not here. I’m not in the art gallery. I’m . . . I 

don’t know. It’s just so great.” 

Mr. Childing nods and smiles, his eyes enraptured with her plunging V-neck. Mr. 

Childing had been her English teacher; he flirted with her throughout high school. Back 

then people didn’t talk about sexual harassment. Or maybe it was just Bounty. If you told 

your mom that Uncle Reg was feeling you up, she scolded you, Don’t be so ridiculous. 

People don’t take Jessica seriously—how can they? She grew up here. They 

remember her strung out on magic mushrooms, yelling at the mayor and his wife, “Come 

here, Tin Man. Come here, Scarecrow. Let’s skip down this yellow brick road.” 

It doesn’t matter. She returns to her house, the one she inherited from her dad 

when he passed away last year, and she resumes her painting. 
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You can’t make people appreciate art when they don’t care. You can’t convince 

them that experiencing art could transcend their Bounty existence. Besides they think that 

Bounty’s enough. 

She’s working on a self-portrait, trying to capture her reality on canvas. A scarlet 

red mouth gushes blood which pools into a thick scarlet lump and the brush pulls that 

bloody tissue into a human heart. She steps back. She sees the newsprint background of 

the painting, its headline splayed across the top of the canvas: CARBON MONOXIDE 

POISONING--#1 METHOD OF SUICIDE IN SASKATCHEWAN. Jessica’s painted a 

white Chevy car on the newsprint, exhaust funnels into sooty clouds that hang over the 

masked face she’s drawn. It needs something—she picks up her brush, daubs on some 

brown acrylic until it makes a rough piece of broken pottery which pierces the heart. 

When her art instructor last examined the painting, she told Jessica that she was 

mixing genres, but Jessica’s still learning about art movements. This summer, she’s been 

studying the visiting Cubist exhibit at the Regina Art Museum. There she saw Weeping 

Woman, which has influenced the painting she’s working on. She notes the black jagged 

lines lacerating the face of Picasso’s woman, the shard of glass piercing her mouth. 

Why does she weep? Inconsolable grief. 

 
She leaves her canvas and moves to the window to look into the frozen world 

outside.  The snow bank in the front yard is round and smooth like the back of a whale, 

snowflakes float in the air, nonchalant, no hurry to reach their destination. Across the 

street is a little brunette girl, dressed in a bright purple snowsuit, a startling contrast to the 

winter white outside. The girl lumbers along, hair bouncing out from under her toque, 

heavy boots trudging through snow. Her dark complexion flushed by the winter air. 
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Wisps of hair stick to a runny nose and cheeks shiny with dried phlegm; another sheaf of 

hair is tugged into the corner of her mouth, her tongue twirls it around and around. 

Something catches her attention, twisting her head to the right, listening, and then she 

speeds away, out of the lines of Jessica’s vision. 

Jessica strains to keep her in sight. She presses her left cheek against the frosty 

glass and leans as close into the window as she can, hoping to see beyond the window 

frame, but the girl has disappeared from her view. 

And out of nowhere, another panic attack starts: her mind cycling, her chest 

tightening, her stomach lurching. She tries deep breathing, but can’t escape the swishing 

in her head, like someone incessantly rubbing her hands at both ears. The medication 

hasn’t been working; she needs more. She rolls a joint of marijuana with just a touch of 

hash, the way Dave taught her to smoke weed. She sits on the toilet, watching the lines on 

the wallpaper become bars of music which erupt into song: And now I’m free, free 

falling. 

 
* * * 

 
Andrea, the little girl outside the window, runs toward a stray cat and despite her 

best efforts the cat eludes her grasp. Exhausted, she plops onto someone’s front yard, and 

her boots dig long furrows in the thick snow. Then her hands take over and she circles 

lines into a heart and she makes a star, always careful not to kneel in the shape and 

destroy its contours. Andrea is six years old, an only child, always looking for someone 

to play with, somewhere to go. 

You can let your kids wander around Bounty: the neighbours and other parents 

are always watching out. You still have to teach them road safety because the teenagers 
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like to speed down the street, music blaring, oblivious to your little ones, but they will be 

safer here than in the city. You might move here to raise your family, like many others 

have done. You could commute to the city with other business people. If you’re a teacher 

or a nurse or a physiotherapist, you could work here. 

You should walk around Bounty. You will be surprised by the beautiful 

architecture from the early part of the century. See those red brick three-story homes built 

in the 1920s? The one just off Main Street has been in the Milliken family for four 

generations. That one by the school was restored by the principal of the school. And you 

will be pleased with the one stone house which has been converted into Bounty’s Bed 

and Breakfast. Inside it has a drawing room with a piano, just like you might find in a 

Jane Austen novel. You will see some older homes, clad with siding. You can gather on 

the veranda with your family and friends to eat and drink. 

Andrea skips off to her own home: a sprawling ranch style house her dad had 

built when she was born. It’s on the edge of town, backed against the golf course. Andrea 

slips inside, removes her outside clothes, scoops up her fat tabby, and snuggles into her 

pillow chair to watch TV. Her mom, an accountant, is in her home office working, 

always working. 

* * * 

 
Jessica grew up in Bounty, just like Andrea, but she didn’t have the same easy life 

that the little girl enjoyed. Her mother wasn’t like the women sitting on the verandas, 

quietly sipping tea or relaxing on lounging chairs, reading novels. Her mother smoked 

and drank and yelled and, finally, killed herself—carbon monoxide poisoning. She didn’t 

leave a note. Jessica’s dad didn’t want the car her mother had gassed herself in, but it 
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didn’t bother Jessica. She drove the white Chevrolet Lumina all around town. The suicide 

car, she used to joke. And when she had a twinge of guilt, she just remembered the abuse 

her mom doled out on her. 

* * * 

 
In a drunken stupor, her mother pulled Jessica into a tight hug, her breath thick 

with booze. Jessica’s body stiffened. She tried to support her mom who was beginning to 

sink to the floor and she managed to drag the dead weight to the couch and lay her down. 

She did not cover her with a blanket. Her mother would be passed out for a few hours, 

which gave Jessica time to read. She lay on her bed trying to read some of Hamlet; they’d 

been studying it in school. 

Her fictional world was shattered when the sleeping giant (that’s what Jessica 

called her mother’s hangover persona) awakened. She was crying for a glass of water. 

Wanting to shut her out, Jessica put a pillow over her exposed ear and kept reading. 

A knock on the door and in came her mother, head hanging, stale whiskey odor 

permeating Jessica’s room. Her mother lay on the bed beside Jessica and moaned, 

“Jessica, I feel really bad. Can you take care of me? I’m sick. Help me!” 

She’d heard it before. “Okay, Mom, can you just let me finish up this scene?” 

“But I need water and actually some juice, too.” 

She kept reading but her mother began shaking her so she gave up and went to 

serve the beverages. Jessica would give her the drinks but her mom would want more; 

she’d want forgiveness and affirmation, which Jessica was not prepared to give. She 

placed the drinks on her bedside table and left her mother sulking in the bedroom. Then 

Jessica resumed her book in the living room. 
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Within thirty minutes, her mother had moved through remorse to misery and into 

her accusing-nagging-lecturing persona.  She couldn’t endure people finding pleasure in a 

world that only caused her pain. 

“Jessica, what are you doing? I’ve been calling you for the last hour!” She 

yanked out the cushion from under Jessica’s head. “You were supposed to take out the 

garbage. I’ve been waiting all day for you to take out the garbage.” 

Jessica’s mouth tightened and her eyes narrowed; she was ready to defy. But her 

mother ripped the book from her hands and threw it against the picture window. 

She thought of refusing, but when her mother pulled out the belt from the closet, 

Jessica recalled the whippings she’d received for not doing what she was told. The deep 

red slashes across her legs, her arms, her back. Her mother was a big woman: once she  

sat on Jessica and belted her five times—until Jessica begged forgiveness. It didn’t matter 

that she was sixteen years old. It was easier to obey. She rushed out the back door, 

dragging the garbage bags behind her. 

After depositing the trash in the dumpster, she climbed into her old tree house 

where she kept a stash of weed. She rolled a joint and let the drug soothe through her 

nerves. And in this stupor she dreamed of Dave. 

* * * 

 
Dave leaves his auto body shop, speeds out of the parking lot, and heads to his 

buddy Carter’s house where they’ll have a couple glasses of whiskey and a joint or two 

before he returns to his shop or home to his empty house. Carter’s house is full when he 

arrives: Carter’s new girlfriend Melissa, her young, twenty-three-year-old arms wrapped 

around his neck; a couple of Melissa’s friends, Shannon and Marla, perched on stools 
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around the kitchen table, their eyes turning to look at the door every couple of minutes; 

Trailer Girl (that’s what they call Joni) is always there, likely she slept on Carter’s couch 

last night; and Tommy Tom Cat is leaning over the stove, hot knifing. Dave joins Tommy 

and before long he’s relaxed and visiting with the young girls.  This girl Marla must use 

the same shampoo that Jessica always used because the scent of it is driving Dave back 

into those days he spent with her. 

Another thing you should know about Bounty is that it has always had a class of 

people that exists in every small town: they’re those thirty-somethings, born and raised in 

Bounty, who have never grown up. They go to the teenager bush parties, they traffic 

dope, and they cheat on their wives. This is Dave’s crowd. Jessica infiltrated the group 

when she and her friend, Melanie, flirted with Carter and Dave at the parties. Before 

long, they were at Carter’s every day after school or even skipping school to hang out at 

this place of complete freedom where they could smoke dope and listen to music. Carter 

was divorced and before the year was out, Melanie had moved in with him. 

Technically, Dave was married but he and his wife had different lives: she looked 

after their two children and spent time with her family, and he worked and partied. Not 

that he was never at home, but it was usually after his down time in the shop or at 

Carter’s. His wife spent most of the summer at their cottage on Kenosee Lake. That’s 

when Dave fell in love with Jessica and, one intoxicated night, he took her to bed and that 

began their two-year affair. She was young—very young—virgin young. Dave was a 

gentle and confident older man whose caresses were like rose petals fluttering over her 

skin. He kissed her eyelids. He bought white roses for his precious lady and a lacy black 

shirt and a gold necklace with a heart pendant, silky pink underwear, a whimsical 
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umbrella with a yellow duck on it, and on and on. He bought her favourite brand of 

cigarettes, DuMaurier Regular, and Grey Goose vodka and sparkling wine and bags of 

weed. Nothing was too good or too much for his Jessica. She was beautiful and innocent, 

like the fragile white roses. 

Dave remembers every one of these details, the feel of her shoulder, the smell of 

her breath, the taste of her neck. 

* * * 

 
The snowmobile derby had been a great success and the finale to the weekend 

was the dance with a live band out of Brandon, Manitoba.  Dave held Jessica tight while 

they swayed to Whitney Houston. He was so happy that Jessica was here with him. She’d 

snuck into his truck just before he’d left Bounty. She was crouched down on the truck 

floor until they were a few miles out of town.  And here she was. This beautiful girl 

clinging to him, wearing a white strapless dress and the necklace he’d bought her. With 

her high heels she came up to his shoulder where she rested her head and nuzzled his 

neck. 

Darlene would hate being here. 

 
“Do you want to go back to the hotel room?” he whispered into Jessica’s ear. 

 
She nodded and he led her out of the bar and up the stairs to their room on the 

fourth floor of the lodge. He wanted to possess her, to make her entirely his own, and she 

wanted it, too. 

That’s likely the night she became pregnant. 

 
* * * 
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Jessica watches the notes flicker along her wallpaper and she thinks about Dave. 

It’s been over six years since they ended the relationship. She should never have gotten 

involved with a married man, but Dave was so masculine, so experienced, so chivalrous. 

He thrived when he was on the edge, and it was exhilarating to be with him, like 

she was walking along the edge of a cliff, or maybe being carried, and if she leaned over, 

he would rescue her—that was Dave. He doted on her with all kinds of gifts and he 

always took her to getaways with him. And he seemed genuinely to care about her. Plus 

he taught her how to snowmobile, how to fish, how to golf. He taught her music. He 

showed her how to snort cocaine. He was tall and strong and had lots of money to do 

things. He wasn’t like the guys she’d been dating. He was the real thing, she always 

thought. 

They had so many good times together: the parties, the snowmobile derbies, the 

visits to his summer cottage. She remembered the Tom Petty concert, singing “Free 

Falling” all the way to the hotel room, and the cocaine, the champagne.  And she was 

sure that they would be together forever and, just when he had her under his spell, 

something happened. He changed. 

* * * 

 
Dave had taken two days off of work to go on a fishing trip up north with his 

buddies. He brought Jessica along with him, even though the guys didn’t really want her 

to come, but they wouldn’t rat on him either. The men were out on the lake within an 

hour of arriving and they planned to fish until they’d filled their quotas. Jessica wasn’t 

invited onto the boat so she found an empty space on the wide deck overlooking the lake. 
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The lake was still except for the occasional boat that streamed gurgling water 

behind it. Besides this small body of water, it was dense forest. A large bird—Jessica 

couldn’t decide if it was a hawk or an eagle—perched on an evergreen, its body dark and 

silhouetted against the sun’s bright rays. 

“Hey.” An Aboriginal man stood over her with a notepad in his hand. 

“Oh, hi.” 

“You’ve been sitting her for a while and I thought you might need a drink or 

something.” His brown eyes sparkled. 

She stood up and saw that this was a handsome man in front of her, tall and very 

muscular, floppy bangs brushed over his eyebrows. He suggested she have a glass of iced 

tea or better yet, a Long Island iced tea. 

He led her to a table on the deck and positioned the umbrella so that it shaded the 

glare of the sun. Moments later he came back with a tall glass and set it in front of her. 

“How come you’re by yourself? Are you here with your dad or someone?” 

“Yeah, I mean, no. I’m not with my dad. I’m with—” Jessica paused. “I’m with 

my fiancé.” Where did that come from? 

 
“Oh you’re engaged.” His face fell. “I didn’t realize because you’re not wearing a 

ring.” 

She tugged at her finger, “Uh, yeah, well it didn’t fit so it’s getting sized. I’ll get it 

back when we leave here.” 

“Okay, well if you need anything I’ll be around. I’m Paul, by the way. I’m the 

restaurant manager.” He headed into the kitchen area leaving Jessica with her silly lie. 
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By the time Dave and the others returned, Jessica was on her third Long Island 

and Paul was sitting with her, talking about his dream of moving to California and she 

was remembering her hopes to go to art school in Edmonton. Dave and his buddies found 

her riveted in conversation. The guys looked nervously at Dave and then they went to the 

bar. Dave marched up to the table and stood waiting, his arms crossed. Jessica looked up. 

She hastily introduced Paul to Dave. 

 
Paul said, “Congratulations on your engagement. You have a fine young woman.” 

He smiled and put his arm around Jessica. “Yes. She is.” 

Paul excused himself, and Dave swung Jessica’s chair around. 

“Who is that? What were you doing with him?” 

“He runs the place and he was just being nice. He felt sorry for me being all alone 

 
here.” 

 
He wasn’t amused. 

 
“Jessica, you’re the one who wanted to come. You knew it was a guys’ trip.” 

 
Yes, but you’re the one who invited me in the first place and you’re the one who 

said we would be able to spend a lot of time together. 

“Fine,” she snapped. 

 
She shouldn’t have said that—Darlene said “fine” when she was sulky with Dave 

and he hated fine. 

Dave stalked off to the bar counter and ordered a rye and coke. Before he came 

back to the table, Jessica got up and left. She was headed to the room when she heard 

Dave calling her, but she ignored him. 

“Jessica, I said stop! Come back for a drink!” 
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She turned the key, opened the door, and went into the room. 

 
Within a minute Dave was in the room. He grabbed her arm and pulled her face to 

look straight at him: “Don’t ever walk away from me!” 

She jutted out her chin ready to fight back but he tightened his grip on her arm 

and he forced her into the sofa chair. 

She pleaded, “Okay, I’m sorry. Don’t be mad!” 

 
“Jessica, I am mad. You wanted to come and then you pout about it!” 

 
Tears filled her eyes but she determined not to let them fall. She tried to stand up 

and hit at his chest to get him away from her, but he caught her in a restraint. 

She wasn’t some child. “Let me go!” she yelled. 

 
He only tightened his grip more. She kicked her legs and punched behind her 

head trying to wrench herself out of his arms. At last, he let her go; he threw her into the 

desk where her chest pierced into the desk corner and then she tripped so her head landed 

on the edge of a suitcase. 

She lay there dazed, like a bird recovering from its swooping crash into a window. 

Dave left the room. 

He found a spot alone in the bar. 

 
I overreacted. I shouldn’t have hurt her but she’s so damn infuriating. It’s just 

like last month when we were having a good time at the Hotel Saskatchewan in Regina. 

We had lobster and crab legs and we drank champagne. And later that night, she 

threatened to end it if I didn’t leave Darlene. 

That’s Jessica—push and push and push. 
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How could I leave Darlene for a teenage girl? Where would we live? Darlene’s 

hard-assed father would have me run out of town. Mr. Chadwick owns a bigger share in 

my shop than I do and he’s always there reminding me that he’s watching what I do. He 

would pull out and I would lose everything. He’s already on my case about the drugs. 

And then Jessica gets all pouty. 

He slams his fist into the counter and downs his fourth rye. 

Damn, Jessica! 

* * * 

 
Jessica wakes up in her bed, not even remembering when she went there. The last 

thing she can recall is sitting on the toilet smoking a joint. That was after she’d seen the 

little girl out the window. She rubs her eyes and lets them focus on the red numbers of the 

clock, 4:41; it must be a.m. She turns on the lamp and stares at the photos on the wall— 

her sister and she dressed like French seductresses, bright boas draped over bare 

shoulders and bulging bosoms; a picture of a newborn baby, Portia; her grandmother. If 

only grandma were still here, Grandma with her French accent, telling ridiculous stories 

of boyfriends, with whom she exchanged intrigues at the convent fence and sad stories of 

dying babies during the Depression. 

Grandma. Portia. She doesn’t want to think about them. She steers her mind to the 

class she’s taking at an arts centre in Regina. It’s a big deal for her: she always loved 

drawing and painting. They’ve been studying the conventions of the Cubists because of 

the visiting exhibition at the local art gallery. It features work by the Cubists Picasso and 

Braque.  She mostly likes the paintings of women and she wonders who they are and 
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what were they doing when they surrendered themselves to Picasso, the master? Is this 

how they see themselves? 

Picasso, what would you do with me?  She imagines herself on his canvas, maybe 

an eye in her ear or a cat’s mouth. Would you give me a mask? 

* * * 

 
She must have drifted back to sleep thinking of Picasso, because she can see that 

it is 7:00 a.m. She needs to hurry to get to her job at the Co-op Grocery Story by 8:00. 

She pulls off her sweats en route to the bathroom, yanks her top over her head, and kicks 

off her socks.  She cringes when she sees her reflection in the mirror. She has never really 

liked her appearance, but ever since the baby left its branding on her stomach, she hates 

it.  To her, the stretch marks are jack o’ lantern sneers. They scoff at her, daring her to 

forget. 

Picasso, would you cut these lines through my face and body? 

 
* * * 

 
Portia.  Jessica had been in labor for fourteen hours but the baby refused to leave 

its mother’s warm body.  It must have known what its future would hold.  Jessica was 

only eighteen, and it was scary, especially since she was all alone.  She didn’t trust 

anyone. 

A contraction seized her tired body and she wailed. 

 
“I want to die! Can’t you give me something? Anything? Please!” 

 
A nurse shoved a gas mask into her face but it felt suffocating to Jessica. 

 
Trying to speak through that rubber hose pushing into her nose and mouth, she 

managed to slip out the words, “No. I don’t want that!” 
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The nurse was indifferent and as Jessica shook her head left and right, the nurse 

kept pushing the mask into her nose, mouth, chin. She felt like she would never get air 

again. Finally, Jessica began punching at the nurse who finally took off the mask. 

After a solid hour of pushing and ripping, the doctor successfully yanked the 

baby’s head out, using forceps. 

Jessica refused to look at baby and declared: “Don’t tell me what it is. I don’t 

care. Just get it out of here.” 

The next day, Jessica sobbed into her pillow. She was so alone.  She’d told the 

reception not to allow any visitors in; Grandma came anyway. She held Jessica, not 

saying a word.  She’d brought gifts from the family:  flowers, balloons, a fruit basket— 

Jessica wanted none of it. She knew what they were all saying; what they’d been saying 

all along, that she won’t go through with it. Did she want to prove them all wrong? Is that 

what this was all about? Then why did she ache to hold that baby, to touch it, to snuggle 

it.  Even though it was a part of him, she loved it. She even quit smoking for this baby; 

didn’t that mean something? 

She had to get out of this place; there was nothing here for her.  Although she’d 

insisted on a private room, she could still hear babies crying, from the nursery and the 

other rooms, the babies who had moms to hold them when they cried.  Who will hold my 

baby? 

She asked for earplugs.  She wanted to hold that baby, but she couldn’t.  She tried 

to distract herself with TV; she did crossword puzzles; she read her novel, Northanger 

Abbey. Finally she asked for the nurse to bring the baby in. 
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No words came.  She was perfect: thick black hair covering her head and she had 

such a perfect fuzzy hairline, not like Jessica’s widow’s peak; chubby cheeks flushed 

with color; two perfect silky ears; and her little mouth twisted into a loopy grin. Jessica 

convulsed into sobs; she couldn’t stop herself.  If only this could be different, but she 

looked so much like her father. 

It was awkward holding this tiny being, and she didn’t want to get too close, 

afraid she might smother her.  She lay her on the bed and examined her under the tightly 

wrapped blanket, her wiggly toes—the second one longer than the big one, just like 

Jessica’s; her black umbilical cord, a slug; wrinkly folds under her neck. 

“Hello baby. Hello Portia. Portia Rae.” 

 
If only things could be different, but how could they? Dave went back with his 

wife and he didn’t want her to find out about the baby. He gave Jessica money to keep 

her away. She refused to get an abortion, hoping that Dave would change his mind and 

stay with her. But she couldn’t do it on her own. She was so weak. 

* * * 

 
You will often see Jessica jogging after her shift at the Co-op. Most people in 

Bounty don’t go for runs, except for kids or teenagers training for track and field. Jessica 

lived in the city for a few years and got into running so she runs here in Bounty. People 

shake their head and tease her at the store, but it makes them wonder about her. If you’ve 

lived in a small town, you would understand how difficult it is for people to ever see you 

as anything but what your family is or what you were growing up there. You can’t get a 

break in your hometown. 
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Jessica has run close to four kilometres when her legs are screaming to stop, so 

when she sees the park, she collapses into a swing.  The winter air stings her lungs as she 

pants, trying to catch her breath. She zips up her outside jacket and shivers just a little. 

She’d better only sit for a moment or she’ll freeze. She closes her eyes, dangling her legs 

on the swing. 

A weak voice interrupts her thoughts. “Hi.” 

 
Jessica opens her eyes and looks at a brunette girl with a pink hat on. She has 

hazelnut brown eyes. 

It’s the same girl she saw yesterday. Jessica fires off questions: “Who are you? 

Why are you here? Where do you live? Do I know you?” 

The little girl’s eyes widen and she turns to run away. 

 
Jessica struggles to get out of the swing and stop her. She yells, “Wait. I’m sorry. 

It’s just that I’ve seen you around and I’ve wondered who you are.” 

The girl comes back and sits in the swing beside Jessica. Jessica resumes her own 

slow sway on the swing. Up and down. The sun shines weakly through the foggy air. It 

gives just enough cloudy glow for their undulating bodies to cast their shadows across the 

snow. 

After a couple of minutes of silence, Jessica asks again, “What’s your name?” 

“Andrea. What’s yours?” 

“I’m Jessica. Whose kid are you?” 

 
“My dad’s Colin Jenkins and my mom’s Molly.” 
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Jessica doesn’t know them. She’s only been back in Bounty for about seven 

months and she still doesn’t know a lot of the new families. Of course she is starting to 

get to know them with working at the Co-op. 

She asks Andrea, “How old are you?” 

“Six.” 

Jessica puts her foot down to stop the swing. She turns to examine Andrea. “I had 

a little girl who is six.” 

Andrea is uncomfortable with this woman‘s staring. 

“Were you adopted?” Jessica reaches toward her. 

Andrea jumps off the swing and starts to run off.  She yells politely, “I have to 

go.” 

What did I do? Of course she’s not Portia. 

 
Her heart heaving, Jessica watches as Andrea skips off, her two braids bouncing 

from out of her toque. 

And Jessica feels another panic attack coming on. She’s stuck in the swing, her 

hips are wedged tight. What if I never get out of here? 

Exercise. The doctor said exercise. She forces herself out of the swing but she 

can’t get enough breath to breathe, let alone run. The empty swing shakes itself to 

stillness while Jessica lies in the snow gasping for air, clutching her hat, her head going 

through its version of a spin cycle, her body shaking from the cold. 

* * * 

 
Andrea bounds home, excited to tell her mom about talking to the strange lady on 

the swing. What’s her name again? Oh dear, Andrea can’t remember. She shouldn’t have 
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been talking to her maybe because she’s a stranger but she seemed really sad, maybe 

about her girl or something. Andrea spots her friend, Rebekah, playing outside so she 

joins her in pushing snow around to make a snow fort. She soon forgets all about Jessica. 

* * * 

 
Jessica and Dave pulled into town; Dave parked his Chevy truck behind Bounty 

Hotel.  Making sure that all was clear, Jessica snuck out the passenger door and ran down 

the street and to her home.  While she ran, she kept thinking of the note she found tucked 

under the windshield wiper of her car when it was parked at Carter’s: Some night when 

you’re all alone in a dark street . . . 

She was relieved to find her dad gone, not like he wasn’t always gone. Her mom’s 

suicide was already four months ago—four months of peace. Four months of peace, she 

announced to herself. She went to her bedroom, dropped her suitcase, and pulled herself 

into a ball on her bed. She lit a cigarette and while enjoying her smoke she looked at the 

books on her bookcase; she’d been such a reader, but now all she did was party. She was 

failing most of her classes and she skipped school every week. The teachers were giving 

her a lot of grace because of the suicide. They didn’t want to push her. She didn’t even 

care about drawing or painting or anything. Everything was Dave. 

She was halfway through her cigarette when the front door slammed open and 

shut, and footsteps pounded through the house and down the stairs. 

Dave pushed open Jessica’s bedroom door. 

“It’s over!” he spit out. 

What’s he talking about? 



99  

She stood up hoping to pacify his anger with an embrace and a kiss, but he shoved 

her away. 

“Darlene knows about us. She’s threatening to leave, to take the house, and the 

kids. She said that you called and told her.” 

Jessica couldn’t understand; she’d never told anyone about her and Dave. No one. 

The only people that knew were Melanie and Carter and Dave’s friends. 

“Dave, I never said anything. Honestly. But maybe it’s a good thing. Maybe now 

we can be together.” She tried wrapping her arms around his waist. 

He pushed her away. “Jessica, forget it! Damn! What am I going to do?” 

 
He shoved his fist through her bedroom wall, knocking off the photo of Grandma 

and Grandpa, glass shattering around her. 

She begged him, “Dave! Stop it! We can make it work!” 

“Jessica, you’re a kid.” 

She grabbed onto him as he tried to leave the room. She wouldn’t let go but he 

kept walking toward the door so she dragged her feet hard into the floor, refusing to let 

him go. He couldn’t leave her. 

Dave caught her arms and pulled her off, and she flung herself against the wall, 

knocking her white teapot off the shelf and watching it crash onto the desk, pieces of 

pottery raining down around her. Shards of ceramic, broken glass—the floor was covered 

in debris. The pink flowers and green leaves painted on the pot were broken into 

indistinguishable shapes of colour. This had been Grandma’s favourite teapot; how many 

cups of tea had she and Grandma had from this pot? 
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Dave stood motionless. He reached down to help Jessica up but she pulled her 

hand away and pouted into her curled up knees. Finally, he left. His footsteps on the 

stairs, like rocks tumbling off a cliff. The slam of the door, like a gunshot. 

She picked up the pieces from Grandma’s teapot. If only you were here, 

Grandma.  Clutching the fragments, tears splashing onto the broken pottery, a sharp piece 

sliced her finger, blood mingling with her tears. What if I pulled the glass across my 

wrists? 

She saw Ophelia floating dead in the river. Light wavering. Water rippling. Long 

hair fanning out. Flowers. Shredded petals. Then the face. It’s Jessica’s own.  Maybe 

that’s why her mother did it: to be free. 

* * * 

 
Dave tore out of the driveway and squealed out of Bounty and onto the highway 

so he could think. Earlier, after Jessica had run home, he’d had one drink at the Bounty 

Hotel and then drove home where he found his stuff packed and waiting on the back 

steps. The door was locked, so he opened it with his key. He was nervous. 

She was ready for him. Hands on hips, she declared, “Dave, it’s over!” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Dave? I know you’ve been sleeping with that Jessica Campbell.” 

Dave couldn’t hide the guilt creeping across his face. 

“I couldn’t believe it when she phoned me. What—is she like sixteen?” 

He said nothing. 

“I didn’t know if it was true so I had Lana spy on you. You are a dirty pig!” 

He gulped. 
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“A teenager? What is wrong with you, Dave? Your daughter is five years old! 

You disgust me.” She pivoted on her foot and was leaving the room when she turned 

back and said, “It’s over!” 

Dave panicked at that moment. “Darlene! No!  Please. Listen. I’ll break if off. 

Please. I love you. I love Sam and Jonathon. Please!” 

She stood in the doorway, holding onto the frame. “My parents told me I was 

crazy to marry you.” 

“Please, Darlene,” he took a step toward her. 

 
Darlene backed away into the family room and slid behind a chair and held onto 

its back. “No,” she said firmly. 

“Darlene, I’m sorry. I’ll change. I don’t what happened. Please give me a 

chance.” What else could he do? 

Darlene tapped her fingers on the chair back. She stared at Dave. They’d been 

married for seven years, two kids—Samantha, five, and Jonathon, three. 

“The only reason I would even think about it is for Sam and Jonathon,” she 

hesitated, “No! No! You’ve made a fool out of us!” 

“Okay. Well, I will still end it with Jessica and I’ll show you that I love you!” 

He could see that she was softening, just a little. 

“Fine. We’ll see, but stay at the shop. Not at Carter’s! And you need to break it 

off with that little tramp. Today!” 

Dave nodded. 

 
“I’m going to talk to her myself. She needs a slap across the face!” 
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His heart beat faster. He shifted from foot to foot. He smiled at Darlene, “You 

don’t have to. I’ll do it.” 

Darlene tightened her grip on the chair, “No I’ll do it.” 

 
He tried again to move toward her. She was crying. She stood stiff while he 

hugged her bony body, but only for a moment, then she pushed him away and told him to 

call her in the morning. 

And now I’ve done it. It’s over. It could never have worked anyway. She’s 

fourteen years younger than I am. I have to do this. It’s for her, too. She can do better. 

And Dave pulls onto a farm approach and cries. 

 
The next day was when Jessica had the visit from Darlene, a skinny, chicken- 

necked woman with a sharp chin and upturned nose. Jessica refused to be intimidated by 

this woman. She opened the door to her knock and invited her to sit in the living room. 

Darlene shifted around, trying to get control of the situation. Finally, she sat on the 

nearest chair. 

Darlene took a deep breath. “Dave told me he talked to you and told you it’s 

done.” 

Jessica smiled. 

 
“Don’t be smug, you little bitch. What do you think you’re doing sleeping around 

with a married man old enough to be your father?” 

Jessica kept smiling. 

 
“If you come near him again, I’ll beat the shit out of you.” 

 
Jessica laughed. This woman was a bean pole; she wouldn’t stand a chance in a 

fight with Jessica. 
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“And I have friends, too. Don’t think that I will let this go!” 

 
Jessica shivered just a little. Finally she said, “I don’t want Dave anyway. You 

can have him. It’s over.” 

And she meant it. 

 
The severe woman sighed, some of her taut wrinkles relaxed. She whispered, 

“Thank you,” and she left. 

* * * 

 
You must know that everyone in Bounty knew of the affair; even Jessica’s dad 

found out. Darlene’s dad, Mr. Chadwick, went and saw him and asked him to talk some 

sense into his daughter, because she was destroying a family and for what? She couldn’t 

care about Dave that much. Jessica’s dad barely talked to her: he wasn’t about to bring up 

something so delicate. Mr. Chadwick was getting ready to confront Dave when Darlene 

learned of it. 

The Chadwicks don’t go into the Co-op Store; they don’t want to run into Jessica. 

Darlene, well, she doesn’t care anymore, she even smiled at Jessica the other day. You 

could hardly blame a seventeen-year-old girl who was seduced by an older man. 

* * * 

 
Within a month of Dave ending the relationship, Jessica found out she was 

pregnant. She knew she was pregnant but wanted to persist a little longer in denial. So 

she kept telling everyone—and herself—that it was just the new medication making her 

sick.  That’s when she became a runner; no matter how sick she felt she drove herself to 

run. She liked to sweat, like she was shedding and maybe she’d even shed this baby. 
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Just when I get back into school full time and I’m getting my grades up so I can 

graduate and then this—pregnancy. I probably won’t get my grade 12. I’ll never become 

anything. 

Jessica was hunched over the toilet, puking. Why couldn’t she just puke up the 

baby? 

She decided to move to Alberta to live with her aunt in Cochrane. Dave and his 

wife seemed to be working things out: Darlene became pregnant again. Jessica gave up 

pot and booze and even cigarettes. Her nerves were fraying, though, memories and 

anxieties always pulling, always taunting. Running was the only thing that brought any 

relief to the whorl of memories spiraling through her mind. 

* * * 

 
Dave went through the motions with Darlene, but his mind was always on Jessica. 

Jessica always laughed about the silliest things like the one-finger wave of the Bounty 

farmers. She chuckled, “It looks like an erection, their one finger popping off the steering 

wheel and signalling a hello. Hell-lo, to you too, farmer Bob!” 

But he chose Darlene and his kids, and they were expecting number three. He 

hardly went to Carter’s anymore, which pleased Darlene. He wasn’t doing it for Darlene, 

though; he was doing it because that’s where he and Jessica spent most of their time and 

he can’t stop remembering, the leather couch where he held her in his arms while she 

cried about her mother’s suicide or the spare bedroom where he made love to her and told 

her he’d always be there for her or the kitchen bar where she sat on a stool, bright-eyed, 

learning how to mix drinks, her long hair as straight as the mixing stick, her tongue 

toying the straw around her mouth, or the music, every song—Tom Petty, AC/DC, 
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Madonna, even the soap in the bathroom—it’s all haunted by Jessica’s presence, except 

that she isn’t present. 

He was thinking about all of this while he was filing paperwork in his shop one 

Sunday afternoon. He heard someone enter, likely Carter, but it was Jessica who walked 

into the shop. The first time they’d been in the same room together for about five months. 

She was wearing short shorts, her tanned long legs exposed. He swallowed hard. She 

came into his office and sat on one of the chairs across from his desk. How he’d like to 

kiss her. He began digging his fingernails into his thighs, pinching them. 

“Dave, I know I’m not supposed to see you, but I have to tell you something.” 

“I’m so sorry, Jessica. I know this is so hard on you and—“ He didn’t know what 

to say. 

 
“Dave, I’m pregnant. Six months. It’s yours.” 

 
This was what they meant when they said it felt like getting hit with a ton of 

bricks. He couldn’t breathe. 

Jessica’s eyes filled with tears. She fought them off. She pushed out her chin. She 

pulled her shoulders back. 

“I’m only telling you because I thought you should know. I don’t expect you to do 

anything about it.” 

“What are you going to do?” he finally stuttered. 

 
“I’m moving to Alberta to live with my Aunt Norma. I’ll stay there until after the 

baby’s born and then I’ll decide what to do.” 

“So you’re going through with it. Maybe you should get an abortion. It’s not fair 

to the baby, you know?” 
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“No, I have decided not to have an abortion. I can’t. I might give the baby up for 

adoption. I’ll see.” 

“Jessica, please! Darlene’ll be furious and hurt.” 

 
And what about me? Jessica juts her chin out further, “I’m not telling anyone who 

the father is. No one will know. Darlene probably won’t ever find out. I am probably 

never coming back to Bounty anyway. I’ll likely go to school in Alberta and just stay 

there. There’s nothing in Bounty for me.” 

Dave winced. 

 
“I’m so sorry, Jessica. I should never have put you through this.” He stood up and 

came around the desk, pulling Jessica into his arms. And that throbbing inside that he 

could never get rid of—it began to subside. 

She pulled away from him and walked out. The ache returned, and he didn’t see 

her again for six years. 

* * * 

 
Two days after Portia’s birth, Jessica left the hospital.  She couldn’t sleep; fuzzy 

hair and forlorn cries prevailed upon her dreams.  She wanted to get out of the hospital 

before the adopting parents came to take the baby away.  She decided that she hated 

them. She’d chosen them from a list of candidates, read dozens of profiles, studied 

photos, examined income and education levels, race, religious background, place of 

residence—and from this, she chose who would raise her baby. They would see Portia 

take her first step, hear her say “mama” and “dada,” and take her to kindergarten. 
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The doctor was reluctant to discharge her due to her excessive bleeding; however, 

he sympathized with her situation so he sent her home with instructions to call his 

emergency line should there be any changes to her bleeding. 

That first night at home, at her aunt’s house, she sat on the toilet, her legs spread 

so she could see the fibrous clumps of tissue falling into the toilet. She had the phone 

with her, so she called the doctor who asked her how big the lumps were, the size of a 

grapefruit? No, not that big. The size of a kiwi? No, about the size of an orange.  She 

scooped up these bloody clots of tissue and held them, pulling at them, poking them, 

sniffing them. The last vestige of Portia’s presence in her womb, the final trace purged. 

She clutched the endometrial matter in toilet paper and rocked back and forth on the 

toilet. Por-tia, Por-tia, Portia Rae! 

On her way to the medical office the next morning, Jessica stopped at the mall to 

pick up some looser pants. She was still a little weak, but at least the after-pains had 

diminished. She grabbed some sweats off of a rack and moved to the counter to pay for 

them; she didn’t want to try them on.  While she stood in the checkout lines, she felt the 

after-pains contracting her uterus again, but the pain became worse—agonizing cramps, 

and then she began bleeding. She was surprised, and when that bleeding became profuse, 

she was terrified. Someone had called an ambulance; in the meantime a crowd circled her 

and her pool of blood.  One woman offered her an arm to lean on, but she was too weak 

to grab it; instead she slumped into the center of her bloody sea. The pains in her 

abdomen caused her to wail and she began passing out: a swirl of black hair, little fingers, 

Dave’s eyes, and before she lost complete consciousness, the white Chevrolet Lumina her 

mother killed herself in. 
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It took six days before Jessica gained enough strength to sit up in bed, and even 

that slight elevation whirled the room around. Three blood transfusions had failed to 

restore her equilibrium. 

Deep brown eyes. Agonizing moans. Infant bleats. Bunched up fists. Frightful 

shrieks. Buckets of blood. Silky ears. Fuzzy hair. 

* * * 

 
Dave’s new baby was born two months after Portia, also his daughter. He held the 

baby, Cassandra, with his wife and he wondered, How’s Jessica? Did she have the baby? 

Did she keep it? Where is she? How sad that Jessica’s baby would never know them, but 

Dave couldn’t think like this. That was all behind him. The truth was, though, that it 

wasn’t working out with Darlene. She thought that a new baby would bring them closer 

together, but he didn’t love her. He was trying. 

* * * 

 
Jessica leaves the empty swing fluttering in the breeze and she manages to slow 

her racing heart down enough to walk toward her house. Snow crunches beneath her 

feet—a pane of glass fracturing. She walks by Carter’s house just as Dave heads to his 

truck. She looks away. He turns his back to her, ready to get into the driver’s door, but 

then he makes a decision to approach her. They’ve been avoiding each other the entire 

seven months she’s been back in Bounty. 

“Hi, Jessica, how are you?” He really wants to know. 

“Hi, I’m okay.” No smile. 

“Jessica, do you think we could ever talk?” Please say yes. 



109  

She brushes her hair from her eyes and looks at him. “I don’t know. Maybe. Not 

yet, though.” 

“Okay.” He steps aside so she can walk past him and he whispers loud enough for 

her to hear, “I’m so sorry.” 

Jessica keeps walking. Her breathing has become almost normal when she should 

be hyperventilating. She almost skips the rest of the way home, so excited about going to 

Regina to visit the art gallery again tonight. Her instructor encouraged them to take it in 

as often as they could and to try to get inside the paintings, to understand what Picasso 

was doing. 

You can guess that Dave has never gone to an art gallery and wouldn’t know what 

to do if he were there. But if you’re like Dave and you never move away from Bounty, 

you’ll never know how much more reality there is beyond the town’s limits. 

That night she stands before Picasso’s Girl before a Mirror, mesmerized.  The 

girl mocks life, refuses to conform. Her hands hold the mirror; she controls her identity. 

And her belly, could it be the distended stomach of pregnancy? Has she, too, been caught 

by an illicit love affair, only hers was with the great painter? Another Pygmalion. 

Jessica moves to the next masterpiece. Each painting is like an archeological dig 

filled with broken artifacts, representing story and history and relationships. In Picasso’s 

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. prostitutes defy social convention but are they happy, these 

subjects of Picasso’s painting? Picasso, why these women? 

The masks puzzle her, and she yearns to know the women beneath them. She 

considers their colors—dusk. Transition. They’re changing? 
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Who would I be in this painting?  The one in the back with the beastly mask, 

almost horse-like, its long nose and opaque eyes? Why is she wearing a mask? Is she 

hiding? 

Who are you? Why are you in a brothel? Cruel men? Abandoned babies? Pools 

of blood? Who will tell my story? 

She is still fixated on the painting long after the other visitors have left, their 

absence not even registering with Jessica. The gallery will be closing in minutes, so 

Jessica finally pulls herself away. 

She leaves the art gallery and walks around it and through the park near the frozen 

Wascana Lake where she finds a bench to sit on. It’s dusk, but with the park lights she 

can make out the geese which have remained all winter. The snow banks remind her of 

her childhood and the elaborate tunnels she’d built, safe places to hide from her mother. 

The sky is darkening and she knows it’s time to head home. Jessica can see no 

stars; a blizzardy snow fall, thick and swirly, blankets the atmosphere. Yet, even through 

the blur of snow, she can make out a goose, a few trees, and a bridge rail. Images blend 

together, occupying her mind, while she makes the slow drive back to Bounty. 
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The Correction Line 
 
 
 

Twelve years ago Marissa’s daughter was molested. She was only five when the 

abuse started; six when it ended. That was when Marissa and Saffron’s lives became 

wrapped up in a town scandal that ended in the courts. Today Marissa still feels her 

neighbours’ eyes, condemning her for foolishly allowing a pedophile into her home. 

There were a few who stood with her, but she suspected that they enjoyed witnessing the 

scandal so they could be purveyors of the sensational story. After years of shame and 

hostility, today Marissa is packing, and next week she’ll be moved into her new place in 

Calgary. 

Saffron doesn’t want to move to Calgary; she only has a semester and a bit left of 

high school and she wants to finish it here. Saffron loves Bounty. It doesn’t make sense 

to love this God-forsaken town where her childhood was destroyed and where people still 

tell the new residents all about what happened to her in 1993, but it’s home to Saffron; 

it’s all she knows. Sideways glances and nods rapidly exchanged in conversation— 

Marissa is sick of it. She has waited and waited for Saffron to agree to moving. At first, 

she didn’t want to take her away from Nana and Papa and then she didn’t want to uproot 

her from her friends and school. And even now she worries that she’s making the wrong 

decision—how can she ever trust her judgment?—but she really, really wants to leave. 

Saffron has dug in her heels, though. Marissa, who usually gives in to Saffron, is full of 

resolution—although she has agreed to let her finish her first semester of grade 12 in 

Bounty. She can do the rest of her classes by correspondence, so she won’t actually have 

to go to school in Calgary and she can come back every month to visit her Bounty 

friends. 
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That means that Marissa will be alone in Calgary for two months. She’ll come 

home at Christmas and hopes to convince Saffron to come back with her for Christmas 

holidays. Maybe it won’t be so bad being alone. Something happened in the past year: 

anger and fear, pent up for so long inside mother and daughter broke through every 

barrier Marissa had painstakingly constructed to hold in these violent emotions. Marissa 

is unsure if it was she who broke open this dam or if it was Saffron whose yelling and 

swearing unleashed the rage. All Marissa knows is that every day she arms herself with 

resolve to take on Saffron who either defies everything Marissa says or fails to follow 

through on any of their action plans. Lately Marissa’s reactions have been laden with 

anger, undermining her intentions to spare this child from any further abuse. Most often 

the women end up in separate rooms, bawling. 

Just yesterday, Marissa came home to a houseful of guests: oversized teenagers 

stretched across the sofa and lying on the floor, a bowl of popcorn upturned in front of 

the TV, plates of hardened nacho cheese and bowls of dried-up salsa stacked 

discourteously on the kitchen table. It would require more than the dishwasher to get 

these clean, not to mention the dishwasher was still full after Marissa asked Saffron three 

times to empty it. Once Marissa started tidying up, Saffron grabbed the car keys and 

hauled the gang into Marissa’s little Honda, which, no doubt, would come home filled 

with McDonald’s garbage, those insidious little straw wrappers Marissa finds under the 

floor mats and in the door pockets. Seething over the kitchen sink, Marissa scrubbed 

every bit of cheese off of the grater. She should’ve been stricter, made her clean up after 

herself, enforced rules more consistently. 
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These are the thoughts consuming Marissa while she crouches over the cardboard 

box filled with the few remaining contents of her bedroom. It doesn’t make sense. It isn’t 

fair: Marissa read to Saffron; she took her outside to play every day; she offered her 

nutritious snacks. Marissa’s parents never did any of that. They sent her outside to play, 

but they never went with her. She tears a strip of newspaper from a Wal-Mart flyer 

advertising a luxury stroller. She crushes it into a ball and stuffs it between some wrapped 

ornaments. While she’s been sorting through things, deciding what to take, she’s been 

piling up her dresser with the items she’s uncertain about: beaded necklaces she’s not 

worn in a number of years, the 14 bottles of nail polish she will choose a few colours 

from, and miscellaneous makeup kits with broken lids and empty slots. Deciding to dump 

all the partially used eye shadows and blushes, she sweeps them into the garbage. 

Unfortunately her sleeve catches a perfume atomizer, which ends up on the floor with the 

lid broken off. 

Marissa was seven when her great aunt Muriel gave her the pinky glass perfume 

atomizer. Aunt Muriel was from England, Uncle Reuben’s war bride. They never had 

children of their own and Aunt Muriel was so fussy about her house that Marissa thought 

it a good thing that no children lived there to mess it up. Aunt Muriel’s bedroom 

reminded Marissa of the bedroom displays set up in the Bay.  There were cushions of 

assorted shapes and sizes piled on the bed which was so high it reached Marissa’s 

shoulders when she stood beside it. Everything in the room matched: the bedding, the 

curtains, the cushions on the chairs and even the cloth on the dresser. Marissa was 

allowed to watch while Aunt Muriel put on her rouge and combed her hair. Sometimes, 

Marissa would put on her aunt’s dresses and scarves and hats; she would sling her purses 
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over her shoulder and prance in front of the mirrored closet doors. Aunt Muriel applied a 

touch of eye shadow and blush on Marissa and gave her a spray of British perfume. On 

Aunt Muriel’s dresser lay a round mirror which held various glass perfume bottles. The 

one Marissa liked the most was the hexagonal shaped bottle with a pink lace-covered 

squeezer. When she squeezed the lacy ball, it sent out a mist of rose-scented water. Aunt 

Muriel let her take it home one day when Marissa had helped dust all the bottles.  It had 

sat on every dresser Marissa had ever owned and now it was broken. 

Marissa picks it up. She has to admit that it is tacky and the lacy squeezer is full 

of dust and grime—worthless junk. It’s just as well it broke, because Marissa doesn’t 

have to decide not to take it. And while she’s throwing things away, she pushes all the 

nail polish into the garbage as well. But all this throwing away, this discarding, it’s too 

easy. 

The rest of the dresser contents, she shoves into a box. No more disposing of stuff 

today; the rest is going to Calgary with her. Now her dressers are bare. Her walls have 

been stripped of all pictures and candles and hangings. The curtains have been taken 

down. Boxes are piled four by three in the corner. It reminds her of the stacks of square 

bales on the farm, which she would climb up to the top and then jump from stack to 

stack. Saffron played on these bales, too, after everything had happened and Marissa 

spent every moment with her, trying to make her world bright. 

They had their magical trip to Disneyland and Marissa insisted that Saffron was a 

princess and that she would always be a princess and that she needed to know that no one 

could take that away. And now Marissa falls to the floor, tears drenching her hands and 

running the newspaper ink up her arms. Again the memory of seeing her fiancé’s hands 
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on her sweet Saffron . . . the image haunts her. Just when she thinks she’s moved past it 

and she can see a smiling mom and daughter, embracing . . .  just then, the memory rips 

through that hopeful picture, distorting her happiness. And now, the happy mom and 

daughter scene is grotesque, destroyed. The frayed pieces of the torn photograph are 

hastily taped back together, except the frayed edges of the pieces don’t line up, and 

happiness is inconceivable. 

On the top shelf in the closet, Marissa pulls down a cardboard box stamped with 

the Eggo waffles logo. It’s already packed, essentially, but it’s been up on that shelf for 

five years—maybe longer. Marissa should go through its contents: photo frames and 

loose photographs. This entire box is a crack in her reality, but one she controls—she fills 

it with discarded memories and seals it with packing tape. 

Framed photos were shoved in the box when they became tedious. This one of her 

grandma and grandpa with their six children was taken in the fifties. It was a glossy black 

and white print which she had blown up into a five by seven. Unfortunately, the 

enlargement overly contrasts the white with the black, so that the sky is excessively 

bright and the ground is almost black. Her Grandpa was a war vet and, even though he 

isn’t in uniform, he stands erect, hands at his side as though he’s singing the National 

Anthem. He always commanded her to stand to attention when Oh Canada rang out at 

the hockey rink. Grandma holds the baby who is Marissa’s dad, and the other kids gather 

around their mother, either holding her arm or resting a hand on her shoulder. The little 

boys wear hats which shadow their faces and she can’t make out which one is Uncle 

Willard and which one is Uncle Martin. The family stands in front of the entrance of their 

two-story house with its large stoop. Actually the reason why Marissa took this photo 
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down is because it had no counterpart and looked unreal with the professional photos, 

which of course are in colour and staged before garden scenes or Christmas trees or 

rugged little bridges and rocky waterfalls. 

Her first portrait of Saffron was taken when she was a day old in Regina General 

Hospital. Marissa proudly dressed her in her going-home-from-the-hospital outfit: a mint 

green crocheted hat, rolled up above her forehead, a  determined wrinkle stretching from 

under the hat, which was off-centre, causing it to pull down on one eye so it squinted as 

though Saffron were winking, Marissa told everyone. The elegant white sleeper outfit 

was hidden beneath the fuzzy pink blanket swaddled snug around the baby, even keeping 

her arms wrapped tightly in the womb-like cocoon. 

Saffron’s baby album shows a bright-eyed beauty with her black tightly curled 

hair and her pouty little mouth that made Marissa call her Sulky Saffron. Marissa had 

faithfully documented every important event in Saffron’s life. With an ink stamp pad, 

Marissa stamped in Saffron’s hand and foot prints. She cut a curl off of her hair and 

pasted it in. She recorded her first tooth, her first words—Mama and then kitty. 

Photographs of bathing, sleeping, creeping, crawling, walking marked her every 

progression. In this one, she wears a sleeper with Piglet who is being flown by dozens of 

butterflies holding onto her little body.  She was Marissa’s little piglet snorting and 

rooting, sucking breast milk. 

She is still such a beautiful girl, but she doesn’t believe that, no matter how many 

times her mother affirms her. 

You have always been my beauty queen, my sweet pea. I will always cherish you. 

 
But she didn’t cherish her. She didn’t protect her. 
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She can’t think this way. She has to grab onto the memories of Saffron as a baby, 

when her life was full of possibilities. 

Saffron was born when Marissa was only eighteen, seventeen when she got 

pregnant. Saffron’s dad was a track star—Miles Reid. He is Bounty’s home-grown 

celebrity and the road into town marks his fame with a sign: Bounty, Home of Miles 

Reid, 800m & 1500m competitor at the 1992 Summer Olympics. No one asked Marissa if 

this was okay; it was a source of pride that could not be passed up for one person’s 

feelings. In a rage one night, Marissa took a can of black spray paint and blotted out the 

name Miles Reid. Everyone suspected it was her but what could they say, so it was taken 

down but replaced a few months later. 

Miles moved to Bounty when he was in grade seven, because his dad, who’d been 

an economist in his native Barbados, became the new bank manager at the Credit Union. 

Mr. Reid worked for the Barbados government, but managing a bank in small-town 

Saskatchewan was the best job he could get in Canada. His family was one of two black 

families in the town; the other was the doctor’s family. Marissa had barely even seen a 

black person, except when she had her throat checked at the doctor’s office, and a doctor 

was different anyway and his being black was a part of his uniform almost, white lab 

coat, stethoscope, prescription pad tongue depressor. It all belonged in a medical clinic. 

People in Bounty assumed all black people came from Africa, but Marissa’s grade-eight 

teacher designed a project on Barbados so they could learn about the place where Miles 

came from. Miles hated the project because he just wanted to be Canadian; Marissa 

touched him on the shoulder and told him she understood. 
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They began dating when they were both 16. He had a red IROC-Z convertible; he 

had a special vanity plate made up which read, MILSB4U. The first time Marissa’s mom 

saw her standing beside Miles, she commented to her dad: “Wow, he is blacker than the 

ace of spades.” 

Marissa came from a long line of high school drop outs, pregnant teenagers, and 

otherwise unambitious people. She was a Callahan, which meant she was loose. The 

Callahans weren’t exactly White Trash or at least nobody used that term but they weren’t 

the kind of family you’d want your children to hang around. They drove junky cars, 

smoked weed, skipped school, and slept around. Marissa was the youngest of all the 

Callahans. Her parents had her by accident when they were nearing forty and their other 

six children were in their teens. One by one the older sisters quit school, left home, and 

got pregnant—all four of them. When Marissa was growing up, they either occupied low 

rentals in Bounty or lived on welfare in the city. One of her brothers was killed in a car 

accident and the other brother had fried his brains out on acid. Her mother was a boiling 

engine who exploded at the least provocation. She would belt you before you could run 

two steps out of the room.  They’d all recoiled from a stinging slap across the cheek or 

had collapsed under a string of punches and kicks unleashed from their mother. No 

wonder they all left home when they were so young. While the older kids were at home, 

Marissa rarely was the target of her mother’s anger, but with them gone, Marissa walked 

around on tiptoe, avoiding any kind of confrontation. It had been one of those evenings 

when she finally snuck out to see Miles. 

She had been dutifully home by midnight (an extension on her curfew because her 

mother felt guilty for the beating), but she snuck out her bedroom window at 12:30 to 
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meet him at the Correction Line about a third of a mile down the back road. She walked 

past the approach where the green granary was located. This was one of their meeting 

places. If his car were parked behind the granary, it couldn’t be seen from the road or 

from her house. It was a perfect spot, unless her dad had to bring a load of grain there. 

Earlier in the evening, Miles had taken Marissa to a party at Duck Lake where 

most of the kids were hanging out. Probably about twenty cars were pulled onto the 

shore, taking turns with their headlights on. It was the Eighties, a drought, and the water 

was really low. The beach kept moving back every year so that it was a good 100 metres 

or so to the water. That was fine for the kids who wanted to party; they could get their 

cars nice and close to the beach. The teens sat around a bonfire, drinking rye and coke or 

Pilsner. Miles brought a bottle of ginger ale for himself and peach Schnapps for Marissa. 

Her favourite. Miles liked to have a good time but he wasn’t stupid. When they passed 

around a joint, Miles gave it to Marissa. He refused to smoke anything—weed, hash, 

tobacco. None of it. He was too committed to track. 

Miles’ parents had great expectations of their only child and they worried that this 

move would hinder his possibilities for the future, but they drove him to Regina twice a 

week to train with a track club. His parents were livid that he began dating a Callahan; 

they’d heard all the gossip. And her mother said it wasn’t right for her to date a Negro. 

Marissa wasn’t in love with Miles because she was defying her mother; she was in love 

with him because he existed outside of Bounty and she was sure that he would rescue her 

from drowning in the Bounty Dugout. He loved her because she was beautiful. 
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Once when Marissa was waiting in the convertible outside his house, she heard 

Miles’ mom talking through the opened door: “Miles, I don’t know what you see in that 

girl. She’s not going to help you achieve your goals. Come on! Besides you need to focus 

on school. What if track doesn’t work out for you?” 

Miles laughed: “Oh, Mom, it is working out for me!” 

 
“Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you and you’d better be using protection. You 

don’t want to end up getting her pregnant. It’s her family’s thing, you know?” 

Marissa’s face turned red when she heard the stinging remark. At least Miles 

stood up for her: “You don’t know what she’s like. She’s not like that.” He slammed the 

door behind him. 

* * * 

 
Before she reached the Correction Line, she could hear Miles screaming up the 

road, his IROC-Z kicking up a cloud of dust. She climbed in beside him and popped open 

the can of beer she had tucked inside her bag. Once they reached the highway, Miles 

pulled over to open the convertible top. Then he sped down the highway, the wind drying 

out Marissa’s contact lenses and tangling her hair. She lay her head on Miles’ lap to duck 

out of the wind, but it was still too noisy to talk at all, so she closed her eyes, resting her 

cheek on his hard thighs. Finally, after a twenty-minute trip they arrived at the dam, 

where they could park for hours without anyone finding them. No one knew what the 

dam was actually called; it was just the dam, like there were no other dams in the world. 

But that was Bounty: an island unto itself, totally insular.  A vacuum, inescapable. 

* * * 
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Marissa holds up a photo of Miles and Saffron. It was taken when she was two 

years old, one of the last times she saw her dad. Miles’ head is shaved close against his 

scalp, an over-sized square diamond sparkles from his ear lobe. Saffron, who’s in his 

arms, plays with the diamond stud, turning it and pulling at it. Miles laughs, his white 

teeth gleaming. 

* * * 

 
“I got it.” Marissa snapped the photo, capturing the father daughter moment, one 

of only a handful. 

“Okay, baby, your daddy’s gotta head out. I’ll be seeing you in a couple o’ 

months.” Miles choked out “I love you,” his eyes tearing up. 

“Miles, can’t you stay for a bit longer? School doesn’t start for another month. 

Please, Saffron needs you.” 

“You don’t think it’s killing me to leave, too? You know I have to do this. 

Marissa, I have a chance at winning nationals this year! I might make the Olympic team! 

For Canada!” 

“Yeah, well I have dreams too, you know?” 

 
“Come on, Marissa, you’re making this harder on me.” His jaw clenched. 

 
There was no use arguing. He would go and pursue his dreams, and she would be 

a Callahan. 

When she found out she was pregnant, Miles had already accepted a scholarship 

to the University of Arkansas. When he left Bounty on August 24
th
, 1987, Marissa’s life 

froze. It was a moment that didn’t need photographing because it played over and over in 

her mind, no matter how she tried to block it. 



122  

Saffron was born on January 8
th
, 1988. Her little Saffron Soleil. Miles chose the 

name Saffron. Right after she was delivered the doctor gave her to Marissa to hold, and 

all Marissa could do was cry. Her treasure.  This is still true. It is. It’s just that Saffron’s 

so mean to her, but Marissa tries so hard. Miles didn’t get to see the treasure until she was 

four months old and not again until she was two. Then he was busy training for the 

Olympics and his parents eventually relocated to BC and he never saw her again. Marissa 

knows that he married and had other children but she doesn’t want to know the details. 

She just tells Saffron that her dad does love her but his life is complicated and she’s just 

as well not being involved. What is she supposed to say? Saffron would probably love to 

go live with her dad—get away from Marissa—but he doesn’t want her. He transcends 

their life, the great Miles Reid, too good for Bounty, too good for Marissa. 

* * * 

 
Marissa knocks on Saffron’s door to check in on her packing progress. Saffron’s 

on the phone and she abruptly says, “I have to go. My mom’s here.” 

“Hey, I was just checking to see how things are going?” 

“Fine.” 

“Okay. Do you need any help?” 

“No.” 

Marissa waits at the door, wondering if she should try harder or if she should just 

go. 

“Do you need anything else?” Saffron asks. 

 
“Um. No. Um. Well if you want help with anything let me know. I can do some 

laundry or something if you like.” 
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“Kay.” 

 
Marissa smiles to hold back the tears and she hastens into the hallway, shutting 

the door behind her. 

Even two years ago Saffron enjoyed being with Marissa. They would go to 

movies and go shopping and go on trips. Now, Saffron can’t seem to be in the same room 

with her. Her eyes flood with tears as she moves into the kitchen. She has to keep busy, 

has to pack and clean and get ready. She’ll tackle the oven that she’d sprayed with 

cleaner the night before. Spreading newspaper on the floor, and getting the pail of hot 

water ready, she gets control over her crying. With rubber gloves up to her elbows, she 

begins scrubbing the sides of the oven, the fumes making her lightheaded. She scrapes 

away burnt-up French fries and cheese boiled over from lasagna. 

When she opens up the memories, she can’t stop them. They all come at once, a 

torrent that she no longer can control. It’s so easy to scrub away traces of meals from this 

oven. She wants to lose it just once—explode—but then she’d be like her mother and that 

would be even worse, so she pulls it all in, folds it up neatly and places it into that 

memory vault she calls her deep well. On her farm, they had a dried up well that her 

father put a ladder in so she could climb to the bottom and see what it was like. When she 

was down there, she shone the flashlight up, but the light was consumed by darkness 

before it could reach the top. That’s why she thinks she can store her anger and guilt and 

pity in a dark well where she can’t see to the bottom to get at it. At least it keeps her from 

lashing out at Saffron. 

Marissa decides against packing the fridge magnet numbers and letters. The fridge 

was a discussion board for Marissa and Saffron. When Saffron was younger, Marissa 
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would spell words on the fridge to teach Saffron vocabulary. She liked learning new 

words. When Marissa read to her, Saffron repeated words, like a-ppre-ci-ate. What does 

that mean? And Marissa explained that appreciate means that you are happy that 

someone does something for you, like I appreciate when you help me clean up. All day, 

Saffron would help Mommy so she could hear her say, I appreciate when you help me, 

Saffron. 

Do you appreciate when I put this block in the box? Do you appreciate when I put 

 
this block in the box? And every time Mother appreciated it. 

 
That makes Marissa smile. But then she wonders if she does appreciate anything 

Saffron does. Maybe she expects too much. Why can’t Marissa just appreciate who she 

is? 

Marissa smiles again, remembering how Saffron told her when she was seven that 

she liked numbers because they weren’t slippery like words. (Her teacher had told her 

that words could be slippery because they could change their meaning.) Saffron explains 

to her mother that a three is always just that—a three, but a bar, let’s say, well that could 

be a lot of things, and Saffron likes everything to be one thing. Even when she was 

younger, she was like this. Marissa remembered when Saffron was four how she didn’t 

like to be called Honey because honey was sticky and she didn’t like being sticky. And 

Saffron hated watching cartoons with talking animals because that wasn’t right: animals 

didn’t talk. She was happier gathering earthworms in a pail and moving them into the 

garden because Grandpa said that they helped the flowers grow. 

Her shoulders begin heaving again. The dam threatens to break and Marissa just 

goes with it this time, too tired to fight.  She holds the magnet numbers in her fist like 
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she’s holding the pieces of a shattered life in her insufficiently-sized hands. She can’t 

contain everything. 

Until Saffron was four and a half, she and Marissa lived with Marissa’s parents. 

By this time, Marissa’s mom had calmed down, and her dad had suffered from a heart 

attack which shook him up and caused him to slow down. He was a wonderful 

grandfather, even if he’d been a negligent father. Marissa began calling him Papa, not 

just when Saffron was around but all the time. And Nana doted on baby Saffron, buying 

her fancy dresses and lacy headbands, things that she could not have afforded for her own 

children or that she would not have wanted to buy for them. Marissa was reluctant to let 

her mother touch the baby, but Nana was so sweet all the time, a completely different 

person than she was as a mother. The baby adored her Nana, so Marissa went to work  

and left Baby Saffron with Nana and Papa. She would come home and see Papa playing 

peek-a-boo with the baby. He would lift her far over his head only to drop her suddenly 

to his lap. Saffron entertained them with her delightful laugh; her first steps met with 

praise and applause from Nana and Papa. She was like one of Papa’s newborn calves, 

unsteadily prancing on its feet, its little voice maaaaing complaints of hunger. When 

Marissa and Saffron moved in with Marissa’s new husband, Gary, Papa and Nana hugged 

Saffron goodbye, their eyes tearing up. Saffron didn’t want to leave Papa and Nana’s but 

Marissa explained that they were re-lo-ca-ting to a new house but they could still visit 

Papa every week. And Gary had a dog. Wouldn’t that be fun for Saffron to have a dog? 

* * * 

 
It was difficult to get a job in Bounty in the Eighties. There weren’t many around 

and the few that were available were given to those who had connections and certainly 
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not to a Callahan. Marissa became a waitress in Bounty’s Booty, the greasy bar in the 

Bounty Hotel, which was filled with oil and seismic workers. Marissa contended with 

groping rig pigs who tried getting her into their rooms. Once, a dirty rigger shoved his 

hand up her skirt, prompting Marissa to smash his face with the pitcher of beer she was 

carrying. She refused to serve him ever again; he had to order and pick up his food from 

the bartender.  When Miles’ dad found out she was working in a bar, he offered her a job 

at the Credit Union. Only a few people moved their business elsewhere, because they 

didn’t want a Callahan looking at their bank account. Marissa was grateful to Mr. Reid, 

Miles’ dad, and he began to accept Marissa. Miles couldn’t afford to pay child support 

because he had no job except his scholarship which only covered his university expenses 

and not even all of that, but his dad would give Marissa an envelope of cash every month. 

He also started a trust fund for Saffron which would mature when she turned eighteen. 

That doesn’t mean that the Reids had anything to do with Saffron; they preferred not to 

be involved was what they always told her. Marissa never exchanged more than ten 

words with Miles’ mother, so it was a relief when they finally left Bounty. Every month, 

Mr. Reid sent a cheque to Marissa, but it was a stinging slap to Marissa; after three 

months of not cashing them, she tore them up and printed Return to Sender on subsequent 

envelopes. The cheques stopped coming. 

The new bank manager kept Marissa on as a teller because she was smart and 

efficient. She took some courses and became a loan and mortgage specialist, then a 

financial planner. Before long, Marissa ceased to be known as a Callahan; instead she 

became known as the mother whose daughter was molested by her stepfather. She did a 



127  

good job at the bank, though, and even this label faded when people noted her 

professionalism and competence. 

Marissa was a good mother, so sweet and indulgent with little Saffron, not like 

her own mother had been with her. She vowed that she would never be harsh or abusive 

with Saffron and she wasn’t. Also, she didn’t want to get into relationships and have 

Saffron deal with stepdads like her sisters’ kids did. She would stay single and it would 

be she and Saffron. Even though she hated being on her parents’ farm, it was so good for 

Saffron to have Nana and Papa there to look after her. 

Marissa’s resolutions to remain single changed when she met Gary Carleton, a 

new teacher who’d moved to Bounty. He moved from Ontario to teach grade three in 

Bounty school. It was difficult to find teachers to come to Bounty, especially with all of 

the wild Reserve kids. Gary had soon won over his students and was engaging them in 

learning. Everyone was pleased with the new teacher who commanded authority over the 

class but whose charm was evident to the parents on interview days. 

“He’s doing a great job. My son, Michael, actually wants to go to school and he 

even brings home books to read every night.” 

“Mr. Carleton is keeping a tight rein on those hellions he’s got in the class. It’s 

about time someone stopped the bullying that’s been going on there.” 

Marissa met Gary at the bank, when he first came in to open a new account in the 

branch. He’d always wanted to be a part of a Credit Union, he told her, because he was 

sick of the big banks making their CEOs rich off the working man’s dollar. The Credit 

Union had it right, he said. They pay the hand that feeds it. 
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Marissa ran into Gary numerous times, which wasn’t unusual given there were 

only so many events to go to in Bounty. He came out to the skating carnival, which 

Saffron was skating in. Although she was in a toddler group and wearing a fuzzy mouse 

costume, she managed to do her little routine without falling. Marissa videoed the event 

and cheered when she was done. Gary nodded approvingly at Marissa, and he 

congratulated Saffron on a fine skate. 

She honestly doesn’t know how it all happened. When Saffron was almost five, 

she and Gary had been seeing each other for a year and they decided to move in together. 

By this time, Gary had bought an older home on Main Street and he’d begun restoring 

some of its charm. It was a beautiful home with a sunroom facing the east so that you 

could enjoy a cup of coffee in the warm sun all year round.  Gary was so nice to her and 

so adoring to Saffron. Her dad didn’t like him but she figured that was because her dad 

didn’t really like anyone from Ontario. 

She knew something wasn’t quite right when Saffron began crying if Marissa had 

to go out at all without her. Then she came into Saffron’s bedroom one night and found 

her undressed with Gary lying on her bed. It was the sickest thing she’d ever seen. She 

lifted Saffron into her arms, wrapped her in a blanket and drove out to her parents. She 

was blinded with tears the entire trip and she can’t recall how she made it there. Her 

parents pieced everything together through her sobs. Saffron cried because her mommy 

was crying. 

She failed at the one thing that meant the most to her. Pictures of that evil person 

touching her daughter grasped at her like licks of fire raging toward her, suffocating her, 

consuming her, smothering her. Her little sweet pea, crushed and wilted under that man’s 
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groping hands and devilish breath. Her life was unbearable, darkness dominated her, she 

couldn’t see any light. Everything was over. She was in the dark well. Take up the ladder. 

Shut the lid. Roll a rock over the top. Leave her here to die. 

But she didn’t die. Saffron needed her. She had to live. She had to hold her head 

high. Her dad collected all of her things from Gary’s. Marissa lit a fire in the burning 

barrel in the yard and she burned her way through that pile: every item of clothing she or 

Saffron wore was thrown into the flames. Every piece of linen, towel, cushion, pillow, 

stuffed toys, everything. In fact, Marissa poured the bags of stuff into the fire, 

indiscriminately. Little fires were started all around her as loose sleeves hung over the 

barrel lighting unopened bags on fire. Smoke burned at her eyes. She shoved blankets 

into the barrel. But the fire went out. It totally died in the barrel. So she ripped the blanket 

to shreds until she passed out from the smoke and the exhaustion. And around her a box 

of papers burned, ashy paper floating through the air. When she woke up, she cried sooty 

tears down her red cheeks. 

She wished that she lived anywhere but in Bounty during this time. Everyone 

knew. Everyone knew what her daughter had been through. And she hated going in to 

town because all eyes were on her and people rushed over to offer support to her. It was 

like the whole of Main Street heaved with her agony and she didn’t want them to know 

and she didn’t want them to share her pain. Even if some of their children were victims of 

the pedophile teacher she was the only one who opened her family up to him. 

* * * 

 
There’s more to pack and she wants to get as much done as she can today, 

because she leaves in three days and she wants Saffron to be settled in with her 
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grandparents before Marissa has to drive to Calgary. The bathroom isn’t done but it’s so 

hard to pack things that you are going to keep using, so Marissa decides to return to the 

box in her bedroom. 

She has every school photo of Saffron. She hasn’t put the last few years in here 

but she packed them already. In elementary school, Saffron was withdrawn and serious. 

She was the only black child in the school, although there were a number of First Nations 

kids who became her friends, especially a little girl named Emily. They tormented 

themselves about their skin colour and eye colour and facial features. 

Here is a photo of Saffron in grade nine when she went to provincials for track. 

She’s like her dad when it comes to athletics. At least she has that. She is very fast. 

Maybe she thinks this will bring her dad back into her life or maybe she wants to train 

hard to forget. 

And here is the photo of Saffron in kindergarten when it all happened. She looks 

so serious in her pink gingham dress with a floppy pink bow in her hair. 

And in bounds Saffron, smiling brightly, her moroseness dissipated: “Mom, 

would you mind helping me go through my closet?” 

Then she looks at the photos and she sits beside her mom, hugging her as the tears 

keep coming. I’m the parent. I shouldn’t be crying. 

Saffron takes the photos from her hands and looks through them. 

 
“Ugh. Why did you put this ugly pink bow in my hair?” She laughs as she looks 

at her Kindergarten picture, the year her life was ruined, but she laughs about it. 

“I just thought you looked so cute in pink.” 

 
She inspects me:  “Mom, are you going to be okay if I stay here?” 
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Marissa looks at this lovely face, framed with rich curls, her little Saffron, now a 

young woman. Yes, she’ll be okay. 

* * * 

 
She drives out of Bounty, its welcome sign catching her eye in the rear view 

mirror. Marissa blasts the music, listening to Bon Jovi scream through the speakers; she 

presses the pedal, picking up speed. And she smiles, not only at the image of Saffron 

waving her hand so frantically that it looked like a pinwheel and blowing kiss after kiss to 

her mom, but also at her reality—she’s leaving Bounty. She’s the one ditching this place 

and it feels good. 
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