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“In all dealings with colleagues,

staff will exemplify equity and justice.”

from the Canterbury High School

Code of Ethics
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Prologue
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Dr. Andrew Scott loved coming into the school in August. He stepped into the gleaming corridors, fresh with the scent of floor wax, and sniffed deeply. Ah. The scent of a new year rife with possibility. 

He loved being the principal of Canterbury High. He had a quite amazing staff, committed to their jobs and the students. It was wonderful each August to sit alone in the office, planning the year. He enjoyed the solitude of it, the quiet before the clamour of the student body. Today he was preparing to interview a new art teacher.

He walked into the office to find someone was already there; he could hear the rhythmic murmuring of the photocopier. He sighed and opened the copy room door. He looked in, certain whom he’d find there.

“Good morning, Andrew,” said Norton Edwards, glancing up at him. “Have a good summer?”

Dr. Scott nodded. It was nearly thirty degrees outside, but Edwards was wearing wool pants, a button up shirt, and a bow tie. “You’re here early.” As expected. The head of the English department was a remarkably diligent educator.

“Yes, I like to get my copying done before anyone else can monopolize the machine,” Edwards said with a smile.

“I know,” sighed Scott. “You use up the entire English department’s copy budget by yourself, before the year has even started.”

Edwards tittered. 

Scott didn’t know whether Edwards was oblivious or if he just didn’t give a shit about anyone else in the building. Did Edwards think he was joking? “You should be careful, Norton. You piss off enough people, you never know what could happen.”

Edwards chuckled again. “Don’t be silly, Andrew. I’m adored here. My English students have the highest scores on all the tests. Their scores at university are significantly higher than average. People love that.”

Scott sighed and backed out of the copy room. It was sad, but true. No matter how irritating he was with the other staff, Edwards definitely knew his job. “Have a good year, Edwards,” he called, as he shut his office door. 

As he opened his email to the swishing rhythms of the copier, he did some calculations in his head. It had been three years since Edwards could have retired, and another eight before he would be required to. He wouldn’t go a minute earlier than he had to, Dr. Scott knew. Edwards ruled the English department like a despot. He would never voluntarily surrender such power. 

Every year, Scott had to negotiate the fall-out of Edwards’s jovially oblivious dictatorship. He sighed once more. He loved being a principal. He didn’t love dealing with shit-disturbers like Edwards. 

He gazed at the wall, imagining he could see through to the copy room to Norton Edwards standing there in in bow tie and woolen trousers. In August, for God’s sake! Maybe this year would be different, though. 

He clicked open the file for the department budgets, sighed again, and added two thousand more to the English department copy budget. He took it off the wrestling team’s mat budget. The parent advisory council might be persuaded to buy wrestling mats when they would not pay for copier expenses. The rest of the English department needed to make copies, too. 

Someday Edwards was going to have to learn to be more respectful of his colleagues. Perhaps this was the year?

He could dream.
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The Phys. Ed. Teacher’s Tale
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Hans Wiener, the PE teacher, did not like Norton Edwards. He did not like his dapper little suits that looked like something a British county squire would wear. He did not like his bow ties, particularly the red one with the white polka dots. He did not like the way Edwards quoted scenes of Shakespeare in that drawling posh accent, as if he’d been born listening to the BBC instead of having been raised on a farm in Saskatchewan. He disliked the man’s portly figure. But most of all, he despised Mr. Edwards’s term project on puns, because Edwards’s favourite example was Mr. Wiener himself.

“It’s just too good to ignore, my good man!” Edwards said in the staff lunchroom when Hans had complained. “You can’t possibly take offense at a good hot dog joke.” It was rather brave of him, considering that Wiener was six foot six and had shoulders broader than most doorways. 

“My name is pronounced VEE-ner, not WEE-ner!” Hans growled, towering above Edwards. “Like the city!” 

Edwards looked baffled. “Veener is a city?”

Mr. Wiener inhaled in a desperate bid to contain his exasperation. “Vienna. Wien. The capital of Austria. Wiener-schnitzel? The Viennese waltz? Surely you’ve heard of them?”

“That’s where the term comes from, is it? How fascinating. Are you Austrian, then? I had always thought you were just mocking Arnold Schwarzenegger’s accent.” He chortled as Madame Marchand walked by. “Génèvieve! Did you know that Wiener actually has to speak like that all the time? He’s not faking that accent!” 

Mme. Marchand looked at Hans in sympathy and removed her bowl of soup from the microwave. She had become an expert at ignoring Edwards, since their unfortunate liaison the year before. She glanced over to Chris, the new art teacher. He shrugged his shoulders.

Edwards chuckled to himself while he rummaged in his mail slot, pulling out flyers and notices. “How very unfortunate. I feel quite sorry for you, old man. You really should consider hiring a speech coach. I hear they can do wonders with accents. King George the Sixth had one, did miracles with his stutter. I’m sure that accent could be fixed. You would be much less of a laughing stock, then. Of course, that would require discipline on your part.” He hummed some Gilbert and Sullivan to himself, oblivious to the others in the staff room, all looking at him with a variety of astonished expressions.

Mr. Wiener clenched his fists tightly and pressed them into his quadriceps until the urge to mash Edwards’s nose into his brain had passed. Discipline, forsooth. When he felt he could speak, he said pleasantly, “You must join the teachers versus students hockey game, Edwards. We could use you.” As a target, he added to himself.

Edwards chortled a patently artificial laugh, like a poorly paid Santa Claus. “Oh, no. You don’t want me on your team. Athletics and I do not get along. I have other talents!” He winked broadly at Mme. Marchand who rolled her eyes. “Génèvieve knows!” He said it so loudly that the other staff in the lunchroom cringed. “I’m very talented, right?”

Mme. Marchand looked at him and gave a Gallic shrug. “Ignore him, Hans.” She focused on her spoon as she sipped her soup through elegantly pursed lips.

Mr. Wiener tried again. “You can be goalie. It’s just for fun.  No one cares who wins or loses.”

Mme. Marchand looked up with raised brows. The staff vs student games were always hotly contested. If their goalie allowed the students to win, he’d be a mockery for the rest of the year. She looked at Hans and understanding dawned. She turned to Edwards and fluttered her eyelashes. “Oh, Norton. You should do it. I find goalies are so very...” she licked her lips and smiled at him, “...sensual.”

Edwards nearly missed the chair he was aiming for as he took his place at the table. He recovered himself and set his sandwich down. He pulled his linen napkin from his lunch kit and set it across his lap. “You do?” he asked huskily.

She nodded, holding his gaze with hers, “I do. I find them quite irresistible. A goalie is the heart of the team.”

Edwards was staring at her, hypnotized by her words. Her voice said heart of the team,’ but her eyes said, groin of the team.

She glanced down the table at Delilah Olivier, the drama teacher. “Isn’t that so, Delilah?”

Delilah smiled down into her coffee. When she raised her eyes to look earnestly at Edwards, tingles shot up and down him from toes to temple. “Oh, yes,” she said breathily. “Goalies are dead sexy.”

Edwards chewed thoughtfully on his cucumber sandwich.

“How about it, old man?” Wiener asked. “Are you game?” There was no mistaking the challenge in his voice.

Edwards looked between Delilah and Génèvieve, each smiling with sultry surety. Finally, he nodded. “Yes. All right. I’ll do it.”

The women’s smiles broadened. 

“I’m looking forward to watching the play,” said Delilah.

“To watching me play, you mean,” said Edwards.

She nodded. “Just so.”

“I’ll need to you pop into the gym after school,” Mr. Wiener said, interrupting the sensual eye play. “So that you can try on the goalie pads. We need to be sure they’ll fit you.”

Mrs. Mac, the chemistry teacher, raised her eyebrows, and Mr. Wiener winked at her.

“That’s fine,” Edwards said absently, still lost in Delilah’s eyes.

There were no team practices after school that day, so Edwards walked into an empty gym. Most of the lights were off, and it was eerie how his steps echoed in the large empty space. Just walking across the wooden floor made him tense. The gymnasium had been the site of many of his own high school traumas, but not this time. This time, it would be the source of pride and victory. In his mind's eye he could see Delilah collapsing into bed beside him, overwhelmed with passion after his success. As he lay with her, Génèvieve would join them for a ménage à trois. It was a French thing, and she embodied her position. Her position. He savoured that for a moment. 

It was getting difficult to walk in his tweed trousers, but before he could make any adjustments, Mr. Wiener stepped from a darkened doorway in the corner of the room. “Come here. The pads are in this equipment room.” He stepped back out of sight.

There was something just a little disturbing about the way that invitation sounded with Wiener’s Austrian accent, but Edwards thought of the women cavorting in his bed and carried forward.

As he stepped through the equipment room door, simultaneously it slammed shut and the lights went off. “Wha—?” he exclaimed. “Wiener! What are you doing?”

Strong hands grabbed him and wrapped something around him. His fingers caught in rough webbing as he was encircled and rolled, wrapped dizzily in layer after layer until he was bound tightly from nose to knee. His arms were mashed firmly against his sides; his knees were hobbled tightly together. He was quite nauseous from spinning and fear.

“What is the meaning of this?” he squawked.

The lights came on and he glanced cross-eyed down his nose to see that he was encased in a volleyball net. Wiener stood in front of him, icy blue eyes gleaming maniacally. “Who’s the wiener now, little hot dog man?” he taunted.

“Hans!” Edwards could feel the sweat breaking out on his forehead. “This is a good laugh. Ha. Ha.” His whimpering attempts at laughter sounded pathetic even to himself. “Come now, Hans. Excellent joke. Really funny. Let me out, now, though.”

Wiener gave him a little shove and Edwards teetered. He spread his feet apart from the knees to regain some balance.

Wiener reached into a basket and pulled out a tennis ball. He grinned with a slow deliberateness that made Edwards shiver. Wiener walked over and opened the door to the gym as he tossed and caught the ball. Edwards had seen that look many times in the Phys. Ed classes of his youth in Saskatoon. “Now, Hans,” he whimpered, "You don't want to do anything foolish."

In response, Wiener threw the ball hard at Edwards’s head. “Run, little hot dog man,” hissed Wiener, his eyes glistening. “Run as fast as you can.”

A buzz sounded in the gym.

Edwards ran. His knees bound together, he rose onto the tips of his Oxford loafers and staggered out into the gym with a toddler’s mincing steps. The scoreboard was blinking Home: 1, Visitor: 0.

Wiener reached into another bin and pulled out a baseball. He narrowed his eyes, taking aim, wound up, and nailed Edwards cleanly on the temple. Edwards tottered and careened off to the left. 

Home: 2. Visitor: 0

Wiener pulled out a volleyball, bouncing it on his palm as he sized up the direction of play. Wiener had played volleyball on the Austrian Olympic team. The commentators had said his serves were lethal. He tossed the ball into the air and smashed it onto the top of Edwards’s head.

Edwards yelped and swayed, his head bobbing back and forth on his neck like a flower on a broken stem. He still appeared to be moving in the general direction of the main doors into the school, but he was unable to keep to anything resembling a straight line. “Help!” he cried, “Help!” 

Hans could almost see the stars swirling in Norton’s vision.

Home: 3. Visitor: 0.

Wiener picked up a basketball. Edwards was approaching the top of the key. Wiener smiled. Three-point shot, he thought, and sent the ball pounding into Edwards’s ear.

“For the love of God!” Edwards wailed, stumbling. It felt like his head was imploding. “Are you trying to kill me?” He had lurched to a stop and was swaying wildly on his hobbled feet, concentrating desperately on the effort to remain upright.

Home: 4, the scoreboard buzzed. Visitor: 0.

It was time to get serious. Wiener picked up the twenty-pound medicine ball. With all the power of his huge frame he hurled the ball. It connected with Edwards at the junction of head and neck. 

There was a clearly audible crunch. Edwards staggered forward. He bumbled into the hockey net set against the wall, wiggling in an effort to keep himself upright. He was howling.

Home: 5.

From across the gym Wiener could see a trickle of blood dripping from Edwards’s right ear. He considered waiting for the inevitable collapse, but then he remembered how supportive Génèvieve and Delilah had been, and he decided that he couldn’t let them down. He looked out into the blackness of the bleachers, then he took a javelin down from the wall, worked his hand along the grip until he found the perfect balance point, pulled back, and let fly.
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The Secretary’s Tale
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“Norton!” Mrs. Boisvert called out from the school office of Canterbury High School. “Can you come here for a moment?”

Norton Edwards slipped out of his woolen coat, hung it on the wooden hanger engraved with his name, set his Homburg hat on the shelf above, adjusted his green bow tie, and then stood beside her desk. His old brown tweed jacket was getting threadbare around the cuffs and his bald head glistened under the fluorescent lights. 

She gave him a benevolent smile and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “I’ve got something for you. But don’t tell anyone!”

He leaned closer as she indicated the large cardboard box tucked under her desk. 

“The computer lab got a new printer, so this one is surplus. I considered who on staff deserved it the most, and I knew it had to be you.” She blinked up at him sweetly, fluttering her eyelashes. Anyone who knew her would have been astonished to see that, and perhaps a bit worried, but Edwards didn’t even notice, he had eyes only for the box.

Norton had longed for a printer in his classroom for more than a decade. The tech department did not approve of teachers having their own printers. Teachers were expected to print to the nearest copy machine. In his case, that meant a ridiculously long walk, halfway around the building. He eyed the surplus printer with the kind of avarice reserved in the rest of the world for gold and precious gems.

“Would you like it?” she asked, nudging the box with her foot.

He narrowed his eyes, “What do I have to do?” Around Canterbury High School, nothing was free. He should know.

“Nothing. You deserve it for all you do around here. Consider it payment.” She smiled again with an unreadable glint in her eyes. The fluorescent lights, no doubt.

Edwards didn’t quite know what to do with this. In the twenty years he’d been teaching at Canterbury, Mrs. Boisvert had never done anything nice for him. She’d always been unfailingly courteous and efficient with her secretarial tasks, but never had she gone out of her way to do something for him personally. An uncomfortable thought struck him: was Mrs. Boisvert flirting with him? 

He looked over to her, standing there smiling at him in her frumpy beige suit and brown loafers. No. It wasn’t possible. The woman must be sixty at least. Surely women didn’t have a libido at such an age?  Mollified, he returned a genuine smile of appreciation. “I accept. Thank you, Mrs. Boisvert. This is extremely kind of you. I’ll come down at the end of the day with a trolley to pick it up. I wouldn’t want the other staff to notice and be jealous.”

She nodded as she sat down and rolled her chair back up to her desk, effectively hiding the booty beneath.

He wondered whether he should have used her first name in such a moment, but then he realized that he had no idea what her first name was. In twenty years, he’d never heard it.

“I’ll see you after school, then,” she whispered. Was that a seductive tone in her voice?

His smile wavered a bit, “Yes. Thank you again,” he stuttered.

She watched him go and her eyes sparkled. She turned to her computer, put her feet on the top of the printer box, and set to work on the report to the superintendent. Norton Edwards was a misogynistic troll. She’d been keeping a tally of all the girls and women who’d come through her office in tears because of something he’d said or done. Yesterday, that number had hit five hundred. Five hundred damaged people were far too many. Really, she should have acted years ago, but Mrs. Boisvert knew that while Canterbury High was like a huge ship, even the largest ships are steered by a small rudder. Dr. Scott might be the captain of this ship, but she was the rudder. She knew, too, that some things take time. She was very patient and very innocuous. Power doesn’t have to be showy.

“Mrs. Boisvert,” said Dr. Scott, emerging from his office. “I’ve just had a call from Tom in the tech department.”

She blinked up at him innocently. “Oh?”

“There was a faulty printer that was to go to the hazardous waste pick up today, but it seems to have disappeared.”

“Really? How odd.” She kept her eyes down, typing industriously at ninety-four words per minute.

Dr. Scott brushed his hand over his glossy scalp and settled it at the back of his neck, shaking his head. “I don’t know what to do. Tom said it has been emitting dangerous levels of exhaust and they thought there was something wrong with the power connections. It was making people quite ill in the computer lab. They were afraid it would poison them all, if it didn’t electrocute someone first.”

“Oh, dear. That’s awful. I wouldn’t fret though, sir. I’m sure it will turn up. These things always do.”

He nodded. “Hopefully not when one of my staff shows up dead at his desk due to shorting electrical or toxic fumes.”

“Definitely,” she said, fighting to keep a hopeful edge out of her voice.

At the end of the school day, Mr. Edwards brought a trolley down from the second floor. The building was quiet. He smiled at Mrs. Boisvert. “Here I am!” he grinned.

She rolled her chair away from her desk, so he could hoist the box out. “You’re lucky to have this, you know. People are looking for it.”

“Yes, of course.”

“I think your classroom is too public a place for it, really.”

Panic crossed his eyes.

She patted the box thoughtfully. “I think it’d be better hidden in the English Department Head’s office.”

His face fell. “But no one has been allowed in the English Department Head office for years.” The office was accessed off his own classroom. It had a beautiful view, mahogany bookshelves, and best of all, privacy. He’d last seen the inside of it a decade ago. He had been department head for five years, which is how he’d garnered the classroom he had now, but the office had mysteriously been locked between Mr. Davidson and Mrs. Proctor’s terms as principal back ten or eleven years ago. He had gazed longingly at the door at the back of his classroom many times, wishing. He was jarred back to the present with the sound of metal tinkling onto desktop. He focused his eyes.

Mrs. Boisvert’s lips tilted slightly at one side. She glanced from him to the key on her desk and slowly raised one eyebrow.

He furrowed his brows at her expression, but then he caught sight of the engraving on the key. He leaned closer to it and his eyes widened. He turned to her, mouth agape. “Is it?”

She nodded, serene as a Greek statue. “It is.”

“May I?”

She nodded again. “You may.”

He reached out reverently and picked up the small brass key. He stared at the stamp incised on the bow. He was holding the mythical S key. He swallowed. Hairs stood up all over his body. “For me?” he whispered.

She set her hand on his arm, “Take it with my blessing. I told you, I know of no one who deserves it more.”

He studied the key worshipfully for another minute before he reached into his pocket, pulled out his key ring, and carefully threaded the S key onto the loop. He couldn’t believe it. His own office. The office. He inhaled deeply and beamed at her, “You’re so kind, Mrs. Boisvert. I can’t tell you how much this will simplify my life. I practically live in my classroom, you know.”

“You need an inviting space to decompress after a long day. I understand.”

He picked up the printer box. “Exactly. It’s practically home.” He laughed jovially, interrupted by a little grunt as he dropped the box onto the trolley. He was not a large man, and it was quite a heavy box.

“I’m sure you’ll find it to be a very comfortable space. It has a couch that is perfect for naps during your free block, and I took the liberty of having some new carpet installed.” she said.

He glanced over with a raised eyebrow. “I used to have carpet in my classroom, but they took it out. They said it was unsanitary. Now the room echoes; the students’ voices are too loud. I miss my carpet.” He sighed. “I thought the school district does not approve of carpets in schools anymore?”

She shrugged. “I have a brother who has a flooring store. I was able to obtain a brand-new roll end for you. It’s absolutely perfect. You’ll love it. You have your printer, your computer, and a comfortable love-seat to stretch out on, all on some nice, new carpet.” She clasped her hand to her heart and closed her eyes. “Imagine how lovely it will be!”

Mr. Edwards could imagine it, and it made his heart palpitate. Bookcases, a desk, computer, a sofa in his own Department Head Office! The room had a nice view over the campus to the hills, and would be the perfect spot to work late into the night, marking his students’ essays, admiring his secret collection of images, or perhaps writing that Great Novel he had always dreamed of writing. 

“And a microwave!” Mrs. Boisvert exclaimed suddenly. “Just think, if you had your own microwave, you’d never have to leave!” 

He wouldn’t have to go home until late at night. He wouldn’t have to see his mother at all. She went to bed at eight o’clock sharp every night.

Mrs. Boisvert smiled beneficently at Norton. She was sure she could figure out a way to melt something toxic in an office microwave some morning before he arrived. Then again, that might impact the students. She liked most of the students and it wouldn’t do to have collateral damage. She sighed. “You’ll have to keep the door closed at all times, so no one finds out about this private paradise of yours.” Then she giggled.

It was such an astonishing sound that Norton Edwards almost laughed himself, but he decided that would be unseemly. Instead, with great solemnity he offered her a bow and intoned, “My deepest gratitude to you, dear lady.” Then Mr. Edwards rolled his printer laden trolley to the elevator, thoroughly immersed in the dream office Mrs. Boisvert had planted in his mind.

Mrs. Boisvert watched him go. No one remembered that the English Department Head office had been closed because of black mould. The district maintenance department had tried for several years to get rid of it, but when it kept coming back, they’d given up and locked the door on the room. It had been very hush-hush. Mr. Pearson, who’d been the principal at the time, had not wanted parents up in arms or the staff Safety Committee bringing in the union. Mrs. Boisvert doubted that there was anyone on staff besides herself who knew the story. Somehow, the Safety Committee’s records about it had disappeared. She smirked at the shredder in the corner.

She’d found the loveseat, now in Mr. Edwards’s new office, last year. It had been removed from the Resource room because the flame retardant used in the foam had turned out to be dangerously toxic and so it was no longer legal. She’d found a dolly and rolled the small sofa into the forgotten office one day after hours. She’d snuck in the much-lauded carpet last night: brand new carpet, off-gassing like crazy. At the same time, wearing a mask of course, she’d moved bookshelves to cover the rather artistic patch of mould creeping up the wall. It was a beautiful looking office that anyone would be proud to have. Mrs. Boisvert knew that Mr. Edwards would be too proud to admit the headaches and nausea that the room would soon give him. It made her quite delirious, but only the slightest quirk of her lips hinted at her delight.

The next day when Norton Edwards was hanging up his coat, Mrs. Boisvert called him again. She had two plants on her desk. “I thought some plants would make your new office particularly cozy. Plants make a room so fresh, don’t they?”

At his nod, she smiled up at him with guileless eyes. “This one,” she said, pointing at one with dark green spikes of leaves, “I call the Prime Minister Diefenbaker plant. I thought you’d appreciate the symbolism.” It was a dieffenbachia. Close enough.

Edwards, his Saskatchewan roots still strong, grew misty eyed at the very thought of the beloved Conservative Prime Minister. He hummed “Dief is the Chief” under his breath, until remembering Mrs. Boisvert’s presence, he caught himself and quickly agreed. “Oh, yes. Very suitable. Thank you very much.”

“If you’re in there late at night, you can even take the leaves and brew yourself a tea.” 

“I will have to get a kettle,” he said. He could envision evenings with a china cup and saucer, admiring the view as he took a break from essay marking.

She smiled. The Dieffenbachia was highly toxic. It was also known as “Dumb Cane” because eating it would cause dangerous swelling of the mouth and throat. It would suffocate him. “This big one,” she sighed, “is so pretty with the purple and white flowers, don’t you think? It’ll grow three feet high, so give it lots of room. You can chew the leaves.” 

He nodded, “Mmm.”

Salvia could cause hallucinations. “And this lovely thing,” she continued, “didn’t have a tag, but it was so pretty I thought you must have it,” she pushed the pink flowered oleander plant forward. “It’s looking a bit rangy. You may want to take out your scissors and give it a little pruning when it’s finished flowering.” It had toxic sap. If he transferred any of it from his hands to his mouth, he’d experience vision trouble, nausea, diarrhea, and cardiac issues. She smiled at him pleasantly.

“I’ll do that,” he said, gathering the plants in his arms. “I must say it again, Mrs. Boisvert, you are really much too kind.”

“I am,” she whispered as he headed up the stairs to his room. “That, I am.”
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The Principal’s Tale
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Dr. Andrew Scott stared at the automatic handicap access door at the front of his high school and shouted into his cell phone, “It’s possessed! The damn door is possessed! You need to send someone out to fix it!” He was wearing his ski jacket, because it was snowing outside, and the damned open door was freezing the whole school.

There was a murmur on the end of the line.  Dr. Scott’s brows lowered dangerously. 

Christina Blackmore, passing by on her way to Mme. Marchand’s French class, thought that his brows looked almost like a moustache. If noses had moustaches above as well as below them, of course. She giggled at the thought and Dr. Scott turned his glower on her. She tucked her head down and hustled up the stairs to the second floor.

“I don’t want another maintenance guy,” Scott snarled into the phone. “Maintenance has already been here three times. They come into the office to say it’s fixed, and their taillights are no sooner out of the parking lot than it’s opening and shutting on its own again. Send a specialized door mechanic!” Snow was blowing through the door and making little peaks on his brown oxfords.

More murmurs on the other end of the phone.

“Look, there’s the name of the company here on a plaque on the side of the door.” He bent over and read the tiny print. “Smithton Access Doors Inc. Call them.”

He listened to some more murmurings on the other end of the line, something about budgets, fiscal responsibility, and expensive outside experts.

He dropped the magic phrase that forced action: “This is a matter of health and safety, Jones. We need a working door. If you want to talk about fiscal responsibility, you’re paying to heat all of outdoors when our handicapped door keeps opening by itself and refusing to close for several hours!” He wished he had worn his scarf. It was getting colder, and the wind was picking up. It’d be whistling down the school halls in a moment.

Jones’s murmurings became cajoling.

“Look, I’ve got students and staff members who need an automatic door. Members of the public require an automatic door. I can’t just lock it. You need to get me a door expert. Just do it, Jones. I have to go.”

He had to go, because any minute now he was going to start screaming obscenities at John B. Jones—Head of Operations, and that was not the way a dignified professional behaved. He had a Ph.D. in Educational Administration, damn it!  He was a model of kindly efficiency as he directed and encouraged his staff, balanced budgets, and set the tone for his very large, very busy high school, but he was being outwitted by a door.

He strode toward the office, pondering what the hell he was going to do with a wide-open door in the middle of a snowstorm, when he heard a whoosh of hydraulics behind him and the door shut on its own. He glanced at his watch. Only two hours this time. 

He went into the office and looked around for the mug of coffee he’d been drinking when the door had opened. 

Mrs. Boisvert looked up from her desk. “Are they sending someone?” she asked hopefully. At his expression, she sighed. “Apparently not?”

“No. They don’t have a door expert on retainer. They say when they’re here, our door works fine.”

“Our door works fine?” She snickered. “They’re on something, and it’s not pineapple juice.” 

“Do you think Tom the Techie could do something with it?”

“Could he even get into the housing?”

Scott pursed his lips as he considered.

Mrs. Boisvert glanced over to the entrance and let out a guffaw.

Dr. Scott followed her gaze. The door was now opening and closing with the lazy repetitiveness of an old lady fanning herself in church: slowly opening and closing. Opening and closing.

A delivery guy approached, his arms stacked with boxes. As he went to step through, the door shut, and his stack of boxes wobbled dramatically. He managed to squeeze through, but the alarm on his face was plain. Dr. Scott opened the office door for him.

“Packages,” the guy said, a little breathlessly.

“I’ll sign for them,” said Dr. Scott, since he was by the counter anyway. Mrs. Boisvert smiled gratefully. She was doing the monthly book-keeping, and receipts were all over her desk. This was the aspect of her job that she hated the most. It was a huge responsibility to keep track of so much money coming into and out of all the departments of the school. She was always stressed on accounting days.

“Thanks,” the guy said, gathering up his electronic device. “You need to get that door fixed.” 

“Yeah,” said Dr. Scott and sighed again.

Mrs. Boisvert snorted, but masked it with a cough and kept her eyes on her computer monitor as she entered figures.

Dr. Scott scowled at her. “I give up. I’m going to lock that door before someone gets hurt.” He took the special key and headed to the entrance.

Mrs. Boisvert nodded, “Probably for the best.” She was counting bills now and needed to focus. 

Norton Edwards, the English teacher, burst into the office, “Boisvert! It’s freezing in my classroom!” He was bundled up with a red scarf around the lapels of his tweed jacket and leather gloves on his waving hands. His fury made his watery blue eyes spark and his little moustache wiggled with outrage.

She ignored him, focused on the count. “Three hundred, twenty-seven.”

“Boisvert!” Edwards smacked his hand onto the desk, scattering coins and papers. “Did you hear me? My students are all in their coats! They’ve got mittens or gloves on their hands, so they can’t write! How can I teach under these conditions? What’s going on around here?”

She looked up at him. “You made me lose count,” she said evenly.

“Who cares! What are you doing about the iceberg that is my classroom?”

She smiled, but her eyes narrowed. “Dr. Scott is working on it.”

Dr. Scott walked into the office. “I’m working on what?” he asked, looking between Edwards and Mrs. Boisvert. She raised an eyebrow and flicked her gaze to the irate teacher. Scott took a deep breath. “Edwards, are you bullying Mrs. Boisvert?”

“What? No! I’m...” Mr. Edwards backed away from her desk.

“Because I will not stand for you assaulting other members of the staff. This is a positive work environment.” 

“Yes, of course,” Edwards stuttered. “But sir, my classroom is freezing.” He blinked piteously. With his bald fringe, watery eyes, and little moustache, he looked a bit like a kitten trying to come in from the rain.

“Every classroom is freezing, Edwards, and you don’t see the rest of the staff down here abusing our secretary, do you?”

“No, but...” 

“But nothing. You’ve left your class unattended. Go back and do your job, which is supervising students and teaching them something about literature. Let Mrs. Boisvert get back to her job, which at the moment is doing the accounts, and trust me to do what I need to do, which is to get someone to send us a door repair person.”

“Yes, sir,” Edwards muttered obsequiously, backing out of the office through the staff room entrance. He shot a glare at Mrs. Boisvert from behind Dr. Scott’s back. 

She hid a little smile as she started counting the bills again.

Scott turned around and sighed, “It’s a shame he’s so good at his job, when he’s actually doing it. It’s hard having a misogynist on staff.”

Mrs. Boisvert set down her stack of bills and recorded the number. “Can you be a misogynist if you’ve had affairs with half the staff?”

“Of course. If you’re a misogynist, that’s the only thing you think women are good for. He’s paranoid, too.” 

“What?”

Dr. Scott sighed, “He’s says someone is out to kill him.”

Mrs. Boisvert’s heart gave a little jolt. “Well, he isn’t the most liked staff member.”

“I know. But I go investigate where he said the attack took place, and I can find no sign of anything out of the ordinary ever occurred. I think he’s hallucinating. I’m concerned he may be a danger to the students.”

She sorted the coins on her desk back into piles. 

Dr. Scott picked up the ones that had scattered onto the floor and set them onto the appropriate piles. 

“Here now, you don’t need to do that,” she said, tapping his hand.

“Are you sure you don’t want to trade jobs today?” he said.

She laughed as the phone rang. “Canterbury High School,” she announced into the phone. “Oh, yes. He’ll be happy to hear that. I’ll let him know. Thank you.” She hung up the receiver and grinned at Dr. Scott. “Good news. A rep from the door company is on the way. They say he’ll be here before noon.”

“That’s a bit of good news to hear. Let’s hope the building has warmed up by then.”

The repair man was still working on the door when the bell rang at the end of the day. Students streamed past. 

A snowball flew through the open door and smashed onto the chest of a boy walking past Mr. Edwards. “You there!” He squawked, but the student was running, and Edwards hadn’t seen his face. Edwards stood at the bottom of the stairs in his woolen coat and fedora, with his red scarf wrapped around his neck and over his nose. The hat had flaps that he’d folded down to cover his ears. Teaching in a cold classroom all afternoon had left his nose red. He stood watching the repairman work. 

The doorway was marked off with orange caution tape. The repairman was dressed in navy coveralls with a logo over the chest. Edwards couldn’t read what it said. He pursed his lips. “You’ve been here all afternoon. Isn’t that door working yet?”

The man looked up and brushed hair out of his eyes with his forearm. “Not yet. This is quite the door. I get the settings arranged, but they don’t seem to stay locked like they should.”

Edwards tilted his head. “You’re not saying it’s computerized?”

“No, it’s just electronic, but it’s got a programmable switch that has a glitch.”

Edwards’s nostrils flared. “That is poor performance, young man.”

The repair man shrugged. “I’ve never seen anything like it. I’m going to go out to the truck and see if I have a spare switchbox for this model. Stay out of the repair zone.”

There were no students in sight. Edwards went to take a closer look at the electronic unit beside the door frame. He ducked under the caution tape, stepped on a chunk of the shattered snowball, and his legs flew out from under him. He landed with a crash in the entry and lay insensible, blinking from the pain, his head leaning against the door frame. Suddenly the door hummed to life. 

From out in the truck, the repairman observed it slam shut with a force he’d never previously observed from a door. It pivoted like a pitching machine on high speed. Then it flew open and smashed shut again.

“Weird,” the repairman thought, as he ducked into the truck to look in the supply bins.

Back in the doorway, Edwards grunted as the door smashed into his head for the third time, more stars exploding in his brain with each impact.

From his office, Dr. Scott watched with the ghost of a smile hovering on his lips as the phantom in the door exacted its revenge. He mused to himself that plausible deniability was frequently a crucial component to administrative success. Karma was also convenient. He looked over his shoulder at Mrs. Boisvert. “Can you page the first aid attendant to the front entrance?” he asked.

“Is it an emergency?”

“Not if we wait a few minutes.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The French Teacher’s Tale
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Génèvieve Marchand pulled the needle out of the cork and tucked the now empty syringe into her purse. She held the bottle up to the light, sloshing the contents. It was a red: a bold Burgundy seeming to offer the most camouflage for illicit substances. She couldn’t see anything strange about it as she tilted it this way and that under the fluorescent light on her classroom ceiling. 

Edwards preferred dry whites, she knew, but she suspected it wouldn’t be too difficult to convince him to give this one a try, when the time came.

She gave the bottle a little spray of her eyeglass cleaner and wiped it down, careful not to touch it with her bare fingers, then she positioned the adulterated wine bottle in her bottom desk drawer behind the student files. It was an extremely good label, but that's all it was. She was handy with a colour copier. She smiled to herself as she admired the casual perfection of the bottle’s placement at the back of the drawer, its enticing label clearly visible.

She unpinned her chignon, letting her dark hair collapse in a fluid mass over her shoulders. She shook it out and finger combed through the waves. She took a red lipstick out of her drawer and applied it to her lips, rubbing them together thoughtfully. He really had no idea what he’d started. She smiled to herself and sighed contentedly. He forgot that he wasn’t the only one with weapons.

She stood up, bending over and shaking a bit to raise her breasts over the demi-cups of her lacy bra. She undid the top two buttons on her white blouse, so the lace peeked out. Dangling between the cleavage, a jeweled pendant settled. She straightened the jeweled cufflinks on the French cuffs and tugged her tight black skirt into place. She picked up a couple of hand-outs to copy for tomorrow’s class. The conditional. Je serais heureuse, si je t’assassine. Si je t’empoisonne, tu mourrais.

Her black pumps clicked on the linoleum as she strolled down the hall, slowing as she approached Edwards’s door. She smirked to see that it was open, as she’d hoped. She could hear him jostling papers on his desk. She knew he’d collected two class sets of essays today. He would be marking for a while. 

She flipped open her cell phone. “Of course, I’ll come!” she chortled to an imaginary person via her silent phone. “You know how much I enjoy being with you!” She paused at Edwards’s open door; her chest rising on a tingling laugh. “Yes, you were merveilleux,” she chuckled with lazy throatiness. Edwards wasn’t moving papers anymore, so she knew she’d caught his attention. “You flirt,” she whispered into the phone, turning on her most sultry expression. “À bientôt then!” She snapped the phone shut and dropped the hand-outs. “Merde!” she exclaimed, bending over, her derrière pointed toward Edwards’s classroom door. At the least, he’d be getting a long view of thigh. At the most, she snickered to herself, he’d be finding things uncomfortably stifling behind that impeccably tidy desk, with one stack of essays going in, one stack going out.

She heard his intake of breath, and her lip curled in satisfaction.

She sauntered the rest of the way to the photo copier room without a backwards glance, knowing that she was trailing temptation behind her. She had set the bait, and he would be following her. He was nothing if not predictable.

She set her copies in the machine, and they were spitting out one by one when he filled the entrance to the copy room with his tweed suit and bow tie clad self. “Génèvieve,” he said throatily. His dapper moustache twitched.

“Norton,” she nodded, turning to watch the growing pile of copies.

“Génèvieve, I’ve missed you.” He stepped closer, resting a hand above her elbow, gazing into her eyes plaintively.

She looked back without expression, then glanced down at this hand and raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure you have,” she drawled. 

He removed his hand, swallowing. 

“I’m almost finished here.” She leaned over, her breasts spilling over the top of her lace bra. 

He gasped. “Please.”

“There you go,” she removed her stack of copies. “It’s all yours.”

“I want you to be all mine. I don’t care about paper. I want the comfort of your sweet flesh.”

She rolled her eyes, “You’ll have to find someone else’s sweet flesh. Mine is no longer available.”

“You have a new boyfriend?” His eyes grew dark.

“Boyfriend sounds so juvenile, don’t you think? I prefer to call him my lover.” She rolled the R, purring the word. She licked her scarlet lips, as she met his eyes.

Edwards made a choking sound.

“Excuse me,” Génèvieve pushed past him, her breasts dragging across his chest. “I am done for the day.”

He reached out an arm to stop her. “I will have you back.”

“Norton. That is not the way it works, n’est-ce pas? When you have a woman, you do not take another without her permission. If she discovers your infidelity, she does not have to take you back. Unless there has been a marriage and there are children, it is not even worth considering.”

“I want you back.”

“We are not married. You have no claim on me.”

“You know I can’t...”

“It is expensive to have a mistress, Norton,” she interrupted. “Very expensive.”

“How expensive?”

“Louboutin expensive. Hermés expensive. Porsche expensive.”

“I am a high school teacher, Génèvieve. Be reasonable.”

“I was reasonable. You have never even given me a good bottle of wine!”

He didn’t like the way she said that, as if other men were in the habit of buying her bottles of expensive wine.

“You had your opportunity,” she continued. “You moved on. I moved on. You can’t move backwards. It’s pathétique.”

“I was stupid.”

“Ah?” she quirked one eyebrow. “You admit it? You admit that you are stupide?”

He swallowed. Norton Edwards was very proud of his academic credentials, precisely because they proved he was not stupid. He bowed his head in the doorway, his forehead touching hers. “I was.”

“Was?”

He looked up with wrinkled brows, “What?”

“Say, ‘I am stupide,’ Norton.”

“But...”

She smiled that lazy smile of hers that made him melt from the guts outward. “But nothing.” She swept her hand past him in a gesture of dismissal. “Bon soir.” She strolled down the hall, setting her hips swinging just enough to taunt him without being obvious that she was doing it. She was sure he had no idea that this was a learned skill. For all his so-called intelligence, Norton Edwards was an idiote.

She was setting the copies out on her desk when Norton appeared in her classroom doorway. “Génèvieve, please give me another chance.”

“I don’t have time for you today. I need to meet someone. I have a rendez-vous.” She gathered her bag. 

He felt the grip of jealousy, but fought it down. “Tomorrow?”

She shrugged insouciantly. “Whatever,” she sighed. “If you’re trying, you’d better come bearing gifts. Good gifts.”

Norton watched her sashay down the hall and felt his blood pound. Génèvieve was a beauty, and he’d been an idiot to start something up with Delilah when he’d had a good thing going. He wondered who her new boyfriend was.

A thought struck him. Maybe she had a photo or card from him? He glanced up and down the halls. This late after school there was no one left in this wing. The janitor had already been through. He debated for about a milli-second before he sat down at her desk. There was nothing personal on her desktop or pinned to the bulletin board behind it. He slid open the top drawer, but there was nothing there either, beyond the expected office supplies and a Swiss Army knife she’d likely confiscated from a student. At the back of the drawer he could see several bundles of flash cards. 

He pulled open the larger bottom drawer and whistled. Stashed behind the files was a bottle. He blinked in surprise. Did that say what he thought it said? He pulled it out and studied it. Emmanuel Rouget Echézaux. His eyes grew wide. This was a bottle worth a few hundred dollars! How had she come to have such a thing in her desk at school?

He could report her, of course. She’d probably be fired for having alcohol at school, but reporting her would not get him back into her imported silk lingerie. Quite likely, he realized with dismay, this was one of those expensive gifts she’d mentioned. He couldn’t afford to be giving her gifts like this. 

He stared at the bottle, holding it up to the light to admire the glorious colour of it. Obviously, she really didn’t care about the gift enough to look after it. Perhaps she didn’t know how valuable it was?

He set the bottle gingerly under his arm. Perhaps he could sell it, and buy her something that would impress her? If she remembered she’d left wine in her desk drawer later, she would have no idea who’d taken it. Kids would think they’d found a prize if they could steal wine from a teacher’s desk. Of course, it would be taken. How could she report it? It shouldn’t be in the building! He smiled to himself.

Back in his own classroom, he went to tuck the wine into his briefcase, but paused. When would he ever be able to afford wine like this? He should drink her bloody wine to screw her and her loverrrrr. That made him wish he had a corkscrew. If he did, he’d pop this cork right now.

Suddenly, he remembered the Swiss Army knife in her desk drawer. It would have a corkscrew, wouldn’t it? The Swiss were practically French. Their soldiers would certainly need cork screws.

He strolled back down the hall and liberated the knife. Sure enough, it had a corkscrew and laughed out loud. He poured the wine into his Shakespearean insult coffee mug. The scent was divine. He inhaled and sighed. “To hell with you, Génèvieve,” he said as he raised the mug to his lips.
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The Wood Shop Teacher’s Tale


[image: image]


“The wood shop is a dangerous place,” read the giant words across the wall in Mr. Walter Henry’s industrial education shop. Arrayed below the warning were poster sized photos of students’ injuries. They were close ups, very gory close ups:

	A finger lying on the desk in a bloody pool—its tip an inch away, looking oddly like the end of a Vienna sausage. 

	A bloody eye socket, a dowel protruding from it.

	A gash in a thigh flooded into a carmine pool, and a complimentary photo beside it, the wound sewn back together with ten wide black sutures, purple and black bruises surrounding the stitches, as if it’d been sewn together by Dr. Frankenstein himself.

	A wrist, twisted unnaturally, a bone pushing through the skin.


Mr. Henry had smaller, laminated photos glued onto each machine that had been the site of an injury.

He also had twenty such photos on a computer slideshow that he showed at the beginning of each course to drill home his message. Each had a story about how the student had not been following instructions and had paid the price in pain, scars or amputations. He loved telling the stories, walking around his shop, shouting at the kids who started to giggle or check their phones, asking them if they wanted to be the next picture in his gallery? Occasionally he pushed a particularly graphic photo under the nose of one kid and described in slow motion how the machine had punctured, torn, or shredded flesh. It was not uncommon for Mrs. Bell, the janitor, to be cleaning garbage cans of vomit at the end of these lessons. He always made a point to send her flowers on those days.

Mr. Henry was proud that not one of the photos had actually come from his tenure at Canterbury High. His predecessor, Harvey Douglas had begun cataloguing what he called “The Idiot Gallery” in the 1970s. Aside from his excellent woodworking skills, Harvey was a talented photographer, and he had reveled in the opportunities the woodshop provided for him to develop his skills. He gloried in laying out the injured limbs as the class gathered around (“Stay out of my light, dufus!”) and the wail of the ambulance drew nearer. While Mr. Henry’s students had no idea that the photos were in fact from their parents’ time at Canterbury, their parents did recall graphic injuries incurred during their own school days, and their re-telling of them only added to Mr. Henry’s message. 

The more squeamish students, some of whom would have made talented woodworkers, avoided the woodshop, never taking a course with Mr. Henry, but also never standing at the door to meet a friend or deliver a message. Mr. Henry liked it that way.

His students tended to be abnormally cautious. The photos did not disappear from their consciousness with the ubiquity of the gory lungs on cigarette packages, because Mr. Henry’s cache of deadly stories was long, and his eye for trouble was infallible. If Mr. Henry caught someone doing something that put him on the path to injury, that student spent the rest of the block (and perhaps a few blocks following) writing down the dangers of the machine that had almost broken Mr. Henry’s perfect reign of safety. By the third day of woodworking class, even the most troublesome boys in the school were transformed into sober, well-mannered citizens when they stepped across the threshold of Mr. Henry’s domain.

Mr. Edwards was not.

Norton Edwards strolled into the wood shop, his suit jacket flapping, ready to be pulled into the planer or caught on a drill. Walt watched him come. “What do you want here, Edwards?” He tried to keep his voice even. Walt Henry rarely got to the staff room, so he didn’t often fraternize with the other staff, but Edwards got his goat. Once, Walter had dreamed of capturing the interest of an elegant exchange teacher who’d come from England, but she’d be completely monopolized for the year by Edwards. Edwards had a sweet girlfriend, the Home Ec teacher, and she’d been as desolate as Walt had. Walt had tried to catch her interest so they could commiserate in their pain, but that hadn’t worked out either. A few years later, Walt had married the Business teacher, Miss Parker. She’d been one of Edwards’s leftovers, too. Walt tried not to let his disgust show. His wife had passed away from cancer last year and his world was a place of new challenges, these days.

“I would like to make a table for my new...that is...for my house.”

“It’d probably be cheaper to buy one.” 

Edwards nodded, “Yes. I’m sure. But I have in mind something special. Something unique. Wonderful.”

Walt pursed his lips. “Yes? You want to hire a student to make it for you?”

“Well, no. I was hoping you would...”

“No.” Mr. Henry cut off the thought, scanning his room. “Davis!” he called to a skinny kid trying to haul down a four by eight sheet of plywood from the storage shelf. “You don’t need to cut the end off that long piece! Just dig in the off-cut bin for the small pieces!”

“Yes, sir,” Donnie Davis said, and turned to the smaller bin. Henry did not understand why kids insisted on always trying to cut into the middle of a new board, even if they only needed a small piece. He had to watch them like a hawk.

Edwards whined, “But...”

“This is a shop class, Edwards. If you don’t want to hire a kid to do it, you have to do it yourself. I’ll show you how to use the machinery and you can make it exactly the way you like. Excuse me,” he said, stepping down and joining Ronnie Moore to go over the drawings Ronnie had just finished.

Edwards joined them. “When can I start?”

Henry looked him up and down. “You need to buy yourself some coveralls and steel toed boots so you’re not a menace. No ties, cuff links, or slippery soled shoes are allowed in here. When you’ve got your coveralls, you can come in during your preparation block with your plan. I’ll put together a bill for the materials. You can take the safety orientation class. Then I’ll assign a couple of kids who need some extra credit work to show you how to use the machines. You can’t work on your own project in here during the class time; it’s already too crowded with the kids working, but I’ll show you how to turn on the power yourself and you can come in after hours. Does that work for you?”

Edwards nodded, and with a glance, a double take, and a shiver at The Idiot Gallery, he left.

Mr. Henry surveyed his class from his raised dais as they worked, his iron grey buzzcut glistening like a helmet under the suspended lights. Over his heart his navy coveralls sported a white oval patch that said, “Henry” in red script. On the back was a silk-screened line drawing of his face and the words “God of Wood.” The image had been created by one of his favourite students, a girl who went on to become a journeyman carpenter and then to get an art degree in sculpture. She crafted art furniture that sported five or six figure price tags in art galleries around the world. He tried not to be jealous that a single piece would have paid his salary for a year, especially since Talia had nearly put a chisel through her hand in grade ten. She had his vigilance to thank for her success, which is why she had drawn his portrait. Mr. Henry had turned the drawing into a file that his coverall supplier used every August when Henry made his annual order for two new coveralls.

Walt’s eyes tracked Ronnie Moore who was crossing the room with the unmistakable nonchalance of a boy about to make trouble. “MOORE!” he bellowed, and Ronnie froze, then glanced guiltily up at Mr. Henry. Henry’s eyes narrowed as he studied the kid. Then he gave a curt nod. “Back to your table, Moore. I don’t believe your plans are complete, are they?”

Ronnie shook his head and backed up the way he came, settling on his stool with another glance over his shoulder at Mr. Henry. 

Walt Henry was due to retire next year, and he was going to do it with a perfect twenty-year safety record. Unless he gave into the temptation that was swelling his mind with possibilities, that is. He watched the door shut behind Edwards.

Maybe it wouldn’t count against him if it wasn’t a student who was injured? He’d make that distinction, at any rate. The wood shop was a dangerous place. Everyone knew it. Accidents were inevitable. That’s what Harvey Douglas had said, but Walt had proven him wrong. In twenty years, there had been no injuries more profound than a splinter. Despite all the manifest hazards in the shop, he had successfully avoided disaster. He’d kept each of his students safe against all the odds. 

But Norton Edwards was not a student, and if ever there was a person who deserved to experience the logical outcome of poor behavior, it was him.

Mr. Henry stared at the door through which Mr. Edwards had departed and pondered his perfect safety record. He had married Honey Parker after her first year teaching typing at Canterbury. On her first day, she’d stood by the window, golden, shiny, and new, and his heart had been stabbed. The pang of desire, no more than that, longing, had been a sharp pain in his chest and he had moved to introduce himself. Before he’d made it across the room, Norton Edwards had been beside her. Norton with his Shakespeare quotes and his stupid bow ties that women found adorable. Walt still had no idea what Norton’s power was, but every year those fresh, young teachers fell for him, and the following autumn they stood crushed and confused as he picked out the fresh meat for the year. All those young women with broken hearts. All those bitter older women who looked at Norton with calculated fury, like they were planning something.

Walt was glad to have Honey, but one night, deeply asleep, she’d nestled asleep into his embrace. While he was debating whether he should risk a trip to the bathroom, or let love take its uncomfortable course, she’d cried out, “Oh! Norton! Yes! YES!” That had deflated Walt’s desire like a bucket of ice water and eliminated the need for debate. He realized she was dreaming, and while she couldn’t be blamed for her dreams, he didn’t want any imaginary adultery in their beds. So, he gave her a nudge with his elbow, and gave a very loud fake snorting snore that jolted her awake. A few more fake snores and she elbowed him, so he rolled over to her and wrapped himself around her with murmurs of adoration. She sighed contentedly and whispered, “I love you Wally Wally Oxen Free.” He hugged her tightly in response, inhaled the flowery fragrance of her hair and fell asleep feeling like he’d defeated Norton in battle. Now she was gone. He blinked, as the sense of loss overwhelmed him again.

It was a week before Norton Edwards had returned to the shop with a detailed schematic of his table. It looked more like a desk, with built in bookshelves on either side, three lockable drawers, and pigeon-holes across the back. It would take hours for Walt to make it, let alone a rank beginner like Edwards, but motivation frequently trumped ability. He could make a reasonable go at it, at least. 

Edwards had a cutting plan, so it was easy to calculate how much wood it was going to take. Walt doubted it was Edwards’s own work, but didn’t worry about which kid he’d bullied into making it for him. No kid would have done anything for Edwards without getting something in return, be it an extended due date, a better grade, or cash. He didn’t care about its origins. A cursory scan suggested it was accurate enough. Edwards wanted oak. Walt wrote up the bill for wood and hardware: $600. 

Edwards stared in shock at the bill. He could definitely buy something for cheaper than that, but it wouldn’t be unique and amazing. He wanted it for his new office, and he wanted it to be perfect. He wanted a desk large enough to spread out essays. He wanted drawers where he could lock up exams. He wanted a desk for his secret office that was imposing enough to make him feel like he taught at Oxford. This would be that desk. He sighed as he wrote the cheque and left it in Walt Henry’s box in the staff room.

On his prep block, Edwards reported to the wood shop, dressed in his immaculately pressed coveralls. Mr. Henry set him at his office computer to watch the safety orientation slide show. He glanced over regularly and was satisfied with the look of horror on Edwards’s face. He liked them terrified. It made them cautious.

Edwards stepped out of the room looking queasy. He avoided machinery on his way to Mr. Henry.

“Well,” said Henry, glancing up from the drill press where he was helping Ronnie Moore line up his project, “what did you learn?”

“Wood shop is a dangerous place,” Edwards said breathlessly.

“Precisely. Tomorrow you can begin. You can start by cutting the pieces you’ll glue together to form the legs. Once those are cut and glued, you’ll clamp them and leave them to set up over the weekend. On Monday, we’ll start you on the lathe.”

Ronnie raised the drill press, revealing his perfectly placed holes, shut off the machine, and looked at Edwards. “You’re going to use the lathe, sir?”

“Yes, young man.” Norton nodded, somehow managing to look down his nose at the student who stood at least eight inches taller than him. “Is there a problem with that?”

“No, sir,” Ronnie said quickly, glancing to Mr. Henry. “No problem at all. Sir.”

“That’s the next step on Ronnie’s project. He’ll give you an overview on the machine, right Ronnie?”

Ronnie looked like he’d prefer to stay far away from Mr. Edwards, who had failed him twice in English eleven. “Sure, come over here, sir.”

Norton stood back from the machine, watching carefully as he was shown how to load the lathe, set it up, spin, and cut, by a boy covered in acne pustules and downy facial hair. If this child could do it, so could he. He was fascinated as a spindle formed from the square wood. “Thank you for the lesson, young man.”

“No problem,” said Ronnie, wondering how it was that Mr. Edwards still didn’t know his name even after he’d had him twice in the same year. It was probably because he didn’t have breasts. His girlfriend said Mr. Edwards was always looking down her shirt. The old pervert. Mind you, to be fair, Shelley’s boobs were generally bursting right out of her shirt, so that wasn’t exactly hard. Still. Old dudes should avert their eyes.

Norton turned from the lathe and called to Mr. Henry, “I’ll see you tomorrow to cut the first pieces.” He strolled out of the shop. As the door shut behind him, he had the strangest sensation of having escaped death.

Friday, his prep block was last class of the day. With fifteen minutes before the final bell, Norton appeared in the wood shop in his pristine coveralls. His white collar and a green bow tie peeped out ridiculously from his neck. It made Henry want to hit him, but he brought him over the table saw and showed him how to set it up to make four-inch slices instead. “The safety switch is right here,” Henry showed him the big red button, “Make sure you put down the guard.” Edwards nodded, his mouth dry as the motor roared to life. His heart pounded as he fed the huge sheet of wood across the blade, cutting off the slices. He watched the blade with fascination, his imagination showing him how easily it could slice off his fingers, his hand, or his whole arm. Sweat dripped onto the wood as he pushed it through.

When ten slices were stacked up on the worktable, he brushed his arm across his forehead, leaving a smudge of sawdust. He turned off the machine and swallowed in relief. He had survived his first trial.

Henry had been in his office while Edwards had been cutting. Now he emerged, without his ubiquitous coveralls. It was strange to see him in street clothes. “All done with the machine?”

Norton nodded.

“I’ll turn the power off, then. The wood glue is there. Spread the glue evenly on the whole board using this spatula. Stack five pieces together and clamp them. I’ll lock the door, so when it shuts after you, no one will be able to get in. Clear?”

“Yes. Thanks.”

Henry nodded to the stack of oak boards. “Looks like you did a good job, there. Well done.”

Edwards nodded as if he didn’t care, but as the door shut behind Henry and the key clicked in the lock, he did a little dance as he picked up the glue. He was awesome at woodworking, too. Of course. Henry made it out to be so difficult and dangerous, but it was no big deal. A person who could read Chaucer in original Middle English could build a desk.

An hour later all the boards were glued and vised together. He sauntered out of the woodshop in his coveralls, now covered in sawdust and blotches of glue, feeling quite satisfied with himself. He should have done this years ago. It wasn’t nearly as difficult as everyone said it was.

Mrs. Bell swept up the trail he left behind, tracking him easily from Wood Shop to English room and muttering the whole way.

On Monday, at the end of the school day, Edwards appeared in the shop again. He’d laundered and ironed his coveralls, so once again they were pristine. His white collar and a yellow striped bow tie peeked out at the neck.

Mr. Henry saw him come in, and once more the sight of his bow tie made Henry flood with rage. “I have an appointment after school,” he said, “so I’ll leave you on your own today. You good?”

Edwards nodded. After his success Friday, he was confident.

“Don’t forget to shut the power off when you leave.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Edwards muttered, as he undid the vises on the boards that he would spin on the lathe to form into beautiful hand-turned spindles. 

When he brought the first board to the lathe, he noticed a sign on the machine. “Set for Mr. Edwards. Do not touch.” 

He was rather warmed by the gesture. He set the board as the pustulated student had shown him. He screwed the faceplate into the end of his three feet long piece wood. He slid the tailstock up to butt against the other end, picked up the chisel he wanted to use, and turned on the lathe, setting it to seventy-five RPM like the student had shown him. He cautiously set the chisel against the spinning wood and it vibrated in his hand. He pushed harder and moved the chisel along the board. Shavings flew everywhere. After a few minutes, he turned the machine off and studied the result. About two inches of the wood was now round instead of square, but it was still far too fat. At this rate, it would take him ages to get just one table leg done. He pursed his lips and considered the machine. If he set it to spin faster, the project would go more quickly.

He turned the lathe back on and set it to a hundred RPM. The chisel bit into spinning wood, but surely faster was better? He set the machine to a hundred and fifty RPM. As he set the chisel onto the wood, several things happened at once. The wood spun out of the faceplate, spinning wildly off-centre as it danced around one remaining screw, and the chisel he was holding caught on a spinning edge. The chisel was torn from his hand, flying into the air, bouncing off an I beam in the ceiling and plummeting toward his head while his vision filled with the spinning board speeding toward his face.
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The Chemistry Teacher’s Tale
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Karen Mac, the Canterbury Chemistry guru, was tired. She had been fighting gender and racial stereotypes for years, but today, the tenth anniversary of receiving her Ph.D. in chemistry, she was feeling particularly discouraged. Maybe she should have taken the job at DuPont instead of coming back to Canterbury to teach.

“You know, Karen,” Norton Edwards had said as she came into the staff room that morning, “you would be a black beauty if you let your hair grow out.” He’d said it as if she was lucky he’d noticed she was a woman. Then he’d added, “But straighten it when you do.”

She had stared at him until he’d shifted uncomfortably and left the room muttering about women who couldn’t take compliments. She brushed her hand through her close-cropped black curls.

The French teacher, Génèvieve, who’d been sitting on the couch cradling a café au lait, smiled sympathetically. “Just ignore him, Karen. He’s a dinosaur.”

Karen inhaled deeply and nodded. “That, I know.”

“He’s probably intimidated that you’re smarter than he is. He’s just trying to fit you into a box that makes him feel better. He likes to imagine he’s the smartest person in the room.”

“He is rarely the smartest person in the room,” said Tom the Techie, stepping into the room with an armful of keyboards.

Génèvieve laughed. “Indeed. But he needs his illusions. Like the one that tells him he’s irresistible to women.”

Tom shook his head. “I don’t see it, myself.”

Karen’s brow furrowed, “Yeah. What’s that about? How does he do it?” 

Génèvieve sighed. “It’s the undivided attention, I think. He is very good at making a girl feel like she’s the most amazing creature who ever walked the earth. It becomes vital to give him everything he wants. Kisses. Blowjobs. Videos. Photos.”

“And they believe him?”

“I did,” Génèvieve sighed. “Sometimes, we’re vulnerable to that sort of attention. Sometimes, our Bullshit meters are actually working, and we see through him, eventually. But not at first.” She shrugged. “You’re just blessed that your B. S. meter is obviously infallible.”

Dr. Scott came in. “Karen, did the operations team come into your room yesterday?”

She brightened. “Are they going to fix the safety system?” The province health and safety regulations required access to an emergency shower, so if a person had chemicals spilled on them, they could rinse them off. The rule was that they should flush the area for at least twenty minutes. Operations had installed the required shower in a corner of her chemistry room, but there was no drain in the floor. In an emergency, for twenty minutes or longer, contaminated water would be pouring onto the classroom floor, running down the halls, flooding the entire wing, and potentially eating flooring and sub-floor. It was a disaster waiting to happen. It was absurd. She had been obliged to write a letter to the district health and safety committee to point out the idiocy.

He snorted. “What? You think they found some money? No. They told me that they’re going to cut a drain into the floor.”

“And where will it drain to?”

“Apparently, they’ve realized that there’s a crawl space beneath your room. They’re building a containment area. It won’t be plumbed into the system, but after an emergency they’ll be able to bring a pumper truck.”

Karen raised an eyebrow. “Huh. That was my suggestion. They actually read my proposal. I’m shocked.”

Dr. Scott smirked at her. “It was wise of you to put your credentials on the page, Dr. Mac. They couldn’t ignore your observations.”

Now she laughed. It was nice to be appreciated.

The warning bell rang. Génèvieve touched Karen’s shoulder as they started down the hall toward their classrooms. “Now if only we could find a solution to the problem of a misogynistic troll in the English department,” she chuckled wistfully.

“Yeah,” said Karen, turning off to the science hallway. “If only.”

After lunch, she discovered the operations crew had arrived and sliced a square of floor out of a corner of her room; it was even beneath the shower head. The crew were trying to figure out how to bring a cubic metre tank through a doorway only eighty centimeters wide. “I hope that’s not fiberglass,” she observed. “Chemicals can eat right through fiberglass.”

The workers looked at her blankly. She had suggested a glass containment vessel, but you couldn’t expect them to get everything right, could you?

She sighed. “Carry on. I’ll take my class to the computer lab while you’re working.” She grabbed a file folder of photocopies labeled “For Emergency” and gathered her students in the hall. They were all in a tizzy at this unexpected change in their day, as Dr. Mac led them to the library to work on her emergency “Biography of a Chemist” assignment in lieu of the lab she’d planned. She decided to be thankful for a containment tub of any kind. If acids burned through the basin and flooded the crawl space, it was at least easier to evacuate than if contaminated water was flooding the floors and hallways.

As her students worked, she calculated. A one cubic metre tub could store a thousand litres of water. At ten litres per minute flow, it would take just over an hour and a half to fill the tub. That should suffice to clean someone after any spill, as they waited for the ambulance to come. As long as there weren’t two or three spills before the tank could be emptied and the spills didn’t contain strong caustics, it could actually work out. She felt a strange elation. It was so pleasant to have the district administration pay attention to a teacher’s observations and suggestions. It was almost as if her expertise was actually valued.

She stepped into the hall as the bell rang, and bumped into Norton Edwards, knocking him into the wall.

“My goodness!” He exclaimed. “You’re quite the size of a man, Ms. Mac!” Then he tittered, “Built like a Mac truck!” 

Like she hadn’t heard that one before. She froze and stared at him, eyes narrowing into the withering look that sent the most recalcitrant students into a frenzy of chemistry calculating when it was directed at them in class.

His giggle died. “Right. Yes. Never mind. Not one for humour, I see.”

Karen watched him go down the hall. Students noticed her expression and flowed past, leaving a wide space around her. Edwards was right. She was as big as a man, certainly much larger than he was. She was nearly six feet tall and had broad shoulders. Her father always said they were people of the earth. They were built strong and solid. He’d raised her to be an independent woman. She could plant and harvest, sling a hay bale, wrestle a calf, castrate it, and send it wailing to its mama. Much, she mused, as she would like to do to Norton Edwards. It was likely that he still lived with his mother, because she knew that not one of the young teachers who’d been foolishly lured into sleeping with him, had actually ended up in his bed. She’d polled them all. She liked data. It was a useful thing to have. The data said every woman had hosted Edwards in her bed or a hotel. Not one had ever been to his house. Karen was certain this was significant. 

Her brilliant mind began calculating.

When she went into her room after school, the floor was complete. She folded back the latch on the floor and pulled up the hatch. Beneath the drain was an open vat. She’d worried it would have an inner lid, but they'd obviously agreed with her recommendation that an open receptacle would offer the easiest cleaning of chemical contaminates, even if they had gone with fiberglass instead of actual glass. She shut the hatch and locked the handle down.

Her classroom door was locked. She turned on the shower and watched as the water flowed around the lip of the hatch, pooling a bit before it found a path to the drain. More followed. She watched it flow across the floor. It sounded nice as it tumbled through the drain and into the vat, a bit like a waterfall. She left it running and went into the science prep room.

In a deep corner of her chemical storage area she had a bin of outdated chemicals. Some were photographic chemicals or things like mercury that schools had used routinely until thirty years ago. They weren’t to be re-ordered, but they could be kept until they were used up. Of course, since they weren’t in the curriculum anymore, they weren’t being used up. They were sitting there in a corner, waiting to be useful. The last photography class that used the school dark room had been about 1996. Karen had appropriated all the chemicals years ago. They were all still here. What could she use? She ran her finger across the top of the collection of brown jars with their yellowed, type written labels. HCN. She paused her finger on the lid and considered its skull and crossbones warning. Hydrogen Cyanide. That offered some interesting possibilities. A small spill would require a full school evacuation though, so she had to be careful.

She sat at her desk, marking biography assignments as she listened to the waterfall in the corner of her room. She found the sound soothing. Norton Edwards probably wouldn’t.

She picked up her phone and texted a message to the Drama teacher, Delilah, to see if they could meet before school in the theatre makeup room the next day. A chime announced Del’s willingness, and in fact, enthusiasm.

After an hour, Karen shut off the shower and popped the hatch to check the water level. The vat was two thirds full. She smiled. Perfect. She mopped up the floor and headed home, her mind still calculating.

The next morning before school, Karen sat uncomfortably on a stool in front of a mirror surrounded by a dozen light bulbs. Del hummed happily as she painted and powdered. When Karen opened her eyes twenty minutes later, she gasped. Del had transformed her into one of those glorious Vogue runway models, all dewy eyed with sexy, glistening, scarlet lips. Come hither! her face shouted. It turned her stomach to see herself like this.

“A wig will be the perfect final touch, don’t you think?” said Del, holding up a wig of black hair styled with gently curling layers.

Karen nodded, and Del fitted it over her closely cropped head.

She met Del’s eyes in the mirror and they smiled conspiratorially.

Del snickered, “He’ll be eating out of your hands.”

“I don’t know who you mean,” Karen said, blinking innocently.

Del just laughed as she escorted Karen out of the theatre. “Have fun,” she said with a wink.

Karen hovered in the staff room practicing sexy poses to the snickers of her other colleagues while she waited for Edwards to appear.

When he pushed through the door she stepped forward and purred, “Good morning, Norton. Can I hang your coat for you?”

He blinked at her and gasped his greeting. “Karen? Is that you? My goodness. Uh. Something seems different about you this morning,” he said, stammering as her breasts leaned across at his eye level. “You look...uh...lovely.”

She smiled her most captivating smile back at him. She held his eyes as she undid a button on her blouse. “Thank you.” She tossed her hair. “I want to thank you for your words yesterday. They opened my eyes to possibility.”

Edwards scanned her up and down. She was wearing a skirt. It wasn’t quite short enough to be called a mini, but it was over her knees and looked very sexy with the black boots complete with heels that tilted her buttocks quite provocatively. She followed his eyes. When they reached her breasts, she undid another button and spread the neck enough to reveal a lacy red bra beneath. It looked fantastic against her dark skin. Edwards swallowed. The room seemed to have emptied of oxygen. “Uh. Yes. Well. I’m glad my advice was helpful.” This version of Dr. Karen Mac was an ebony goddess oozing so much sex appeal he was having trouble standing up straight. Perhaps it had been a good thing she’d kept a plain appearance at work over the years. None of the men would have been able to function if she was like this all the time. He coughed. She was wearing a perfume that was making him swoon. Good lord, was she drugging him with pheromones? 

She cleared her throat, “Well, Norton. I feel like I should show my appreciation a little more,” she paused and pitched her chest forward, squeezing to deepen her cleavage, “thoroughly.”

Edwards swallowed again. “Oh?”

“Would you meet me in the chemistry lab after school? Say, four o’clock? I have a little present for you.” She drew her tongue along her shining scarlet lips.

He nodded jerkily. “I will. Absolutely. Happy to oblige.” He staggered a little as he stumbled out of the staff room.

Karen waited until the door had closed behind him before she stepped into the bathroom and threw up. 

As she stepped out of the bathroom, brushing her mouth with the back of her hand, Delilah stepped forward and handed her a mug of cold water. “That bad, eh?”

Karen shivered in disgust. “He actually believes...” She couldn’t finish the sentence.

Delilah nodded. “He isn’t told no very often. I guess he always believed he’d turn your head, despite your very obvious lack of interest.”

“He’s delusional.”

Delilah laughed, “No doubt about that. You do look quite gorgeous, though. No wonder he is gob smacked. The kids are going to freak out.”

“Yes,” Karen sighed. “It can’t be helped. The lab coat will cover the worst of it.”

Del snickered. Karen was serious. She didn’t care at all about conforming to any of the accepted forms of beauty. It was kind of great, but also kind of tragic. There is a certain power that comes from owning sexuality so overtly, but it was a power that could explode back on you, as many beautiful women knew.

After school, Karen was ready. The hatch was open, but some squares of poster paper were taped over the opening, hiding it like a jungle tiger trap. Each poster showed strategies for balancing chemical equations. There were a few other similar poster squares on the floor in a couple of other places in the room. Norton walked across two of them as he came into the room. “Hello,” he purred. “I’m here.”

Karen forced a seductive smile and stood beside the shower. She held out a little metal tin decorated with a red metallic bow. “A gift for you.”

He took it and smiled smarmily. “You didn’t have to get me anything.”

She shrugged coyly. “It was just something I had around that I thought would be perfect for you.” Her earnest honesty was clear in her eyes. “It’s a powerful potion that will change your life.”

He smiled again and admired the little box. 

“Go ahead and open it. I want to watch,” she said.

He peeled off the bow and its ribbon, then lifted the lid. He blinked in confusion at the tiny vial inside.

“Smell it,” Karen said, stepping back a bit. “I’ll just go get into something more comfortable. She took another step back as she unbuttoned her lab coat, eyelashes fluttering as she tried to keep up the façade. She slipped the coat off and hung in on the hook beside the prep room door.

Edwards looked from her to the vial. “An aphrodisiac, is it?” 

“Oh, honey. It’ll take your breath away.” 

He opened the vial and held it up to his nose, sniffing deeply. “Almonds?” he asked, but before she could answer, his eyes rolled back into his head. He collapsed to the floor, convulsions seizing his body. He flopped over the edge of the hatch, breaking through the posters, and splashed into the vat headfirst, legs kicking. 

Karen shut off the lights and locked the chemistry lab door. She hummed to herself as she pulled the wig off her head. Del was right. There was power in beauty, but there was even more power in chemistry.
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The Drama Teacher’s Tale
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“Delilah!” Norton Edwards’s voice cut through the empty hall.

Del Olivier took a fortifying breath and turned, “Yes?”

“I’d like to bring my senior class into the theatre next week. We’re studying The Crucible, and I want them to present scenes on the stage for their unit assessment. You can have my room.” He said it like it was a gift. 

“Hmm,” said Del. Norton was within his rights to ask, but the theatre was her teaching space, so she could refuse if she had reason to. She didn’t want him anywhere near her space, but from years of experience, she knew she’d see more of him until he badgered her into doing what he wanted. The easiest solution was to acquiesce now, but it grated on her that he assumed her compliance. She couldn’t give in that easily. “I’ll have to check my schedule to see when I can give up the space. I’ll let you know the dates when it works for me to trade classrooms.” She turned away, flipping her russet curls so her hair smacked him across his face. She’d perfected that move when dancing in the musical Chicago. She heard his snort of surprise and kept walking.

Entrances were one thing, but every actor knows a memorable exit keeps her character in the audience’s mind long after the scene has ended. 

She left Norton to stew all day, but by four o’clock, when she’d finished sorting through a stack of new scripts, she fired off a terse email that offered him use of the stage the following Monday. She smiled to herself as she hit send. She had five days to arrange a choreography and some special effects. She strolled through the tech storeroom, dragging her finger thoughtfully along lighting bars of Fresnels, Parnels, and scoop lights, past flash pots, gobos, and the strobe lights. She rummaged in the drawers for powders, gels, and filters. She studied sandbags, flats, and periaktoi tucked into corners in the wings. She looked up into the catwalk. A theatre is a dangerous place, she mused. Anything could happen.

Delilah Olivier came from a famous theatrical family, though not the one people assumed when they heard her surname. She never bothered to correct them. “What’s your motivation?” the director always asked.

When she thought of Norton Edwards, her motivation sat on her mother’s lap, or perhaps her jail cell.

Her mother, Mary-Martha Oliver, also known as Cherry Pop, like her mother before her, had been a burlesque dancer, or when times were rough, a stripper, in downtown Poughkeepsie. All those snotty entitled Vassar girls made her murderous. 

“Never let `em put you down, Del,” she’d screech as she was removing her tasseled pasties, “you’re as good as anybody, just like me!” 

One day, a gentleman who’d been generous with his twenty-dollar bills in exchange for a peek down her G-string, disappeared. Then, one of those hated Vassar girls turned up dead. Her sorority sisters claimed she’d been with her fiancé, Freddy and when he was located in the arms of Cherry Pop, sheepish Frederick W. Smith, husband of an annoyed heiress and father of four students at a prestigious prep school, confessed to everything and implicated Mary-Martha-Cherry-Pop. Delilah’s life abruptly changed.

Young Delilah, age twelve, was taken in by her studious Auntie Joan after her mother’s trial. Her mother’s name had been all over the media. She was sentenced to life in prison, screeching her innocence as they dragged her out of the courtroom. Twelve-year-old Delilah was inclined to believe the Vassar victim’s wealthy parents had planted some of the evidence to get the conviction, but the lower classes are raised knowing they’re powerless to fight such injustice. Delilah left the country. Six years later she enrolled in the Eastern Township college where Joan was a professor, and when she filled a hole in her timetable with an introductory drama course, she discovered, on the stage, an opportunity to re-make herself. 

In role after role she realized she was a brilliant mimic, could cry on cue, and had an uncanny way of portraying addicts and prostitutes. At twenty-one, when she finally got her driver’s license, she noticed that the Quebec government had added another i to her surname; she didn’t bother to correct them. Oliver became Olivier. Thus, a re-birth, and suddenly her casual mentions of ‘performing family’ had a mysterious cachet. She inferred it’d be indelicate to discuss childhood memories and winked conspiratorially. She got auditions on the strength of her name, but booked jobs because of her talent. She loved being an actor, but the performance highs were usually followed by months of trips to the food bank and surfing on friends’ couches because she couldn’t make rent and had been evicted again. The solution was a return to Auntie Joan’s basement, a return trip to university, and an oh-so-practical Education degree. Auntie Joan approved.

When Dr. Scott hired her as drama teacher at Canterbury High, Delilah sighed with relief at the stability she was embracing, but then she found herself embracing Norton Edwards. She still wasn’t sure exactly how it had happened. One moment they were sharing a Shakespeare performance lecture, and the next thing she knew, he was sharing her bed, and she’d become The Other Woman. That was one role she’d sworn never to accept. Norton Edwards’s charms had made her feel uncomfortably like she had turned into her mother. The staff room was decidedly chilly as the staff took sides: loyalty to Génèvieve Marchand versus pity for the new girl.

It hadn’t taken too long to extricate herself from the affair, but the ramifications left ripples for years. In time, Génèvieve forgave her and they became inseparable best friends, in solidarity against Edwards and his annual wooing of the latest young teacher.

Edwards still turned his lecherous grin toward her on a far too frequent basis. The sensation of spiders travelling up and down her spine every time he did assured her that she was not going to make the same mistake again. Regardless, she dreaded those moments when he noticed her. Occasionally in her dreams, she imagined a world where Norton’s eyes had melted out of his head and could never again mesmerize anyone.

Thursday at lunch in the staff room, Génèvieve Marchand asked, “What play are your senior acting students doing this year, Del?”

“They’ve asked to do some Shakespeare,” Delilah said, popping the lid off her tabouli salad. “We’re starting readings of The Scottish Play next week.”

“The Scottish Play,” interjected Norton Edwards, sounding particularly British, as he always did when Shakespeare was mentioned. “You mean Macbeth?”

“Of course,” Del replied, sitting as far from him as she could at the large communal table. “But we don’t use its name in the theatre, you know.”

“Bah!” snorted Edwards. “You don’t believe in stupid superstitions like that, do you?” He shook his head, as if she was a pathetic idiot. 

“Absolutely,” she nodded. “I’ve seen some pretty strange things happen on the sets of that play. I wouldn’t risk it.”

Norton scoffed, but was interrupted by Génèvieve asking about the casting process and scheduled performance dates.

Del watched Norton from the corner of her eye. He was looking thoughtful. When she’d finished her salad, she stood up. “Are you going to want to use sets or lighting for your Crucible class? The Scottish Play castle could serve as a Puritan church, perhaps? Mr. Toffler’s art students have done a lovely job on it.” She smiled across the table at Chris, who was eating a salad, and reading a supply catalogue.

He smiled to acknowledge the compliment, but didn’t join the conversation. He was more than a little afraid of Mr. Edwards. He didn’t want to draw any attention to himself.

“Yes, I’d like to,” said Edwards, completely ignoring Chris. “Do you have a student who’s good at lighting and that sort of thing?”

“I’m sure I can find someone,” she smiled. “There’s a new girl who is quite brilliant with tech. Offer Georgina fifty bucks and she’ll look after you.”

“Excellent!” Norton smiled with all his teeth, that creepy smile that made Delilah want to break all his teeth.

“There’s a community group using the theatre on the weekend, but I’ll have everything ready for you Monday,” Del said. “I’ll leave the backstage door open for you to check out everything in the morning before class begins. I’ll tell Georgina to be here then.”

“Perfect. I certainly appreciate this, Delilah.” He grinned at her, in what she supposed was meant to be an ingratiating way. 

It was just his typical smarmy smile again. Del felt spiders creeping up and down her spine as she left the staff room. 

There was no community group booked for the weekend, but the theatre was busy regardless as trucks disgorged a selection of interesting props, and Del hauled everything into the wings. She might be a tiny person, but she was strong. She could bench press more than her body weight, and, if need be, could hang off a lighting bar with one hand. Not that she was in the habit of doing that, of course. But she’d done a semester of circus work for her theatre degree. She had hidden talents.

Del moved gracefully up in the catwalk above the seats, hanging broken lights, installing gels, and weaving ropes. In the prop room, she found mannequin parts and wigs. She skipped the make-up room; she had better quality product at home. On the stage, she angled flats and blocks, set pots, a mirror, and whistled gleefully, enjoying the acoustics as she worked. She hoped he’d be wearing a blue suit or at least a blue bow tie. She’d cultivate all the bad luck she could and send it careening into Norton bloody Edwards on Monday morning. Before she left the building Sunday night, she called for a substitute teacher to show improv videos to her morning classes in Edwards’s English room. She told the call out clerk that she had an appointment. It wasn’t a lie, really.

Monday morning at five o’clock, the school security cameras recorded a gaunt teen girl with rumpled, short black hair as she turned a key and let herself into the theatre. No one was concerned. Ms. Olivier had sent a note telling the school to expect her. The girl was wearing black leggings and an oversized black death metal T-shirt. She slumped her shoulders and shuffled like someone who was used to getting into trouble. Passing her image in the mirror on the stage, she smiled at her reflection. “Hello sir. I’m Georgie,” she said in a few different voices before she settled on a drawling, bored tone. It suited the Goth persona. She climbed up into the cat walk and undid the safety lines on the lights, shut off the ghost light at the back of the theatre, flipped on her small LED flashlight, and made her way up to the tech booth to wait for Edwards, unlocking one door into the auditorium as she went by.

He was punctual, as usual. He always arrived daily at eight o’clock, an hour before classes began, and she had presumed that requesting he come ‘early’ would bring him into the theatre at seven. Sure enough. 

He rattled two doors before he found the one she’d left open and stepped in. “Hello?” he called out from the safety of the lit mezzanine behind him. “Is anyone here?”

The house lights came up just enough to cut the gloom and the disguised Delilah poked her head out of the tech booth. “Hello, sir,” she drawled. “I’m Georgie. Ms. Olivier asked me to help you out this morning.”

“I thought she was coming herself, too?”

“She texted me that she has a substitute teacher coming in for her this morning. Don’t worry, sir. I know what to do.”

His eyes narrowed skeptically. “You’re sure?”

“Oh, yes. Absolutely.” Georgie-Del said with complete confidence.

“Well then, will you come down and show me?”

“Sure. Head to centre stage and I’ll meet you there.”

He nodded and turned toward the stage. Del activated a timer, and slowly scuffled out of the booth.

Centre stage, Mr. Edwards pivoted, slowly taking in the scenery. “It’s a very strange play, Macbeth,” he said. 

Georgie-Del, half-way down the aisle, gasped. “Sir! You said...”

He waved his arm around dismissively. “I don’t hold with that nonsense.” His voice echoed through the theatre and he smiled. He loved the power of that. “MACBETH!” he shouted.

There was a loud crack and puff of smoke rose from the catwalk. A Fresnel lamp fell from its batten and swung on a rope out over the house before it dropped to the stage with a crash at Edwards’s feet. He blinked. “Oh, my.”

Georgie-Del rushed up and grabbed the light before he could look at it. “Sir! Are you all right?”

He nodded mutely.

She stashed the light under the stage manager’s desk. “I told you it was bad luck to name The Scottish Play.” She scowled at him. “Is that a blue shirt?”

“Yes?” he said, glancing down. “Percale with mother-of-pearl buttons. Specially imported from Harrods in London.”

She rolled her eyes and tossed her black shag. “Blue is bad luck, too.”

He stuttered as if to object and she waved a hand dismissively. “It’s your funeral.” She stepped forward, the menace in her words unveiled.

He staggered backwards and tripped over a low black block, hidden in the shadows. A bright light flashed and he fell, knocking into a flat which tipped and crashed forward, catching on a rope.

“Sir!” Georgie called as a sandbag dropped, knocking him on the shoulder. He pivoted forward gasping and blinking from the after image. “I can’t see!” 

She looked up at the catwalk. “I can see another light without a safety,” she said, pointing. “I’m going up there to clamp it down properly.” As she passed the stage manager’s desk, she released the safety and hit the button that dropped the apron of the stage to make an orchestra pit.

“What’s that noise?” he squawked, as the stage groaned.

She ignored his protests as she climbed up the ladder and scuttled across the open frame. 

“Be careful up there!” he called.

“I do this all the time, sir. I’m fine!” she shouted down, and then her legs went out from under her. She flipped over and grabbed the batten, praying her wig stayed on tightly. 

“Oh, God!” he called, blinking up at her. “I’m going for help!”

“No! I’m slipping!” She shifted her grip, moving along the batten to get into position. “Get under me!”

He gasped. “Yes! I’ll catch you!” He rushed forward, his arms outstretched.

She snickered as she waited until he was directly below her and dropped onto his shoulders. She wrapped her legs around his torso and her arms across his eyes as she swayed, howling.

Her fluctuating weight made his steps even more uneven. She steered him with her knees as he staggered upstage, stage left, then downstage, until finally he tottered toward the pit. She reached for the rope that had held the first falling Fresnel, hit a remote in her pocket, and the room went black. She shimmied up the rope as Edwards fell into the pit squealing.
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The Art Teacher’s Tale
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One time Chris Toffler had been indiscreet. One time he’d stolen a kiss in the pottery annex, a private corner of the art room, shielded from view of everyone, except that damned busy-body Norton Edwards, who’d chosen that one moment to come looking for poster paper for his students. He should have known. There are no secrets at school. Not in school computers. Not in school hallways. Not in classrooms. Someone always knows. There are always eyes.

The kids had all gone for the day. His classroom door was shut, but did that matter to Edwards? No, he’d probably seen it as an invitation. And now Edwards had a secret to hold over Mr. Toffler’s head, and Edwards was gleeful about it.

In this day and age, it was no shame to be gay. He’d been frank with Dr. Scott, who said he would respect his privacy. Not all students and parents were so liberal minded, however, and a word in the wrong place could make life difficult.

This week, the price of silence was the good poster paper. Next week it might be access to the pencil crayons and scissors. Who knew where it would lead? English class projects in the art room itself? He shivered at the idea of so many non-art students in his creative haven, its cupboards and crannies filled with specialized equipment, and hundreds of works in progress illuminated by the natural light of the long wall of windows.

What was worse, Edwards hadn’t said a word about what he’d seen. “Toffler! Ah, there you are. I need some poster paper for my grade eleven classes. Sixty sheets. You’ve still got it under lock and key?”

Chris had backed away from Graham who’d turned to the wall. “Yes, of course, you can have some.” Chris had unlocked the storage room, heart pounding, and tugged on a stack of the cheap newsprint the school bought for regular classes.

“Oooh,” said Edwards, stroking the more expensive art class paper, “this is nice.”

“Yes. That’s art paper.”

“Can I have this instead of that cheap stuff?” Edwards lifted one eyebrow. Toffler felt the implied threat. “This would look so much better posted around the walls of my classroom.”

“Right.” Chris fought the urge to glance back to the pottery annex. “I suppose so.” Toffler counted sheets. Sixty was half his supply. These were forty cents each, compared to the half a cent sheets for regular classroom use. There wouldn’t be enough for his art students’ poster project. He glanced over Edwards’s head where Graham had disappeared out the back door. He wasn’t the only one at risk here. “Yeah. Fine. Here.” He dropped the paper into Edwards’s outstretched arms.

“Perfect. Thanks. I’ll be in touch if there’s anything else I need.” Edwards winked, and strolled casually out of the room.

He actually winked. Chris felt the shiver run up his spine. Damn. Damn. Damn.

Still fuming, Chris went into the pottery room and checked the kiln. There was a two-foot tall dragon sculpture loaded in there, created by Hannah, a grade twelve doing an independent ‘special projects in art’ course. It was a thing of absolute, glorious beauty. He’d gotten it safely through its bisque firing, but now it was painted in a complex variety of glazes. He was trying to decide whether to fill the kiln, using the half shelves to layer in other students’ work as well, or whether that would make the heating dangerously uneven. Finally, he decided he didn’t want to risk anything tipping and bumping into Hannah’s dragon. It would be a tragedy. He set the automatic timer to begin the firing just after midnight, so he’d be there for the crucial end of the firing to check the pyrometric cone through the peephole and shut the kiln off mid-morning. He shut the heavy lid and turned off the light.

As he pushed open the door, Norton Edwards was coming back down the hall toward him. He called out, “Toffler! I meant to ask you about an art piece one of your students is working on.”

“Yes?”

“Hannah says she’s made a dragon?”

“Yes, I just put it into the kiln.”

“She wants to use it as a component of a project for English Lit. Mind if I take a look at it, so I can tell her yay or nay?”

“Oh sure. Lift the lid on the kiln and take a peek. Just be sure to shut the lid when you’re done, because I’ve set the automatic timer. You wouldn’t want to burn down the school.”

Norton chuckled, “No, indeed. Is this door open? I don’t think I have a key for your room.”

Chris shook his head, “No, you wouldn’t. Mrs. Bell was just working across the hall, so I left it open. She’ll lock up after she’s finished cleaning.”

“Right.” 

Chris stepped outside and glanced down the parking lot to see if Graham was waiting to talk to him. His car was gone. Damn, Chris thought again. More complications.

Norton Edwards lifted the lid to the kiln and tried to see the dragon his students were raving about. It was a tall kiln, and he was a short man. He’d had to stand on a tall, tippy stool to get the necessary leverage to raise the lid. All he could make out of the dragon was the non-descript swirl of a dark back and a pointy-head. He put his glasses on his nose, set his hands on the edge to support himself and leaned in, trying to see the hidden details of its body. There was a clatter down the hall and Norton startled. The jerk tipped his balance and he tumbled headfirst into the kiln, right onto Hannah’s masterpiece. The lid slammed down above him.
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The Home Ec. Teacher’s Tale
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“I know!” squealed Caity looking around the Foods Room at her friends, “Let’s make Mr. Edwards a bow tie cake for his birthday!” Her eyes sparkled, “Please, Mrs. White? Can we? It’d be so cute if we matched that tie he wears all the time!”

Mrs. Anne White nodded slowly. “Well, you could. I had been thinking trifle or toffee pudding, though. You know, something English?”

Caity shook her head. “It has to be in the shape of a bow-tie.”

“A white cake with red cherries?” Hannah suggested. “So, it’s polka dotted inside, too?”

“No,” said Nicole. “Red Velvet cake. Katie asked him what his favourite cake was, and that’s what he said.” She looked at Mrs. White. “What kind is that exactly?”

Mrs. White laughed, “One with cocoa and a lot of red dye. I have a recipe.” She looked around at the senior baking class. “So, you’re decided? A Red Velvet bow tie cake for Mr. Edwards?”

They nodded as the bell sounded. 

“All right,” she called after them as they scrambled out of the room. “I’ll have all the ingredients ready for you next class. Natasha, can you come in to decorate it during your spare?”

Natasha nodded. She adored creating edible art. It was no sacrifice to give up her spare. She had her big biology test today, and she’d need a brain break tomorrow. “Yes, ma’am. See you tomorrow!”

Anne White loved her job. She loved the fact that each day she imparted training students would use for the rest of their lives. She loved the enthusiasm with which students discovered the ability to turn raw ingredients into delicious meals. She loved teaching them to take pride in a well-set table. She loved the special projects she would let them take on. This year, her senior baking class had asked to make cakes for the teachers’ birthdays.

In September for Mme. Marchand’s birthday, they’d made a chocolate mousse cake with a ganache that had been drool worthy. In October, it had been butterscotch cake with butter rum icing for Mr. Henry. In November, it had been streusel cake for Mr. Wiener. They’d celebrated three December birthdays with an assortment of fruit cakes. Here it was January and it was time for Mr. Edwards’s cake.

Red Velvet, eh? She would have to modify the recipe a bit. It needed a little more than cocoa. Raspberry puree would be a much better mask of the secret ingredient she planned to add into Mr. Edwards’s birthday cake this year.

Mrs. White disliked Mr. Edwards. To be honest, she positively loathed Mr. Edwards. They had been colleagues at Canterbury High for twenty years. They had not spoken to each other for nineteen of those years. 

Twenty years ago, when she had been Miss Scarlett, she’d come to Canterbury fresh from university, determined to change her students’ lives by ensuring they understood the complex chemistry of cookery. Her wispy blonde hair teased to daring heights with a black turtleneck sweater hugging her curves and a sensible grey pencil skirt reaching her knees, she had hoped she looked grown up. She felt as nervous as she had on the first day of Junior High. Mr. Edwards had welcomed her with a devoted attention that was flattering. He’d shaken her hand, helped her get her keys, shown her where her classroom was. He was so distinguished, with that British accent that hinted at exotic origins and the smattering of grey at his temples. He was funny. He was friendly. He invited her for coffee, then dinner.

A few months later, she’d been baffled to wake up next to him one Saturday morning. 

“Good morning,” he’d grinned up at her.

She’d blushed and looked frantically around her bedroom, astonished to see articles of her clothing strewn high and low around the room. Her bra was swinging in lazy circles on the ceiling fan.

He’d stretched, revealing his milky white shoulders and round belly in the dawn light seeping through her curtains. “Care for a quickie before I go?”

She’d choked and leapt for the bathroom, her face blazing. What on earth had she done last night? When she came into the bedroom again, he was dressed and looking into her mirror, tying a brown striped bow tie. He looked over to her with an amused expression. “You don’t remember last night?”

“Of course, I do. We were at Luigi’s for dinner. We had a bottle of Chianti...”

“Two.”

“Two?”

“Two,” his eyes were sparkling. “You are quite dazzling under the influence of Chianti. I think you should drink it regularly.”

She’d swallowed and glanced between him and the bed. “Did we?”

His smile broadened. “We did. Several times in fact.” He swung his suit jacket over his shoulders. “I’ll see you at school Monday,” he said, giving her a peck on the cheek. “We’ll have to do this again soon.” 

She trailed after him to the door, wordless. Her mother had always told her no man would buy a cow if he could get the milk for free. Had she just given away the dairy?

“You were delightful.” He patted a lump in his pocket. “I will savour the photos.” He kissed her again in the open doorway. “I enjoyed myself immensely.” 

As the door shut behind him she asked the empty room, “Did I?” It was a question that was never answered, though she came to suspect it had been unlikely. 

Monday morning she’d found Shakespeare’s sonnet 99 tucked into her mailbox in the staff room:

The forward violet thus did I chide: Sweet thief,

whence didst thou steal thy sweet that smells,

If not from my love's breath? The purple pride

Which on thy soft cheek for complexion dwells

In my love's veins thou hast too grossly dy'd.

The lily I condemned for thy hand,

And buds of marjoram had stol'n thy hair;

The roses fearfully on thorns did stand,

One blushing shame, another white despair;

A third, nor red nor white, had stol'n of both,

And to his robbery had annexed thy breath;

But, for his theft, in pride of all his growth

A vengeful canker eat him up to death.

More flowers I noted, yet I none could see,

But sweet, or colour it had stol'n from thee.

He’d spotted her reading the note and had winked at her. She’d blushed again amid knowing glances exchanged between other staff members all around the room. She wondered about the photos he referred to and blushed more deeply. She didn’t remember taking any photos, but she could imagine what sort they were.

She received a delivery of flowers during her third period class. The girls had all sighed and she’d caught several looking for a card. There wasn’t one, but she didn’t need a card. Obviously, Norton was falling in love with her. That was a relief, really. You didn’t want someone who didn’t love you to have compromising photos.

She had him over for dinner frequently. One evening she’d served lamb souvlaki, lemon herb potatoes, rice, and Greek salad. 

“Close your eyes, I have something amazing for dessert,” she’d said. She set before him a square of Baklava oozing honey and walnuts, and sat down in her own seat opposite, so she could see his expression. “Open them,” she’d whispered, eyes gleaming in anticipation.

He’d smiled at her and then glanced down. His smile had drooped, and his eyes had narrowed. “What’s this?” he’d snarled.

She’d stuttered, “Bak-k-k-lava. I made it from scratch.” She had made her own phyllo pastry, rolling all afternoon with a rolling pin to get the paper-thin sheets needed for the dessert. 

He stood up and pushed away from the table with such violence that his chair flew half-way across the kitchen. “Are you trying to kill me!” he’d shouted.

“What? No! What’s wrong, Norton? What did I do?”

“Nuts, you bitch! You know I’m allergic to nuts! Did you think I was lying when I told you that?” He glared at her and stomped for the door.

“No! I didn’t know! Oh, Norton, I’m so sorry!” He was through the door and gone before she could say anything more, and she’d crumpled to the floor whimpering. He had never said a thing about allergies. She was sure of it. She would have remembered. That sort of thing a cook kept track of, especially for the people she loved. For Norton to think that she’d done it deliberately! She staggered into her kitchen, gathering the dishes into the sink, and wept into the soapy water.

He wouldn’t let her cook anything for him for weeks after that. She apologized hourly for several days, she started carrying packets of antihistamine in her purse for him, and eventually he’d forgiven her.

He called her his little Anne Hathaway again; she called him Shakespeare. He recited parts of Tudor plays that made no sense, but made her swoon anyway because he rolled his R’s and hissed the S’s and winked at the ribald parts. She had dated a bit as a teen, but this was old-fashioned courting, and she loved it.

Sure, he was half a head shorter than she was, portly, balding, and middle-aged, but what did that matter? As improbable as it seemed, he had captivated her and, her youthful naiveté in full force, she’d been completely enamoured. 

He wasn’t much different twenty years later, Anne pondered. Sure, his tonsure was greyer and thinner, his dapper little suits were more worn, but he still wore the iconic red and white bow tie she’d given him for Valentine’s Day so long ago. It had become his trademark. She hated that tie.

That was probably why he wore it.

While Norton had toured Britain with his English Literature class that summer, she’d been with her parents at their cottage, writing him longing letters of love, and imagining their beautiful wedding and joyful life together. After such a romantic year, surely a marriage proposal was imminent?

She’d arrived in the staff room first day of school in September, armed with the chocolate dipped whipped shortbread cookies she knew he loved.

She looked around the crowded room. The first day staff meeting was almost the only time the entire staff showed up in the staff room. She finally spotted his tweed jacket and bald head in the corner. She set her beautifully arranged platter of cookies onto the table and stepped toward him. 

“How lovely to see you dear!” Mrs. Boisvert said, taking Anne by the arm and attempting to turn her in the other direction. “How was your summer?”

Anne craned her neck, trying to see who was so thoroughly engrossing Norton’s attention.

“We certainly had lovely weather, didn’t we?” Mrs. Boisvert continued. She had a strange expression on her face. Her eyes were sad.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Boisvert. I need to speak to Norton before the meeting starts.” She stepped out of reach and called, “Norton!”

Norton had not turned around. 

She stepped closer and tried again, “Norton!”

He glanced over his shoulder.

She waved, smiling broadly until he met her eyes.

He gave the slightest nod of acknowledgement and turned back to his companion. He hadn’t had even a tiny smile for her after their months apart.

The principal smacked a gavel on the table and called for the staff to sit down. Norton stepped back and revealed an absolutely stunning woman: tall, blonde, with a pale complexion and glistening carmine lips. Norton held out a chair and motioned her to sit. She sank into the chair like royalty, as she gave him a warm smile. He beamed back and sat beside her.

Anne whispered, “Who’s that?”

Mrs. Boisvert was at her side. “That’s the new English teacher, Sybil Greer. She’s from Britain. I’m sorry, dear. I’m afraid Mr. Edwards has moved on.”

“Moved on?” Anne whispered. 

Mrs. Boisvert patted her arm as they settled into their chairs around the table. “You’ll get over it. They all do.”

Norton hadn’t so much as looked at Anne for a month. When he finally did look, he had a derogatory remark about her apron and made the glamorous Ms. Greer laugh with some literary allusion Anne hadn’t understood. It was about this time that Anne Scarlett discovered that Shakespeare had left Anne Hathaway behind in Stratford when he’d moved to London to become a writer. 

Had their love died? She filled the staff room with a bounty of baking that was meant to bring a complimentary word and some contrition from him. It didn’t. He didn’t touch anything she made.

Just before Hallowe’en, Mrs. Boisvert had kindly suggested a computer dating service might be a good place to meet a nice young man more suited to her. Anne had subsequently been matched with Albus White, an accountant. Al wasn’t very exciting, he never recited poetry, he hated bow ties, and he didn’t own any tweed suits. He appreciated her cooking. He had no food allergies. He was definitely nice. She liked him. That was enough for Anne. They were married the following summer in a nice ceremony at her family’s cottage, and soon had a pair of nice children and a nice house for them all to live in. For eighteen years she’d been repeating the mantra: “I have a nice life.”

Every September for nineteen years she had watched Norton Edwards pick a new young teacher to seduce. Every September Anne’s wrath grew. Every September she plotted her revenge for Norton’s destruction of her romantic fantasies and the theft of her virginal heart. 

Now her daughter Alana was in Mr. Edwards grade eleven English class. She was coming home reciting lines from Romeo and Juliet and breathlessly declaring how romantic Mr. Edwards was. It made Anne want to puke. The time had come to act.

From the highest shelf in the spice cupboard of her Foods room, Anne brought down three small bags of shelled nuts: almonds, walnuts, and pecans. Each bag held only a tablespoon or two, but she knew that would be plenty. She dumped each bag into the food processor in her demo kitchen and pulsed them. The blades chopped them into granules; she added a little sugar to absorb the nut oils and pulsed again. She added a little flour and pulsed again until she had about half a cup of fine nut meal. She spread it on a baking sheet and popped it into the demo kitchen oven. It was set to the lowest setting and would roast slowly for an hour while she did her marking and prepared for tomorrow. She took her dishes over to a sink and began washing up. Doing dishes was a kind of meditation for her, an opportunity to reflect and plan. She’d done a lot of reflecting and planning over this sink in the last twenty years, and far too much of it had been focused on Norton.

“Mom?” 

She looked up from the dishes she was washing and smiled. “Hello, honey. Did you have a good basketball practice?”

Alana shrugged. “I think Mr. Wiener hates me. I had to run a lap of the gym every time I missed a basket.” 

“He makes everyone do that,” Anne laughed. “Don’t take it personally.”

“What smells so good?” Alana sniffed. “It’s like Christmas cookies in here.”

“I’m just prepping some things for tomorrow’s classes. There’s nothing for you to snack on, sorry.” She grinned at Alana's disappointed expression. After school, kids were always hungry. “Were you hoping for a ride home? I’m afraid I won’t be ready for half an hour at least.” The sooner Alana was out of the building, the better. Anne didn’t want any witnesses to this.

Alana shook her head. “No, I texted Daddy.” A hum in her pocket alerted her to a message and she pulled out her phone. “That’s him; he’s here. When should I tell him you’ll be home?”

“About an hour. Can you get some potatoes on? I have steaks marinating in the fridge. Ask your brother to peel some carrots.”

Alana rolled her eyes as she left. “Aidan never does what I ask. You know that. I’ll do it.”

“Thanks, hon.” Anne smiled at the door until her daughter’s boots were echoing down the corridor and then she inhaled the scent of the roasting nuts and sighed. It was a drastic measure perhaps, but protecting her daughter was her right as a mother. She pulled the plug out of the sink and watched the dirty water swirl down the drain. Washing out the waste was one of the necessary parts of civilized life. It wasn’t always pleasant, but someone had to do it. She gathered a bin full of today’s grade nine assignment on The Biscuit Method and sat at her desk, marking like an automaton until the timer on the stove beeped.

She set the sheet of nut meal on the cooling rack and studied it. Such an innocuous thing. Norton Edwards had laughed at her many times over the last twenty years, and every smirk, every private joke shared with his latest object of lust, every chuckle had added more fuel to the flame of her anger. Let’s see how long his laughter lasted after this. 

When the cookie sheet had cooled, she lifted the nuts and put them back into the food processor to break up the chunks where the sugar had melted and hardened into nut brittle. She pulsed the blades until the mixture resembled powder. Just toasted powder. She smirked, as she realized for her, it was actually toasted power. She added a quarter cup of the expensive food colouring she usually reserved for chocolate making and pulsed it for the last time, mixing the nuts into a red concoction that looked a lot like gritty tempera paint. She poured the mixture into a jar, labeled it “red velvet” in tidy capital letters, and set the container on the spice shelf. It caught the light, and she smiled. There was a poetic justice in that jar of scarlet powder being the tool of her vengeance. 

The thing about kids, she mused as she put on her coat, was that usually they believed whatever their teachers told them. They were not critical analysts.

She returned to her desk and pushed ‘print’ on the document queued there, sending to the copier her Red Velvet Cake recipe calling for a quarter cup of cocoa, a cup of raspberry puree and half a cup of ‘Red Velvet Mix.’ The girls would follow the recipe she gave them to the letter. They were excellent bakers.
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The Custodian’s Tale


[image: image]


Fiona Bell had been cleaning Norton Edwards’s classroom in Canterbury High for over twenty years. In all those years, he had never called her by her name. In fact, he had never even met her eyes. He worked busily at his desk; she vacuumed his floor and wiped desks. He did not look up. He did not acknowledge her existence. She’d asked other teachers if perhaps he was deaf. He wasn’t. She checked to see if he was wearing ear buds. He wasn’t.

Sure, she was easy to overlook in a crowd. She was barely five feet tall, and so slender that she barely cast a shadow. In her navy-blue uniform with her hair pulled back into a braid, she did fade into the background, but this was ridiculous. 

She was tired of the notes he’d leave on the board: “Janitor: use a less abrasive cleanser on the students’ desks, it’s removing finish.” “Janitor: Arrange desks back into rows.” “Janitor: erase the window markers today.” 

Never a please or thank you. Never a “Mrs. Bell” or even a “Fiona.” 

Everyone else in the department was courteous. Everyone in the school was courteous! Everyone else greeted her by name when she came in to empty the garbage baskets. They spoke to her if they wanted her to do something. They treated her like a human.

If she spoke to Edwards, he did not answer. In the hall, his eyes slid right past her. She wondered if he was prejudiced against the non-teaching staff. Whatever it was, she was tired of it. It felt like some kind of deliberate campaign to erase her personhood. 

On the other hand, this year there might be more to it. Perhaps it was just his mortification? How many times this year had she fished him out of inexplicable predicaments? Head down and flailing in the kiln, wrapped in a net and pinned to a gym mat by a javelin, lying out cold in the orchestra pit. He never said a thing as she extricated him time after time. He just blinked and walked away, leaving her to clean up any sign of trouble. She did her job, and she kept her mouth shut. She was afraid he was into some freaky, auto-erotic shit, or worse hallucinogenic drugs. A school wasn’t the place for it. She hadn’t said a word to anyone about it. She was too embarrassed to have caught him, but she wanted it to stop.

“Hello, Mr. Edwards, how are you this afternoon?” she said, as she wheeled her cart into his room.

As usual, Norton Edwards kept reading the paper in front of him.

She dumped the garbage, pulling the bag because there was something sticky dripping inside. She was thankful for her blue gloves. “Sir, I would like a word with you, about basic courtesy and how fundamental it is to a smoothly running society.”

Edwards still did not look up.

She pulled a plastic bag out of the box. There was a warning printed on the box. “Danger: bags may cause suffocation.” She looked at the roll of duct tape hanging off the cart. She looked down at her gloves. She looked over to Mr. Edwards, sitting at his desk, completely oblivious to her presence.

“Mr. Edwards, do you mind if I try something here?”

He did not respond.

Well, then, she thought, and carried her bag and tape toward his desk.
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The Physics Teacher’s Tale
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It wasn’t so much that Graham Thompson hated Norton Edwards, though he did. It was the way he’d never been able to escape the dapper little despot. You’d think that being on the other side of the building, deep in the bowels of the science wing, would have rendered some protection from the head of the English department, but it didn’t.

Edwards had once sent messages about how the science department needed to follow the English department’s guidelines for citation use and correct language use in their research essays. At one point he wanted some control over the grading of lab reports, too, but Thompson had collected three senior physics labs from four classes and deposited six hundred pages of lab reports on Edwards’s desk. Senior physics labs have a lot of specialized vocabulary and mathematical formulas that Thompson was betting Edwards wasn’t up to. The papers were returned to Thompson’s mailbox in the staff room the next day. A few spelling errors had been circled in the top three papers.

“So, are you ready for the next batch?” Thompson had asked, looking up from his lunch and fighting to keep his face straight.

“No, that’s fine. If these are representational, the standards of the science department are adequate for your purposes.” Edwards mumbled and quickly shuffled out of the room.

Tom, the computer tech, smiled at Thompson. “Well, played.” 

“Thanks.”

“It’s not enough, though.” Tom said, sipping his coffee thoughtfully. “We need to teach that little shit where his place is.”

“The English department?”

“I was thinking about Hell.”

“That’s a little theological for a scientist, don’t you think?” Graham bit into an excellent roast beef sandwich, made with love by his devoted wife. A wife who would not appreciate his scientific experimentation. He was a lucky man to still be with his high school sweetheart. He knew it. Norton Edwards was not going to jeopardize that.

“All right then,” Tom conceded. “We could send him to the tiniest point of a Fibonacci spiral.”

“Mmm.” Thompson nodded. “That would work.” He visualized Edwards spinning out of control, growing tinier and tinier. “How about the intersection of the Fibonacci and Archimedes spirals?” He sighed. “Or we could put a sign up. ‘Science Department. No unauthorized admittance.’” 

“I think the students might use that as an excuse to avoid class.”

“They’re not that stupid.”

Tom raised an eyebrow. “Administration would probably frown on that sort of thing, anyway. Edward’s is a bully. Someone should do something about it. It’s inconceivable that he’s been getting away with this behaviour for twenty years.”

Thompson visualized the massive jocks who’d made his high school life hell and unconsciously pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. Edwards was smaller, but every bit as malicious. 

Tom remembered sitting in the front row of Edwards’s English class when he was a student here at Canterbury and shivered with memory of the public humiliation of reading Shakespeare aloud. They’d always suspected Edwards was creepy; since becoming a school district computer tech with access to every file in every computer in the building, Tom knew it went far beyond that.

Tom leaned closer to Thompson and whispered, “What did you have in mind?”

What he had in mind, were kids, the ultimate revenge.

Thompson stood in front of the senior physics class and studied them chatting, reading, laughing, or texting while they waited for the bell to start class. This was the next generation of engineers, doctors, and researchers. There was a lot of brain power in this room. The bell rang.

“All right, ladies and gentlemen! It’s time to talk final exam.” There was a collective groan.

He grinned at them. “The new curriculum gives us some flexibility in assessment, so what I was thinking is a large project that gives you scope to demonstrate your understanding of physics principles.” 

“How large?” Lucy piped up from the back row. 

“Oh, about a hundred and sixty-two thousand cubic feet large.”

That got their attention. The whole class seemed to lean forward. 

“Where is that?” asked Rhys.

“Guess,” grinned Thompson. “Get into groups of two or three. I’ll give you three minutes to come up with your best guess for what space, within five hundred metres of this classroom, fits the criteria.” He set the red kitchen timer on his desk.

Desks moved. Kids murmured. A couple pulled out phones, but he ignored them. There was always the chance they were going to use them to calculate volume. He’d give them the benefit of the doubt. Ideas scratched on paper.

When the timer rang, the groups stood up one by one to present their choice. “The school theatre,” suggested one group. 

“The football field,” offered another.

“No way! He’d have had to calculate sky! There’s no way it’s only a hundred sixty-two thousand feet!”

“Be nice, Mr. Cooper,” Thompson chided. “Let’s respect our colleagues.”

Four groups chose the gym.

“Well, done!” Thompson smiled at them. “The majority of you guessed correctly, and the other suggestions were all within the realm of possibility.”

“So, it’s the gym,” Dustin Cooper said, eyes narrowing. “Does it have to do with balls?” Dustin had a love hate relationship with balls in the gym. Though, it is fair to say, mostly hate. 

“That depends on whether you want it to, Dustin. Have any of you ever heard of a Rube Goldberg Machine?” 

Most of the class shook their heads or glanced to their neighbour to see if they knew. A couple reached for their phones. “Put the phones away, gang. I’ve got a video. I think you’ve all probably seen at least a recording of one, but just so you can imagine the possibilities, watch this.” He pushed play, and a small marble rolled across the screen. It ran down tracks, flipped buttons, bounced through obstacles, was fired across space, set other balls going, caused dominoes to flip, and finally dropped into a bucket. The class gasped, giggled, held its breath, clapped throughout the five minutes of the video.

“That was so cool!” Lucy was beaming.

“That’s a Rube Goldberg Machine?” asked Rhys.

“Yes. That’s a small one. I’m proposing we make a giant one, something that can fill the gym. We’ll divide you into pairs, with each of you responsible for one element of the machine. You’ll have to explain the physics, show the formula you’ve used, and then we’ll build it. For the final exam, we’ll run the machine in front of the whole school. What do you think?” 

The room exploded into sound. They were delirious with the possibilities. 

“This will be awesome!” Dustin said, eager to do something in a gym that he could control, unlike volleyball or basketball, where he could never seem to do what his peers required of him.

“All right, all right! Quiet down!” Mr. Thompson laughed. Enthusiastic students brought joy to every teacher’s heart. He stood at the white board, pen in hand, “Let’s brainstorm components.”

“The first thing should be Noah throwing a basketball from across the gym. When it goes through the basket it can start the sequence.” Josie shouted.

“Thanks for the pressure,” muttered Noah, who at six and a half feet tall played a crucial role on the basketball team and despite his humility, was likely to hit the basket, even from the main doors to the gym.

“Good suggestion,” agreed Thompson. “How are we going to calculate that one?”

Celeste put up her hand, “Quadratic equation?”

“Well done, yes. Noah, are you on that?”

“I don’t use formulas, sir. I just visualize and throw.”

Thompson smiled. “I’m sure you do. But this time, you’ll calculate before you throw.”

Noah groaned. 

“You can work with Celeste,” Thompson added.

Celeste grinned covertly at Noah. Mr. Thompson winked at her. She’d told him about her crush on the shy athlete. Mr. Thompson was married to his high school sweetheart. He liked to help perpetuate the dream when he could.

“So, after the ball goes through the hoop, what will happen?” Thompson asked.

“It can fall onto a teeter-totter”

“Which is...”

“Gravitational formula!” said Cameron from the front row.

“Hands, please,” said Thompson. Suggestions mounted. The plan was drawn on the white board for the gigantic, gym-sized machine. 

“Oh, sir!” Chloe waved her arm up and down and bounced in her seat. “Please, please, please can we end with the Van de Graaff generator? I love the Van de Graaff generator!” The class laughed, remembering the day they’d played with the static electricity produced by the generator. Chloe’s long, fine hair had risen around her like a huge halo. Her photo had made the front page of the local paper looking like a human dandelion.

“Yes, absolutely. That can be your component.” 

Partner groups were formed. The kids were all on task, pencils out, planning what they could do, when the bell rang, and class was dismissed. The class left the room, buzzing like an escaped hive.

Thompson smirked. The kids would do most of the work, but he had a few modifications in mind.

The next class Mr. Thompson moved between partner groups, listening to their discussions, and checking their calculations.

“No, this is wrong, Ryan!” Susie tapped with her pencil on the page, “Vector analysis is calculated from the head of an arrow to the tail of the next arrow, remember?”

“But we don’t have any arrows,” Ryan muttered.

Susie rolled her eyes. “Head of the ball to the tail of the next ball is the same thing, idiot!”

Pro forma, Thompson tapped the desk as he went by. “Be nice, Suzanne.” 

“Wait,” Josh was grumbling, “This isn’t right. We can’t use the formula for gravitational potential energy, because our object is moving. “Right, Mr. Thompson?”

“Correct.”

“Oh, right. So, we should use, uh...” Rob rifled through his text book. “... the gravitational force formula?”

Thompson smiled, “Exactly. Well done.”

“I’ve got dominoes, but where are we going to get bricks?” Wyatt’s face was screwed up thoughtfully. “How can a domino knock down a brick, anyway? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“I saw a video once where they started with dominoes and ended up knocking down a wall.” Carter turned to Mr. Thompson. “It’s possible, right? Can we do that?”

“You figure out how and you can do it!” Thompson nodded. God, he loved it when his students were thoroughly engaged like this. It was the reason he went into teaching in the first place.

“Fibonacci intersection to radian sine law!” Jordan said to his partner, a girl, also called Jordan. “You have to calculate the spiral down the funnel!”

“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “How big will the funnel be?”

Thompson smiled to himself as he circulated through the room, hearing these animated conversations.

“You could, too, calculate accurately enough to have a ball bounce across a gym!” Kaylin said, hitting Gage in the shoulder. “Haven’t you seen those fountains?”

“It’s not the same thing!” Gage groaned. “Sir? We can’t predict well enough to bounce a ball across the whole gym on trampolines, can we?”

Thompson raised an eyebrow. “You can do anything with math, Gage.”

Gage rolled his eyes, as Kaylin beamed in triumph.

“I want lasers. We can use wave length formula and vector analysis. It’ll be like Mission Impossible! Duh da da-da,” Christopher started humming the theme song.

“Sir, we can’t actually use lasers in school, can we?” Pauline looked worried. “Won’t they melt everyone’s eyeballs?”

Thompson pondered. “Yeah, within a gym you could melt eyeballs if you pointed the laser at someone. But a laser field could be cool. We could make one behind protective glass or something...”

Christopher grinned. “Best. Class. Ever.”

They spent the next two weeks compiling buckets, funnels, tubes, dominoes, bricks, and the like. They built components and even created a miniature hot air balloon. Long sections of PVC pipe of many sizes were cut in half to create troughs for balls of many widths to travel. Excitement rose throughout the school as word spread.

Meanwhile, Thompson considered his options. The physics class took over the gym on Thursday afternoon. They would assemble as many components as possible in the Physics room; that meant sections no taller than six feet and no wider than three feet. It was like a modular home. They had two classes to set up in the gym, itself. Monday morning they’d drop the ball in front of the entire school and set their machine in motion. That gave him the weekend to come in to make any surreptitious modifications he’d need.

Friday afternoon the class studied their work. It was impressive. They were in the middle of an over-size theme park of trails, tubes, rotors, gears, pulleys circling the gymnasium, all leading to the gleaming silver dome of a towering Van de Graaff generator close to the bleachers. A line of carpets extended behind it. It stood three metres tall, on a tube half a metre wide. Chloe had decided for maximum impact, she should build her own, instead of using the school’s generator, which wasn’t even a metre tall. “No one will see that little thing,” she’d said. Inside the tube was the belt that drove it, gathering the electrons and protons. Chloe had painted the tube with stripes of red and blue: Canterbury colours. Above the tube, the silver dome was two metres across. She beamed with pride. “I feel like Dr. Frankenstein,” she grinned at Mr. Thompson. I created this wonderful beast.”

“You did a great job. It’s a beautiful thing.”

“I just hope I don’t electrocute anyone.” Her eyes were twinkling as she said it.

“You did the math?”

“It’s only twenty volts. Enough to give a shock, but not enough to actually hurt anyone. The person at the end of the line is going to feel it, though!” She snickered.

“Do you want anyone, in particular, to be at the end of the line?” Mr. Thompson kept his voice perfectly neutral.

“Uh...” Chloe glanced over her shoulder. “Honestly?”

He nodded. 

“Anyone? Like. Teachers, too?”

“It’s only fair.”

“I would love to zap Mr. Edwards. He gave me a D on my last two essays. Last year I had an A on everything I wrote. He’s a jerk. Can I put him at the end of the line?”

“Sure.” Mr. Thompson studied the row of carpets. “We can have him stand on that fluffy red square at the end. We should be able to fit at least forty kids between the generator and that spot, don’t you think?”

She grinned. “Yup. You’re really going to do it, sir?”

“Absolutely. It’ll be a perfect send-off.” A shocking finale, on so many levels.

On the weekend, after Thompson had checked all the elements, he went to find Edwards’s tasseled loafers in the staff room closet. In the spring and fall Edwards wore them to and from school, but in the winter he wore boots outside, and changed into the shoes in the staff room. Armed with a package of thumb tacks, Thompson studded the shoes on the inside of the heel, inside the arch. They wouldn’t click as Norton walked. With luck, he wouldn’t turn the shoes over as he slipped into them. Thompson stuck his hand inside the shoes and pushed onto the soles, to make sure nothing was pricking through. He set them neatly beneath Mr. Edwards’s proprietary, labelled, wooden hanger where he’d found them, and hummed, “It’s a Wonderful World” to himself as he locked up the school and set the alarm.

Monday morning, the gym was packed with students ready to witness the first ever Physics Final Spectacular. So keen were the populace that only half a dozen stoners were caught sneaking out to go to the smoke pit. Small action cameras were mounted above components that would be difficult to see, so the audience could watch those elements on the giant screen. The room hummed in anticipation.

“Ladies and Gentlemen!” Mr. Thompson called into the mic. “Today we are inaugurating what I hope will become an annual tradition here at Canterbury.” Students in the lower grades whooped, and he smiled at him. “But I have very sad news. We’ve just learned that we are losing a different Canterbury tradition. Unfortunately, Mr. Edwards, everyone’s favourite English teacher, will be retiring later this month. Some of you had parents who were taught by Mr. Edwards. Things will definitely not be the same around here without him. We would like to dedicate this event to him and ask that he stand at the end of the basketball team, in the place of honor.”

Immediately the students began chanting, “Edwards! Edwards! Edwards!”

Scarlet faced, but grinning delightedly and waving to the crowd, Norton Edwards made his way to the red square of shag carpet. “I say,” he murmured to Thompson, “this rug seems wet.”

“Yes, sorry about that. I spilled my coffee on it this morning, so I had to wash it. I didn’t want you to stand on the same carpet as the basketball teams. You need your own red carpet.” All the God’s honest truth, he thought. “You’re going to be shocked at how great this!” he added. Or greatly shocked by this, he thought, and smiled. The microfiber rug was guaranteed to absorb ten times its weight in fluid. He’d poured two litres of water onto it. The fluffy damp fingers of the rug surrounded Edwards’s feet, brushing against the tacks set into the side of the heel.

Edwards smiled back at Graham Thompson, chest swollen with pride at the idea that all this was in his honour. Both the girls’ and the boys’ basketball teams stretched across the gym, ready to put on a bit of a show as things got underway.

Noah stood in the boys’ change room, dribbling his red and blue basketball, visualizing the shot in his head, and running over the mathematical formula for added luck. In his mind, the numbers superimposed over his visualization until he could see the equation in the air of the gym, as if it were written on glass. Outside the door, his name was announced, and the crowd roared.

“You can do it,” Celeste said, opening the door to the gym.

“I know,” he said. “I can see it, now.” He dribbled across the court, passing to a variety of his teammates who were lined up across the gym floor. They passed back in creative ways, behind their backs, over their heads, between their legs, as the crowd laughed and cheered. 

Noah reached what Celeste had called ‘The Magic Spot,’ which she’d marked on the ground with a masking tape asterisk. He dribbled in a spin as the crowd hooted, and then threw the basketball across the length of the court. He could see the dotted arc of the calculation in the air, the ball travelling it without the slightest divergence. The ball sailed perfectly through the net, dropping onto a teeter-totter set beneath it, and the crowded howled its approval. 

Noah punched the air, and Cameron sighed with relief as the basketball’s energy popped the teeter-totter which catapulted a volleyball horizontally across the gym, plopping neatly into a funnel high above the ground. 

The crowd held its collective breath as the ball spun around and around. They watched it on the screen from the overhead angle provided by a camera as it whirled in a diminishing orbit until it dropped out of the funnel, onto a trough. 

It rolled along the side and back of the bleachers, students pivoting to watch it rolling along behind them. As it rolled back down to the gym it dropped onto a pad, which turned on the power to the Van de Graaff generator. 

The machine roller inside the column hummed to life, as the volleyball continued to roll along a path until it dropped onto a cradle at the end of pivot. It held the volleyball, and dropped a post, that tipped over onto the gym floor.

The crowd held its breath again, laughing as huge dominoes, created from two by six boards cut into increasingly larger lengths, dropped one by one, then doors, which crashed into a grey brick wall, that collapsed with a crash.

Hans Wiener cringed, praying the mats were actually protecting his gym floor.

One of the bricks started a path of smaller red bricks falling, one hit the striker of a burner, which started a torch. The bricks continued tumbling, drawing “Canterbury” in swirling script across the centre of the gym.

Dr. Scott watched the one-foot high flame with trepidation, as a hot air balloon the size of a compact car filled and rose into the air. On its way up it flipped a switch, which shut off the flame, much to Scott’s relief. When it reached near the ceiling it bumped into a wooden pivot.

The pivot flipped, releasing a basketball that fell from the roof to land on a mini trampoline. It bounced high but came down on another trampoline. The crowd cheered with each bounce as the ball hit squarely onto each of nine trampolines, until it dropped into another funnel. Kaylin high fived Gage. “Told ya it could be done!”

The students in the audience applauded the brilliance of the trampoline travel, and then gasped as the basketball, now released from the funnel and travelling along another trough, tripped a switch that started a series of red lights beaming in a smoky Plexiglas box.

There was a murmur as the line of basketball players gripped hands. Chloe stood next to Mr. Edwards, smiling at him as she seized his hand. “This is going to be so great! Are you ready, sir?”

Completely unaware of the principles of static electricity and euphoric from the joy of the crowd, gathered here in his honour, Norton Edwards grinned, ready for his big moment, whatever it should be.

“NO WAY!” gasped someone from the back, “They’ve got LASERS! I’m SO taking Physics next year!”

The ball bounced through the field, never once touching any of the lasers. Christopher threw his arms around Pauline in an ecstatic hug. She blushed. 

The ball bounced out of the laser field and onto the tray of a balance beam. It stopped, as the lever rose. 

Graham Thompson’s eyes gleamed in anticipation. 

The beam hit the negative contact with a snap of sparks, and hair rose along the entire line of players, then with a crack, electricity passed from Chloe’s hand into Mr. Edwards’s, who emitted a most unusual sound as he burst right out of his sparking shoes.
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The Computer Tech’s Tale
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Mr. Edwards hated report card time. He especially hated the new computer program that calculated student marks. The computer techie swore the new program was a hundred times better than the old program, but Mr. Edwards knew the old program and it worked for him.

He’d heard the other staff members talking about how smoothly they’d found the transition. They claimed Tom’s directions were clear and easy to follow, but it certainly didn’t seem clear to him. These were the last report card marks he’d ever have to enter; why did it have to be so difficult?

The school district had sent a letter. He had to retire. He didn’t want to go. He had always figured he’d leave Canterbury in a pine box. He had planned to teach until the day he died. What would he do in retirement that he wasn’t doing now? Reading? Writing? Besides, his mother was still at home, and he didn’t want to spend any more time than necessary with her. 

His opinion didn’t matter. After the accident in front of the school, when he’d found himself literally smoking after the Van de Graaff generator mis-fired its charge, he was lucky to be alive. 

Dr. Scott nodded sympathetically at his concerns and said, “Norton. It’s time to go. This is for the best. Don’t embarrass yourself.” 

So here he was in his wonderful secret office, sitting at his slightly wonky desk, where he’d planned to write a novel in the coming years. Instead, he was writing his final report cards. He stared at the instructions in front of him, trying to make sense of the nonsensical. First, he was asked to make a username. With his two index fingers curled like hooks, he typed E-D-W-A-R-D-S.

The computer made a noxious noise and a box appeared. It said, "Sorry. That username is already taken."

Mr. Edwards' brows creased. Who would have used his name? He shrugged and tried again. N-O-R-T-O-N-E-D-W-A-R-D-S."

The noise grated his ears again and the box appeared. "Sorry. Too many characters. Please try again."

Mr. Edwards pursed his lips and obeyed. N-E-D-W-A-R-D-S

"Sorry. That username is already taken."

Norton Edwards exhaled an irritated breath. Report cards were due tomorrow at nine in the morning. He had two-hundred students. He had to enter a number or a letter in boxes for each attendance, work habits, attitude, course grade, exam grade, and final grade. That was twelve hundred pieces of data. Then he had to enter a comment for each student. 

Dr. Scott had made it clear at the last staff meeting that teachers were expected to make a personal comment, and no one was allowed to write "Have a nice summer!" for every kid. Scott had looked meaningfully at Norton when he'd said that. 

Norton didn't think that was fair, because he couldn't remember the last time he'd written, "Have a nice summer!" His chosen generic comment at the end of the school year was, "Farewell! Parting is such sweet sorrow!"

Regardless, that didn't change things. Twelve hundred pieces of data at three seconds each was thirty-six hundred seconds. That meant sixty minutes of data entry alone, then at the best possible rate, one minute per comment, two hundred minutes of typing comments. That was three and a half hours. Then there was the waiting for classes to load and save, which would easily add another thirty minutes. In the best-case scenario, he'd be leaving in five hours. He wouldn't get home until nine o'clock at least.

Every year he swore he'd get his marks into the computer earlier, but the damn kids would never get their final essays in on time, which delayed his marking, which meant he couldn't finish the assessments. He knew there had to be a better way, but he seriously doubted this new computer program was it.

A box appeared on his screen. "You have made three attempts to find a username. Would you like suggestions?"

He clenched his teeth together and hit, "Yes."

The computer spit out a list: 

leather4ed

deadman+12

kissed&Told

2reDrum2

Edwards stared at the list. What kind of idiot program would come up with names like this for him, based on what he'd been entering? None of them made any sense. He typed, FuckYou! into the program.

“Username accepted. Please choose a password.”

“No!” he shrieked, muttering as he frantically looked for a way to change the username. 

With a ping the computer brought up the boxes for him to enter his password. All username options vanished.

He gritted his teeth and typed, password.

The computer announced, “Passwords require at least one capital letter.”

“Fine,” he muttered. Password.

“Weak password, FuckYou! Password should have two capital letters.”

He blinked to have the computer curse at him, and then he remembered it was his unfortunate username. He was going to have to figure a way to fix that. He inhaled deeply and slowly typed, PassWord.

“Passwords should include a number, FuckYou!”

“Why didn’t you say that at first?” he growled, hitting harder on the keys than was strictly necessary. PassWord2.

“Passwords should include a symbol, FuckYou!”

“What the hell?” Edwards smacked his hands across the keyboard, causing $%^&* to erupt across the screen.

“FuckYou!, Passwords should include a roman alphabet, two capitals, a number, and a symbol,” the computer helpfully summarized.

PassWord2! he wrote.

“Passwords should not include a recognizable word in the first four characters, FuckYou!.”

He stared at the screen, blinking in disbelief. He checked the clock. Thirty minutes, and he still hadn’t set up his account. He was going to be here until midnight at this rate, if he even managed to get all his data entered at all. He rubbed a growing ache in his temple, thinking of a new password. Finally, he typed, !2droWssaP

“Password strength: excellent!” praised the computer and Edwards felt a momentary thrill at the approval. “Confirm password, FuckYou!” it asked, creating a new box for him to type into.

!2droWssaP, he wrote.

“Sorry, FuckYou! Passwords do not match. Try again.”

!2droWssaP, he wrote again, pressing the keys with firm determination.

“Sorry, FuckYou! Passwords do not match. Try again.”

“!-2-d-r-o-W-s-s-a-P.” He said each character aloud as he typed it.

“Sorry, FuckYou! Passwords do not match. Try again.”

Edwards’s head was throbbing, and he could see stars flashing above his head. !2droWssaP, he wrote wearily, his vision swimming and swirling.

“Congratulations, FuckYou! Password accepted!” the computer announced. “Welcome to setup!” A new array of boxes opened before him, but Norton Edwards had slumped over the keyboard and did not see them.
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The Retirement Dinner
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“Look outside,” said Mr. Henry, with a chin flick to Mrs. White. “What do you see?”

“Uh...” said Mrs. White, afraid it was a trick question.

Mr. Henry waved his arms expansively to the world beyond the library where the staff had gathered beneath a banner proclaiming, “Happy Retirement, Norton!” 

Mrs. White personally thought “Good riddance!” was more appropriate, but kept her opinion to herself. 

Henry was still talking, “Sunshine! Greenery! And in two short hours, we’ll be out there, instead of in here! Two hours to freedom!”

The French teacher joined them.

“We can make it,” said Génèvieve. “What adventure awaits you, two hours from now, Mr. Henry?”

“Fishing on a lake as blue as heaven,” he grinned. Sixty-three glorious days without power tools screaming, crackling P.A. announcements, or foul-mouthed teens who think their limited vocabulary made them somehow intimidating, instead of demonstrating a limited intellect. Ah! The swoosh of the cast! The plop of jumping trout! Peace. Two solid months of peace!”

She smiled. “What if it rains?”

“Fly tying. Or spending some quality time with Louis L’Amour.”

“Who?” she said, brows furrowing adorably. 

“Novels, Génèvieve. L’Amour wrote westerns.” Anne interjected.

Mr. Henry nodded. “I have about a hundred of them at my cabin. What are you doing with your summer, Anne?”

“Just relaxing at home, spending time with the kids. What about you, Gen?”

“I’m going home to France for several weeks. It will be lovely to see my little nieces and nephews.”

“No jet-setting on the Riviera?”

She laughed. “No, we’re from a little village inland. Not far from Lyon. It will be peaceful there as well. More tourists. Fewer fish. Better breads.”

“More café au lait and baguettes?”

“Bien sûr.”

Mr. Henry looked around at the gathering. The table of appetizers was crowded. 

“Hello, Fiona,” he said, “You look lovely in regular clothes!”

Mrs. Bell laughed. “Thank you. I thought I’d celebrate.”

Anne, Génèvieve, and Walt all glanced between Fiona and the banner.

She laughed. “No, actually, for the first time since I started working here, Mr. Edwards spoke to me last week. I was feeling quite disgruntled, when he looked me right in the eye and said, ‘Oh. Hello, Mrs. Bell’ and then went back to his marking.”

Delilah joined them. “Did I hear Norton has learned something about respecting his colleagues this year?”

Everyone laughed. 

“It almost made me forgive him.” Fiona raised a water bottle to her lips. “So, who’s giving the speech praising Edwards?”

“I don’t think there were any volunteers, so it will probably have to be Andrew.” Mr. Henry said.

“Poor man,” Mrs. White said with a shake of her head, “and he’s such a terrible liar.”

Génèvieve smiled. “You know, he says that, but I think he’s a brilliant liar. None of us would get along nearly so well if he didn’t smooth the way for us. I don’t think you can get to be an administrator without mastering the little white lie.” She scanned the assembly of staff. “Have you seen Norton today? I would think he’d be clamouring for the accolades he anticipates.”

Mr. Henry shook his head. “No, I was busy getting my report card marks in. How did you find the new system?”

“Rather simpler than I’d anticipated. I sure wouldn’t have been able to figure it out on my own, but thankfully Tom gave us that handout with our username, password and instructions. I went step by step and it went perfectly.”

“Yes, I felt the same. Perhaps the first time in tech upgrade history that everything actually worked for me.”

Delilah Olivier joined them. “Are you talking about report cards?”

“Yes,” Anne nodded. “How’d it go for you?”

“Remarkably well! I was astonished. I think I have a crush on Tom. Anyone who can make our transition to new computer programs go that smoothly deserves a medal.”

“Is he here?”

“Not that I’ve seen, though he was around the building earlier, checking that things were ‘going as planned,’ he said.”

There was a tap on the head table. Dr. Scott stood smiling at his staff. “We are here to celebrate a long-time staff member here at Canterbury, as you know. If everyone can be seated, we’ll get this started.”

“Where’s Edwards?” someone murmured off to the side of the room.

“Norton has sent me an email that he will arrive promptly at four o’clock. He’s just getting in the last of his report card marks.” Dr. Scott's lips tightened only slightly at the fact that Edwards was the only teacher yet to submit marks. 

A few teachers glanced toward the secretary.

Sure enough, Mrs. Boisvert’s expression was less benign. Marks were due at noon. She was supposed to have printed report cards at two o’clock, but because of Edward’s she was going to have to come in before seven tomorrow morning to do it, if they were to be ready in time for the appointed distribution. The sign in front of the school said students were to pick up their report cards at nine o’clock, and there’d be hell to pay in the office if they weren’t ready on the dot. She was not going to miss that narcissistic man even the slightest bit.

“Norton has many fine qualities,” Dr. Scott was continuing, “among them is the fact that in the twenty-five years he’s been teaching here at Canterbury, he has never been late for anything. So, since he’s assured us he’ll be here at four o’clock, I will set my alarm, and I’ll just get started on the introduction, shall I?” He looked around the room at the familiar faces of his staff. 

Some looked curious, some looked annoyed, none looked sad.

“Norton Edwards is passionate about his subject. As an English Literature instructor, he is knowledgeable and brings years of devotion to his classes. His students learn more than they ever thought they could learn about literature in his classes.”

There was a titter through the room that Scott ignored. 

“Norton was always delighted to welcome new staff to the school and had a particular way of encouraging new teachers.”

There was a guffaw from Anne White.

Delilah patted her on the leg. “Imagine, Anne, he won’t be here next September.”

“I know,” whispered Anne. “I don’t think I’ve been happier about anything in my life.”

“Norton was always aware of Canterbury traditions and kept us informed of how thing have been done in the past. We have always appreciated this information.”

“Look at that,” Génèvieve said, with a nudge to Mr. Henry. “Absolutely straight face. And you said he couldn’t lie.”

“Norton is full of enthusiasm for the finer things in life. He appreciates a well-made suit and a fine bottle of wine.”

Génèvieve held her hand over her mouth for a moment, but she kept her eyes focused on Dr. Scott.

“So devoted is Norton to his students,” Dr. Scott was continuing, “he did not want to retire at all.” He coughed and glanced around the room, his face carefully neutral. “But here we are! I’m sure each one of us is delighted to celebrate the retirement of a colleague who has had an impact on everyone in the building.” 

His phone alarm sounded a few notes of harp music. “Ah. Four o’clock. Without further ado, let’s call forward our colleague and head of the English department. Ladies and gentlemen! Norton Edwards!” He began clapping as he turned to the entrance to the library. 

He glanced around the room. The rest of the staff looked around, too.

“Well,” said Scott. “This is embarrassing after I said he’s never been late! I’ll just ring up to his classroom to make sure that he’s on the way.” He turned away from the crowd and held the phone to his ear. Chatter erupted around the room. 

Dr. Scott turned back to the group, looking around again. “He’s not answering. Hans, would you run up to his room and see where he is?”

Mr. Wiener nodded and jogged out of the room. 

“While we’re waiting,” said Dr. Scott, “you may as well get your dinner.” He waved at the long buffet table, set with steaming trays. We’ll go counter-clockwise starting with Anne’s table.”

Mr. Wiener was soon back, unnoticed by the majority who were now lined up, drooling in anticipation of the food. 

“I can’t find him. He’s not in his room, the Humanities work room, or the staff room. I checked the bathrooms, but none are occupied. I think he’s left.”

“Left?” Dr. Scott said, blinking slowly. He turned to Mrs. Boisvert, “Did he get his marks in?” 

“Not as of fifteen minutes ago.”

“This is very strange. Maybe he forgot we were doing this today. I’ll call him at home.” 

He dialed while he strolled out of the library and circled around the school. There was no sign of Edwards. 

“The little prick,” muttered Scott as he stood in the middle of Edwards’s empty classroom. 

He hadn’t removed his posters from the walls or his personal books from the shelves. 

“Reports are going home in seventeen hours.” He rummaged through the desk and found a print-out of grades from two weeks before the system upgrade. He sighed. 

Mrs. Boisvert was going to hate him if he asked her to input all of Norton’s marks for him. He would do it himself then. He carried the print outs to his office. 

As the staff celebrated the end of the year, he entered the grades into the columns and copied “Have a nice summer,” a hundred and twenty times into the comments section. 

F-you, Norton, he thought. Happy f’n retirement.
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Epilogue
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Dr. Andrew Scott liked returning to school in August after his summer break. The building always smelled like fresh floor wax and it glistened from the intensive cleaning performed by the custodial team after the students left in June. 

He’d had a month off and had enjoyed camping with his wife and kids, but he was glad to be back at work, in the laid-back summer manifestation of start-up. 

He loved August. He loved the fresh enthusiasm of students enrolling in a new school for the first time and the optimism of those coming to sort out timetable concerns before the first day. 

He loved the relaxed attitudes of the staff, as they dropped things off or did the photo copying for the first week of school. 

He loved the misguided bliss of new teachers setting up their first classrooms, dreaming of changing the lives of adoring students.

The school district didn’t run the air conditioning over the summer, so the extreme heat of July and early August accumulated. The building would need a good airing, but that was what the last couple of weeks of August were for. Open windows, peace, and when no one was looking, sliding down shiny halls in stocking feet.

So, when Scott unlocked the door for the first time this new school year, he stepped into the entry and inhaled deeply, anticipating his favourite clean school smell. 

Instead, his nostrils were assailed by the scent of putrid rot. 

He stepped back out and slammed the door. Damn, he thought. Some animal has gone and died in the vents. He grabbed his phone and left a voice mail for John B. Jones, the school district Operations Manager, and then he phoned his head custodian, Fiona Bell. 

He settled himself on a picnic table, connected to the school’s Wi-Fi network, and waited for someone skilled in dealing with objects emitting nasty smells. 

He’d ignored his school district email account since he’d left in mid-July, so there were plenty of emails to work through in the gentle warmth of the summer morning. 

He sent his secretary, Mrs. Boisvert, an email to tell her there was a problem at the school. If she was bored enough to check her email on vacation, she might be bored enough to come to the school and see what was wrong. Mrs. Boisvert always had a sensible suggestion to resolve sticky situations. Perhaps she’d be good with stinky situations, too.

An hour later, Fiona pulled up in a battered pick-up truck. “What’s the problem?” she hollered from the parking lot.

“It reeks!” Scott shouted back.

“It always reeks,” Fiona replied as he approached the picnic table, “it’s that cheap floor wax.

“No. This isn’t floor wax,” Scott said, as he unlocked the school door and backed away to let her enter first.

“Holy shit.” said Fiona.

“Worse,” said Scott, rummaging in his pocket for a tissue to breathe through. He didn’t find one.

Fiona nodded thoughtfully. “You might be right.” She took another step into the building and sniffed bravely. “Where is it coming from do you think?” 

“You’re farther in than I got. What do you say?”

Fiona took ten steps until she was in the centre of the entry. She pivoted slowly, sniffing at the entrances of the four corridors leading to the classroom and gymnasium wings.

“That way is worse,” she said, with a flick of the chin down the Humanities hallway. She set off, weaving her way down the hall, nose twitching like a beagle.

“What’s going on?” said Mrs. Boisvert, stepping through the door. Dr. Scott was amazed to see her in denim shorts and a bikini top with her hair in a ponytail. She looked like one of the students. Her nose wrinkled as she approached. “Ooh. What died?”

“Our question exactly,” Scott said. “Mrs. Bell says it’s coming from the Humanities hallway. Care to join us?”

“Oh,” she said, her eyes glazing slightly. “Really?”

Mrs. Bell was back. “It’s one of the English rooms, but I can’t see anything in the room itself. It must be in the vents.”

“Is it the department head’s room?” Mrs. Boisvert whispered. “Mr. Edwards’s room?”

Fiona Bell nodded. “Yes, I think so.”

“Oh, no.”

Scott studied her stricken face. “Why?”

She gnawed on her bottom lip. “Did you know that there’s an office space off that room? It’s been locked up for years, but maybe...”

“Damn Edwards!” Dr. Scott muttered. “This is just like him! I’ll bet he left something in the hidden room as a practical joke when he retired last June! That’s probably what he was doing when he should have been at his retirement dinner!”

“Right,” said Mrs. Boisvert, blinking slowly. “That’s probably what happened.” She inhaled deeply, swallowed bile rising in her throat, and added, “I think I’m going to throw up. Excuse me?” 

She sprinted toward the nearest girls’ lavatory before she ruined the freshly waxed floors.
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Liner Notes
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One of my principals once told me, “If you have never thought of murdering someone, you have never taught in a high school.”  What a relief!  Enter the educator twist to that famous epigram: Don’t annoy the writer, they’ll put you in their novel and kill you.  I wandered around the school where I worked, casually asking staff, “If you were going to murder someone in your area of the school, how would you do it?”  Within three seconds they offered their first suggestion.  By ten seconds options were rolling out their mouths and running down the halls – with scissors. 

Who didn’t have ideas?  English teachers.  All the English department offered was “The pen is mightier than the sword.”  Wimps.  And so, the stage was set for murderous words, and the necessary victim was plain.  If the English department didn't know how to murder, one of our number would have to be murdered.  My colleagues could do it!  They'd revealed their secret skills!

Purely for entertainment, you understand, from the panoply of ideas, I chose one, wrote a story, and covertly left a couple of copies on the staff room table.  Over lunch, staff members snorted soup while they chortled.  They choked on their laughter and their sandwiches.

“Write another one!” my colleagues ordered. 

I did.

"Another one!" they demanded.

What else could I do?

Mr. Edwards didn’t stand a chance.

SLB
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