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CHAPTER ONE
Don Jordan’s skates dug into the ice as he broke away from his check and streaked down the right wing. At the blue line, he cut to his left giving the back skating defenseman a feint with his shoulder. Suddenly, he was hooked from behind and thrown off stride. Don swung his stick around and caught the offender across the shin guards with a resounding smack. They hit the boards behind the net and Don threw off his gloves and came up swinging. He was furious that he had been denied a scoring opportunity and the referee hadn’t even blown his whistle.
He glared at Steve Holden. They had squared off a few times before. As they faced each other and after some maneuvering, several blows were thrown on both sides until Don landed one on Holden’s jaw. His helmet flew off and he fell heavily to the ice. Don was about to launch himself on top of the prone player, his rage having reached a fever pitch. Holden had been a thorn in his side on more than one occasion and Don was ready for an all-out battle with the agitator. Before he could do anything, however, a referee stepped in between him and Holden, preventing Don from continuing the skirmish. It was only then that Don noticed that Holden was lying on the ice and not moving.
“What’s the matter with him? I didn’t hit him that hard,” Don protested as the linesmen moved in and started maneuvering him toward the penalty box.
The trainer for the other team scuttled across the ice toward the fallen player and after several seconds signaled for a stretcher. Don looked on with horror, unable to believe what had just transpired.
The referee was consulting with the penalty keeper and assessed Don a five minute fighting major and a game misconduct. He was out of the game. As he skated toward his dressing room, he could hear the crowd yelling at him.
“The guy’s an animal,” one of the crowd screamed. “He should be locked up.”
“There’s no place in hockey for guys like that,” another yelled. “Kick him out permanently. He could kill somebody.”
Don was desperate to find out if he had injured Holden, but the linesmen prevented him from approaching the fallen player who was now being loaded onto a stretcher.
“Hit the showers kid,” one of the linesmen said. “You’ve done enough damage for one evening. Don’t make it worse.”
As the two men carrying the stretcher passed Don on the way to an awaiting ambulance, Don yelled at them. “Is he going to be okay?”
“You better hope he hasn’t got a concussion.”
“Where are you taking him?” Don asked.
“To the hospital. Where do you think?” was the reply.
Don kicked the dressing room door open and sat down on the bench. The roar of the crowd drifted through the door as the game resumed. He sat with his head in his hands as his rage slowly ebbed away. Why had he gotten so mad? It was a penalty and he might have scored if Holden hadn’t been such a jerk, but that was hockey. Things like that happened all the time. When you were the leading scorer in the league, you were a mark for every goon like Holden. It was something he should have come to terms with long ago. But he hadn’t. He just kept letting his temper get the better of him
He undressed slowly and walked into the shower room, his head in a whirl. What had he done? What if Holden had a concussion or worse, ended up in a coma or with brain damage? How could he ever live with that? After dressing, Don sat thinking about his next move. He had to know how badly the player was injured. Nothing else mattered. He had to get to the hospital.
Outside the arena, Don approached a taxi. “How far is the hospital?” he asked the driver, who had rolled down his window as Don approached.
“About ten minutes,” the cabbie said.
“I’ve got to get to the hospital but I’ve only got a couple of dollars,” Don told him.
The cab driver smiled. “Aren’t you Don Jordan?” When Don nodded, he gestured for Don to get in. “When I tell my kid I gave Don Jordan a ride to the hospital, it’ll make his day even though you do play for our arch enemy.”
Once they had arrived at the hospital, Don tried to give the driver his two dollars but he shook his head. “Keep it,” he said. “The pleasure was all mine.”
Don raced for the entrance and approached the woman at the desk. She smiled up at him and asked, “What can I do for you, young man?”
“A hockey player was just brought in here,” he told the receptionist. “Can you tell me where they would take him?”
“What’s his name?” she asked.
When Don told her his name, the receptionist picked up a phone, spoke briefly and then hung up. “He’s in emergency. It’s right down there,” she added, pointing to her right. “Follow the yellow line. It’s just around the corner.”
Don ran down the hallway and turned right. Sitting on a bench were the two men who had taken the player off the ice on a stretcher. Don approached them.
“Is he going to be all right?” Don asked, sitting down beside them.
“Well, he hasn’t got a concussion,” one of them said. “Lucky for you. But he’s going to have some kind of headache.”
“Is he in there?” Don asked.
“Yeah, but you can’t go in there,” the man said.
“I gotta see him,” Don said, ignoring the man and entering the room.
Steve sat on a bed with his legs dangling over the side. When he saw Don, he shook his head. “What are you doing here, Jordan?”
“What do you think? I wanted to see how you were. Are you going to live?”
“Probably, no thanks to you.” He grinned. “That’s quite a haymaker you got there.”
“I’m sorry about that,” Don apologized. “I let my temper get the best of me again.”
“Actually, you didn’t hit me that hard,” Steve said. “I kind of lost my balance and hit my head on the ice. So you’re probably not as tough as you thought you were.”
“I’m relieved you didn’t get a concussion.”
“Yeah, well, I’ve got one heck of a headache.”
“Sorry about that,” Don said. “I lost it there for awhile. I feel awful about it.”
Steve offered his hand. “No hard feelings. It’s just part of the game. Next time though, watch out for my left hook. But before you go, let me give you a piece of advice. That’s a nasty temper you got. It’s going to get you into a heap of trouble. You‘ve got to cool it, man.” He grinned. “That’s my advice for the day free of charge. Take it or leave it.”
“I’ll take it,” Don said, shaking his head that he was actually taking advice from Steve Holden one of the dirtiest players he had ever played against.
Don shook his hand noticing how big and powerful Holden was. Maybe it had been a lucky punch he had thrown after all. “Well, take it easy. See you on the ice.”
Outside the hospital Don took out his cell phone and dialed his coach. When Brush answered, Don told him where he was.
“The guy’s going to be okay. He doesn’t have a concussion or anything just a bad headache. Can you pick me up at the hospital?”
* * *
The bus ride back to Saskatoon seemed like it would never end. Don sat by himself at the rear of the bus and looked out the window. He was having doubts about his future in hockey. These rages he was getting into — where did they come from? Why was he having so much difficulty controlling them? He couldn’t remember ever getting this angry in minor hockey. Maybe he just wasn’t cut out to be a pro hockey player despite all the accolades and expectations that he would be a shoo-in to make the NHL.
“See you tomorrow,” Brush said as Don stepped off the bus in front of his house. “And don’t worry about it too much. We all have our bad nights. Just make sure you learn from your mistakes.”
“Sure,” Don said.
His mother’s light was still on. She seldom went to bed before he got in at night.
She came to her bedroom door holding a book. She was a tall, dark-haired woman in her late forties. The resemblance between mother and son was striking.
“How did it go?” she asked.
“Terrible,” Don said. He sat down on a chair and stared at the floor. “Really terrible.”
“I’ll make some coffee,” she said, going into the kitchen. She returned with two cups of instant.
“Feel like talking about it?” she asked, putting the coffee in front of him.
“I made an idiot of myself tonight. I don’t know what came over me. I can’t seem to control my temper on the ice. I got into a fight and the guy had to be taken off the ice on a stretcher. They took him to the hospital thinking he might have had a concussion. I could have killed the guy.”
“Oh Don, you must feel awful. What made you get into a fight?”
“It doesn’t matter. The fact is that I let my temper get the better of me again. It was inexcusable. I could have really hurt him.” He sighed. “I made a decision tonight coming home on the bus, Mom. I’m quitting. It’s just not worth it. I don’t think I’ve got the temperament to be a hockey player. It’s as simple as that. And I don’t want to spend the next ten or fifteen years wondering who my next victim might be. Or that I might end up really hurting somebody just because I’ve got an uncontrollable temper. I thought about it all the way home.”
His mother frowned. “Don, aren’t you being a little rash?”
“No. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time. All summer in fact. When I was suspended last year, I almost quit. But now I’m sure.”
She reached out to him. “What will you do? Hockey has been such a big part of your life. You’ve put so much into it. It would be a shame to throw all that away.”
“My mind’s made up,” he said. “I’m going to tell Brush tomorrow. He’s going to hate me for it, but it’s something I’ve got to do for my own peace of mind. Otherwise, I think I’ll go crazy worrying about it.”
Practice was scheduled for the next afternoon. It was only going to be a light skate and some shooting practice. Don walked past the dressing room and opened a door marked MANAGEMENT ONLY.
Brush was sitting at his computer, looking at something that he found amusing. His eyebrows went up when Don appeared. His room was off limits to the players unless they were specifically invited.
“Well, what have you got to say for yourself?” he asked.
Don sat down across from him and looked at the ceiling. He didn’t speak.
“What’s on your mind? You need some money? Girlfriend left you? Hey you really did a job on that guy last night. You gotta start reining in that temper of yours, you hear?”
“I’m quitting,” Don said. “Last night was the end.”
Brush came forward in his chair. “Last night happens to everybody. We all lose our cool at times — even me. But that’s no reason to throw away a career.”
Don was adamant. “I’m quitting, Brush. I mean it.”
Brush regarded him saying nothing. Finally, he stood up and went to the window. “Why don’t you take a few days off, think it over and then we’ll talk some more later.”
“I’ve been thinking about it for a long time, Brush. This isn’t a snap decision and it isn’t just because of what happened last night, although that helped. It proved to me that I don’t belong in the game.”
“That was only our second game of the season for heaven’s sake. You’ve got all year to prove that to yourself. Your suspension will only be for one game and then you can start anew, reassess things, get on with the job.”
“I can’t do it anymore,” Don said. “It’s driving me nuts.”
Brush looked annoyed, shook his head. “Well, it’s your choice, it’s your life. I can’t make you stay. But I think you’re making a big mistake. You’ve got a future in hockey. Most guys your age would give anything to be in your position.”
Don rose to leave. At the door he turned back. “Thanks for everything, Brush. I’m really sorry.”
“You let me down, kid. I thought you were made of sterner stuff. Guess I was wrong. I was counting on you this year. So were all the other guys.”
He felt like a traitor as he walked out of the arena. That crack about “sterner stuff” had hurt. Surely Brush realized that it hadn’t been an easy decision. He could have shown a little more understanding.
But that wasn’t like Brush. He was the hard-headed, practical type who liked to see results. He had no time for whiners and complainers. In a way, Don couldn’t blame him for the attitude he had taken. After all, it was his job to ice the best team he could and achieve the best results. If he fell short of that, there was always somebody else eager to take his place.
* * *
In the next few days there was nothing in the newspaper about his quitting. Brush no doubt still figured on Don returning, his tail between his legs.
They were restless days. He had practically worn out a pair of shoes looking for a job. But for a nineteen-year-old, despite the fact that he was a strapping six footer, the employment situation was anything but bright. There were lots of part time jobs but Don needed something more permanent, more substantial. He couldn’t go on living at home and depending on his mother. He wanted to be independent, to do his own thing and with the sudden gap in his day without hockey, time seemed to drag.
The hardest part was watching the team’s progress in the papers. He longed to be playing again. This would be the first hockey season he would be sitting out since he had started playing thirteen years ago.
After two weeks, Brush released the news to the papers. It probably took him so long because Brush was hoping Don would relent and come limping back. Don read the news item feeling strangely as though he were reading about somebody else.
Brush Harvey, coach and general manager of the Saskatoon Huskies, revealed today that Don Jordan, his speedy right winger, has left the club. Jordan, a three-year man and considered by many as the most promising young prospect in years, left for personal reasons according to Harvey. Speculation, however, is that Jordan and Harvey had a rift over Jordan's inability to control his temper on the ice.
Jordan's departure will be a blow to the club and the loss of a colorful player. For the past two seasons, Jordan has been the key figure in the club’s lineup and has been the runner-up for the scoring title two years in succession.
Let’s hope that Jordan's departure is merely the temporary whim of a temperamental hockey player.
There it was. He was no longer a player for the Saskatoon Huskies; there was no turning back now even if he wanted to. His future seemed a little foggy now that hockey was no longer dominating his life.
His mother came into the room. “Read all about it,” he said, passing her the paper.
She read the article and looked over at him. “Don, are you feeling all right about it? It’s still not too late to change your mind.”
Don picked up his jacket. “I’ll be home for lunch. I’ve got a lead on a job.”
A sudden gloom overcame him as he walked down the street. There was no lead on any job, but he had to get out of the house and think things over. He couldn’t go on forever living at home. The best he had done was to pick up a few days work here and there, but nothing permanent. There were lots of promises for the future, but he needed a job now, not three months from now or next spring. He could always go back to school, maybe get his degree, but that meant more dependence on his mother and he didn’t want that.
The future indeed looked dismal. Perhaps he would have to swallow his pride after all and go on his knees to Brush. Wasn’t that what Brush expected him to do?
He kicked at a rock. That was no way to solve his problem. A job was bound to show up sooner or later. The problem was the time in between. Would he be able to weather that?
A few days later, Don received a letter from Jess Abernathy who owned a building supply company in a place called Fairmore in Southern Saskatchewan. Don remembered him as being a friend of his father. What could he possibly be writing Don about? He couldn’t remember the last time anyone wrote to him in longhand.
Dear Don,
I just read in the paper of your decision to quit hockey. If you haven’t already found yourself a job and you’re available, I would like to offer you a position with my firm. I own a building supply store here in Fairmore and have been in business for many years. Your father once worked for me years ago when you were just a toddler. He was a valued employee and we became very good friends. It is because of our friendship that I am offering you this job. If you decide you would like to come to work for me, send me an email or better still come down here to Fairmore and let’s have a talk. I look forward to meeting you.
Yours truly,
Jess Abernathy
Don read the letter over several times. He could hardly believe his luck. This was the perfect answer to his dilemma. And it would get him out of town and doing something constructive instead of sitting around moping about his future and driving his mother crazy.
“Your father worked for him for a long time,” his mother told him. “They were great friends. In fact, he wanted your father to come into partnership with him.”
“Seems odd him writing me out of the blue. Did you have anything to do with this?”
His mother shrugged. “You’re more famous than you give yourself credit for. A lot of people out there have been following your career, Jess Abernathy being one. He was always a keen hockey fan and since he knew your father, he’s probably been keeping track of your career.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“Does it matter? He’s offering you a job, that’s the important thing.”
“I guess you’re right. What do you think? Should I take it?” There was something final about the whole thing. There was no turning back if he accepted the job. It would be the end of his hockey career and he knew it. Was he prepared to accept that fact? It was a scary thought.
His mother smiled. “That’s your decision, dear. It looks like a wonderful opportunity for you.”
“I don’t remember anything about Fairmore. I guess I was too young. What’s it like?”
“Well, I guess it’s changed a lot since we were there. But it’s a nice town. That land your father left you is only a few miles out of town. You’ll be able to go and look at it when you’re there. It had a cabin on it, but there might not be much left of it after all these years.”
“I’d forgotten about that,” Don said. He looked at the letter again and then at his mother. “Guess I had better go and pack. And I’ll give him a call and let him know I’m on my way.”
His mother came to the train station to see him off. It was drizzling and Don felt oddly depressed. There was something despairing about going to a strange place to take up a job he knew nothing about. He knew he should feel glad about it, but he didn’t. He was going to a job but he was also cutting the last link with the team. Was this what he really wanted?
His mother gave him a hug. “Good luck, dear,” she said. “Phone me or send me an email and let me know how things are going.”
Don waved at her from his window as the train pulled out of the station.



CHAPTER TWO
Don watched the flat, brown landscape of Southern Saskatchewan pass by his window. He had never been this far south — at least since he was too small to remember it. He was sure that they must be getting awfully close to the American border.
The land, as far as he could see, was similar to most other parts of Saskatchewan. He was amazed at how far you could travel without seeing much change in the land. It was continual and monotonous.
He wondered about the town he was going to. It had a hockey team that had won the Canadian Intermediate title several years ago. He knew that much about it, but little else.
He wondered what it would be like to work at a building supply centre. He knew nothing about the lumber industry but was hardly in a position to be choosey. Besides, from what his mother had told him about Jess Abernathy, he was a fine man and a good one to work for.
He noticed a change in the scenery. Flat prairie was being replaced by gently rolling hills. It was a pleasant change.
“Great country, isn’t it?”
Don looked over at the old fellow sitting across from him.
“Yes it is. I’m surprised at the hills. I was afraid it was going to be flat and uninteresting all the way.”
The old fellow chuckled. His weather- beaten face was a network of wrinkles that gave him a benign look. To Don he looked like someone who had spent a lot of time in the outdoors. Perhaps he was a retired farmer.
“Well, it might surprise you to know that we do a little skiing down in this part of the country.” He grinned. “Not me though —
 I’m getting a mite old for that kind of stuff.”
Don smiled politely. Somehow he couldn’t imagine this frail little man flying down a steep hill on skis. The very thought made him chuckle to himself.
“You headed for Fairmore by any chance?”
Don nodded.
“Been living there for thirty years now,” he said. “Name’s Harry Thompson.” He held out a withered hand and Don shook it feeling unaccountably embarrassed. He had never been good at striking up chance acquaintances. Perhaps the old guy could give him some information about Fairmore.
“Don Jordan’s mine,” he said. “You don’t happen to know Jess Abernathy, do you?”
“Who doesn’t? He’s practically an institution around Fairmore.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Don’t tell me you’re the young fellow’s going to work for Jess.” When Don nodded, the old fellow looked pleased with himself. “I thought you looked familiar. You were playing for the Huskies, weren’t you?”
“That’s right,” Don said reluctantly. The last thing he wanted was to have to explain why he wasn’t playing any more — especially to a complete stranger.
“I read that bit in the paper about you quitting. Quite a surprise. A lot of people are wondering about that.”
Don stared out the window. It was just his luck to run into somebody who knew about him. It was going to prove a nuisance, of that he was sure. He looked back at the old man who was staring at him curiously, waiting for an explanation.
“It’s a long story,” Don said curtly. “I’d rather not discuss it if you don’t mind.” He didn’t want to appear rude, but then he couldn’t bear to start rationalizing his decision to a perfect stranger.
“I’m sorry,” Harry said. “I didn’t mean to be nosey. I’m just surprised, that’s all.” He paused, then said, “maybe you’ll play for the Blades. They could use some new blood.”
“The Blades? Is that the name of your intermediate team?”
“Yeah, that’s their name all right. You’ll see the sign when we come into town. ‘Home of the Fairmore Blades. Canadian Intermediate Champions, 1998’. Of course, they’ve gone downhill since then, but they still play a good brand of hockey. I suppose it would be a real come-down for you.”
“I doubt it,” Don assured him. “Some of the intermediate teams I’ve seen have been pretty good. But I’ve quit hockey for good. I wouldn’t consider playing for anybody now under any conditions.”
Harry Thompson looked disappointed. “Sure could use you. Last year the team finished in the basement. Since the crowds have fallen off, they’ve quit bringing in players — can’t afford it now. We’ve got an assortment of ex-juniors, ex-pros and some that never made junior or just didn’t want to leave town. Trouble is, some of the veterans are retiring this year and it’s going to hurt the club.” He suddenly grinned. “Bet old Lew will be around to see you in a hurry once he hears you’re in town. He doesn’t miss a trick, does old Lew.”
“Who’s Lew?”
“Lew Simons, the coach — and a good one too. He coached a pro team in the States for awhile. I think he played pro himself until he lost his eye — not the NHL but in the minors. Sure knows his hockey.”
“What can you tell me about me about the town?” Don asked, wanting to change the subject.
“Great little town is Fairmore. Three or four thousand people. A farming town mostly, but lots going on. Shania Twain’s been here. So’s Willy Nelson. A lot of the smaller towns have faded right out. Why, I can count half a dozen that are ghost towns now — towns that used to be a real going concern.
“A lot of older people have moved into Fairmore — sold their farms or left smaller towns in favor of a larger place where they’ve got more facilities. Fairmore isn’t lacking for much. From what I’ve heard, they’re even thinking of putting in a new swimming pool. Things like that draw people to a town.”
Harry Thompson’s face took on a thoughtful look as he shook his head. “Don Jordan,” he said, as though he couldn’t quite believe it. “Fancy you coming to Fairmore.” He paused and looked intently at Don. “You know there used to be a fellow here years ago by the name of Ben Jordan. As I remember, he was quite a hockey player too.”
Don smiled. “He was my dad. I guess you could say this was his home town.”
“Well, this is a day for surprises. Come to think of it, you do resemble him a little. I heard he was killed in a car accident a few years ago. Is that right?”
Don nodded. “Yes, he was.”
“I’m sorry to hear it. He was a good hockey player. I didn’t know him personally, but I’ve seen him play often enough. He was a great stick handler.”
They stared out the window of the train at the shifting scenery, the delicate topic leaving them momentarily at a loss for words.
“We’re getting close to Fairmore,” Harry said a few minutes later. “I can always tell by the speed of the train. It’s slowing down. We’ll be passing the cemetery in a minute.”
“Can I ask you a favor, Mr. Thompson?” Don suddenly asked.
Harry regarded him seriously, then grinned. “Sure, go right ahead. If I can help you out, I will.”
“Well, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t say anything about my coming — about what we talked about.”
Harry laughed good-naturedly. “You’re not serious! I mean, here I’ve got the sweetest bit of news to hit Fairmore in months and you want me to keep it to myself. That’s asking a lot don’t you think?”
“I guess it is,” Don said. “But I’ve got my reasons. It’s very important to me.”
“Okay, but how long do I have to keep my lips sealed? I’m not very good at it, you know.”
“Just a couple of days — until I can get my bearings.”
“I’ll do it, but I don’t think it’ll do any good. News travels fast in a small town. People know what you’re doing even before you’ve done it. I can tell you haven’t lived in a small town much.”
“No, I haven’t,” Don admitted.
Harry looked out the window as the train whistled. “Well, there’s the cemetery. We’ll be in Fairmore before you know it.”
“Can you suggest a good hotel?” Don asked.
“Well, there’s Ma Schafer’s at the Fairmore Hotel. She’s a great little cook. Makes the best cinnamon buns this side of the border — and she’s reasonable. Most of the single teachers and bankers live there. It’s just one block off Main Street.”
“I’ll try it,” Don said as he stood up to get his luggage.
His first impression of Fairmore wasn’t a favorable one. A brisk fall wind blew in his face as he struggled with his suitcases up the main street. The place looked almost deserted in the semi-darkness.
“It’s supper time,” Harry said. “Everything closes up tight until seven — except the cafes. Then you’ll see it come to life. Saturday night in Fairmore is something to see.” He slapped Don on the back. “Well, good luck young fella. It was nice talking to you. I’ll do my best at keeping my mouth zipped, but don’t make any bets on it. Sure hope to see you out on the ice.”
He held out his hand again and Don shook it. “Ma Schafer’s is just one over,” he said, pointing vaguely to his left. “She’ll give you supper. Tell her Harry sent you. It might be worth a drink to me sometime.”
Don watched the old man cross the street and disappear into the darkness. He shook his head and continued walking up the main street wondering if Harry would keep his promise.



CHAPTER THREE
The Fairmore Hotel was an ancient two storey structure that was badly in need of a coat of paint. The sign declaring its name was only barely distinguishable as though it had long since abandoned any pretence of elegance.
Don hesitated before opening the screen door and entering. He could hear voices around a supper table somewhere down a long corridor. He stood uncertainly for a moment before noticing a bell on a table with a sign reading: RING FOR SERVICE.
Don hit the bell and immediately felt foolish. The sound that issued from it was drowned out by the laughter coming from the supper table. He stared at the bell considering whether he should hit it again when a lady’s head appeared out of one of the doors leading on to the corridor.
“Be there in a moment,” the voice said and Don relaxed, thankful that he had been spared another encounter with the bell.
Presently, a small, middle-aged woman came toward him wiping her hands on her apron. There was a matronly look about her that made Don feel at ease. This had to be Ma Schafer.
“Can I help you?” she asked pleasantly.
“Yes, I understand you take in boarders. I’m looking for a place to stay.”
She glanced at his suitcases. “Just off the train, are you?”
“Yes Ma’am.”
“Well, I’ve got one room on the second floor if you want to take a look at it. It’s at the front so it’s not the best, but you can make up your own mind.”
She led him up a narrow staircase and opened a door at the top. She switched on the light as Don stepped into the room. It was small but clean. The window looked out onto the street he had just been on.
“This’ll do fine,” he said.
“I charge six hundred dollars a month payable in advance on the first day of the month. Breakfast is from seven to eight, dinner at noon. Supper is at six.”
Don reached for his wallet, but she put up a hand. “Don’t worry about it just now. Tomorrow is soon enough. Have you had supper yet?”
“I had something on the train,” Don lied. As she turned to go, he said, “Oh…Harry Thompson recommended you. I met him on the train. He said to mention it.”
She smiled. “He would. I’m Ma Schafer, by the way. Most people just call me Ma.”
“I’m Don Jordan.”
“If you’d care to have some coffee and cake later on don’t hesitate to come and join us,” she said.
When she had gone, Don lay on the bed suddenly feeling a little weary. He stared up at the cracks in the ceiling and again the uncertainty of what he was doing came back to him. He immediately dismissed it from his mind and began to unpack.
He glanced at his watch when he had finished unpacking. It was seven o’clock. Too early to go to bed even though he felt like it. He put on his jacket and left his room. As he walked out the front door, he could still hear the people at the supper table.
He stood debating on which way to go. He decided to retrace his steps and have a look along Main Street. A pain in his stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten.
He returned an hour later having walked around the central part of the town. It wasn’t the prettiest of towns nor perhaps the one he would have chosen for himself if he had had a choice, but it had a quaintness about it, a character that was already growing on him.
The walk had done him good. The brisk fall air had cleared his head. He no longer felt depressed or uncertain. A feeling of optimism had taken hold and he now looked forward to his new job and whatever else the town offered.
* * *
The next morning, he was awakened by a loud knock on his door. It was Sunday. His watch read eight-thirty.
“Just a minute,” he called. He reached for his dressing gown, glanced at himself in the mirror to make sure he looked presentable and opened the door.
A tall, rugged-looking man with thinning grey hair and a glass eye was standing there. He smiled a lopsided smile and said, “Don Jordan?”
“That’s right,” Don said, suspecting who it was and wondering if the loose-lipped Harry Thompson had already spilled the beans.
“Name’s Lew Simons. Mind if I come in?”
The room became appreciably smaller with the addition of the newcomer. Don pulled out the only chair and gestured for Lew to sit down.
“Heard you were in town so thought I’d come over and introduce myself,” he said.
“Don’t tell me you’ve been talking to Harry Thompson,” Don said. “We had an agreement.”
“You’ve met Harry, have you? Quite an old character, isn’t he? Quite the hockey fan is Harry. Knows almost as much about hockey as I do. But it wasn’t Harry who told me about your arrival. It was Ma Schafer. I just happened to come over for a cup of her wonderful coffee and she told me you had arrived.”
“Oh?” Don said, feeling a little guilty about not trusting Harry to keep his mouth shut.
Lew Simons cleared his throat. “You’ve probably heard from Harry that I coach the local hockey club.” Don nodded. “Fact of the matter is, I wanted to ask you if you were interested in playing for us this year. I heard about you quitting junior.”
Don shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I have no intentions of playing any hockey. I —”
“We’ve got a good team here,” Lew continued. “It’s a young team with a few veterans mixed in.”
“Like I said, I’m not prepared —”
“You don’t have to give me an answer now,” Lew interrupted. “Think it over for a few days. We’ve had a couple of practices already. We practice on Tuesday and Thursday nights. If we haven’t got a game, we practice on Sunday afternoon too. We’ve got an exhibition game coming up next weekend.”
“Mr. Simons, playing hockey is out of the question. I’m sorry, but I’ve quit hockey for good. I made that decision weeks ago and I mean to stick with it.”
Lew Simons grinned. “Well, like I said, don’t rush things. You can let me know sometime this week. Better still come to practice on Tuesday night at seven.”
It was Don’s turn to laugh. Was the man deaf he wondered? He couldn’t have made his intentions more plain.
“I understand you’re going to work for Jess Abernathy. He’s a good man. You won’t have any trouble getting time off to play hockey with old Jess. He’s a great hockey fan.”
He stood up and extended his hand. “Real nice meeting you, Don. Sure hope you like our town. Like to see you stick around for awhile. If you need anything, just let me know.”
After he had gone, Don sat down on the bed to take stock of their conversation. He had the feeling that he had been given a snow job. Obviously Lew Simons was not a man who took “no” for an answer. Well, he would have to be more firm next time. The man needed convincing. The last thing Don wanted was to give Lew the impression that he was interested in playing for his team. That kind of thing could have disastrous results for him, especially if it got around the town and then he didn’t play. What a way to make a start. He would be singled out as a person who couldn’t be trusted, who gave his word and then went back on it.
It was after ten o’clock when Don entered the café called The Dew Drop Inn and ordered a cup of coffee. The place was empty. He had considered going to the dining room at the hotel but had changed his mind. It was well past breakfast time and he didn’t want to seem presumptuous by appearing there at such a late hour.
He had just received his coffee and was pouring liberal amounts of cream into it when a girl who had been sitting at the counter came over to him. She looked about nineteen and smiled as she approached.
“You wouldn’t be Don Jordan by any chance, would you?”
Don blushed slightly. “Yes, I am.”
“I’m Jennifer Simons, Lew Simons’ daughter. Has Dad spoken to you yet?”
“He has,” Don said. “He woke me up about an hour ago. If it wasn’t for him I’d probably still be sleeping.”
“Do you mind if I sit down?” When Don nodded and gestured toward the seat across from him, she joined him. “I have to apologize for my father. He’s very impulsive at times. Stubborn’s more like it. I hope you didn’t get the wrong impression of him.”
“Well, I…I must admit, he seemed a little overbearing.”
“That’s Dad all right, but he doesn’t mean anything by it. It’s just his way. When he heard you were coming to town, he was just like a kid with a new toy. I’m afraid he’s rather banking on you playing for the Blades.” She looked at him searchingly as though trying to measure the effect of her words.
Don sighed. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to disappoint him. I didn’t come here to play hockey. I came because I had a job offered to me. I’ve quit hockey for good.”
The girl looked disappointed. “I was afraid of that. Did you tell Dad?”
Don laughed. “About a dozen times, but it was like trying to talk to a fence. He seemed convinced that I’m going to play and no amount of explanation on my part seemed to have any effect on him.”
“I hate to say this, Don, but you represent a kind of salvation to my father. I know that’s a terrible thing to have hung around your neck when you’ve just arrived in town. The trouble is that hockey means everything to Dad. He lives and breathes it every day of the year. Even in the summer, he’s thinking about what he’s going to do the next fall with the team.”
“It sounds like a real obsession,” Don said. “I can’t say I blame him though. I love the game myself. Been playing it since I was about five years old.”
“In the last few years things have been going badly for him. The team hasn’t been performing well and the crowds have dropped off. There’s a rumor that the hockey executive is thinking of replacing father. I don’t think it’s going to happen, but I shudder to think what that would do to him.”
“Was your father coaching when they won the Canadian National Title?” Don asked.
She nodded. “That’s just it, nobody remembers that any more. They want results now and it looks as though this year might be his last if something doesn’t happen.” She paused and looked down. “That’s where you come in. You could help the team a lot from what I’ve heard and you’d be doing a great favor to my father at the same time.”
Don was silent for a moment. He was annoyed. It wasn’t fair, he knew that, but he should have known. If only he could have come to this town anonymously. It would have made everything so much simpler.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I wish I could help, but I can’t. I’ve got good reasons for not playing hockey. If I decided to play, I wouldn’t be playing here, I’d be in Saskatoon.”
She made a move to leave, but he stopped her. “I said I wouldn’t play — but maybe I could help in some other way. Maybe I could help him with coaching, something like that.”
She smiled at him. “Thanks Don. I’ll tell Dad. I’m sure he’ll appreciate it.”
“Perhaps I had better tell him myself. After all, he still thinks I might be playing for him. I want to set him straight on that score first.”
“There’s a game next Saturday night. Maybe I’ll see you then?” she said.
He watched her as she walked away from him. He liked her. There was something straightforward and honest about her. He felt worried about Lew Simons though. It gave him a queer feeling in the pit of his stomach to think how important he had become to one man and that he could well be the undoing of that man.
He paid for his coffee and walked back to the hotel. Tomorrow he started work at his new job. He tried to put everything else out of his mind.



CHAPTER FOUR
The Pioneer Lumber Company was a short three blocks from the hotel. Don walked the distance in five minutes. He felt somewhat like he did just before a big game. There were butterflies in his stomach and his heart pounded a little. It was the first permanent job he had ever had and it was important for him to do well. He had always taken pride in everything he had done and this job would be no exception.
Jess Abernathy was just opening up when Don appeared. He was a short, stocky man with iron grey hair — a man who looked as though he was used to giving orders and having them obeyed. When he smiled, an unexpected softness replaced a normally dour expression.
“Well, you must be Don Jordan,” he said, extending his hand. “I’ve been expecting you. I’m Jess Abernathy.”
“How do you do, sir,” Don said, shaking his hand. “I’ve looked forward to meeting you.”
“Come into the office and I’ll explain your job to you so you can get started.”
Don followed him into a tiny office just off the main counter of the store. He was impressed by the obvious effort on someone’s part to make the store pleasant and attractive. This was no ordinary small town lumber store with inch thick dust on the paint cans and last year’s calendar on the wall. Someone obviously cared and Don suspected that someone was Jess Abernathy.
“Have a seat, Don,” he said, taking some newspapers off his chair before sitting down. “How’s your mother these days?”
“She’s fine, thank you sir. She said to give you her regards.”
Jess Abernathy smiled and regarded Don reflectively. “You know, you remind me of your father sitting there. I can still remember when he first came to me for a job. I turned him down the first time, but he was a persistent fellow. I finally had to hire him just to get him off my back. I never regretted it though. He turned out to be one of the best men I ever had.”
Don smiled. “I’ll try to live up to him,” he said.
“I’m sure you will. Now, I understand you haven’t had any experience in a lumber yard. I believe you mentioned that on the phone the other night.”
“No sir, I haven’t.”
“Good. That means I can train you the way I want you — you won’t have to unlearn any bad habits. I imagine you are used to heavy work being a hockey player and all.”
“Yes sir.”
“You’ll be doing a lot of different things to begin with. I’ve got two other men working for me. They’ll show you the ropes. For the first few days you can just get the feel of the place by following them around and helping them when they need it. Okay?”
Don nodded as Jess rose and led him out into the yard. Don squinted against the bright fall sun. He was beginning to like Jess Abernathy already.
By the end of the week, Don knew his initial feelings about the job were right on target. He liked the job and he felt as though he was a part of the company. He liked the orderly, neat way in which it was run and the no-nonsense attitude of his boss.
During the week he had been too tired to do anything after work but go for the occasional walk and email a few of his friends in Saskatoon. He had not turned out for the practices on Tuesday and Thursday and he had heard nothing from Lew Simons. A vague hope lingered in the back of his mind that perhaps Lew had seen the light and had given up on him, but he knew that was wishful thinking.
On Saturday night he decided to take in the game. Despite the fact that he had no intentions of playing, he was still curious about the team and the caliber of hockey they played.
The Fairmore arena was a large Quonset structure that had housed grain for five years before its intended use had been realized. The arena, in fact, had been built on the revenue received from the storing of the grain.
Don sat along the boards across from the players’ bench and watched the opposition warm up. The arena had a capacity of about twelve hundred and less than half of the seats were occupied. When the home team appeared on the ice, there was a burst of cheering. They skated out led by their goalkeeper, dressed in white uniforms with blue trim. The crest on the front of their uniform spelled out the word BLADES and had the silhouette of a sword on it. Don had to admit that for a team that had occupied last place for the past few years, they looked impressive.
Their opposition was a team from Rockview, a town fifty miles away. The two teams were in the same league, but while Fairmore had occupied the basement, Rockview had notched a place for itself at the top of the league. The Blades had not beaten Rockview in their last seven encounters and a restlessness amongst the crowd indicated that they were anxious to see an end to this dominance.
When Lew Simons appeared from the dressing room followed by the trainer and began walking toward the player’s box, there were some catcalls from the spectators.
“Hey Lew,” one old man who was sitting close to Don called out, “where are your skates, Lew? You’re going to need them before this night’s over.”
Another man shouted, “Why don’t you hire a band, Lew? That way when you lose, they can play the Last Post for you.”
A few minutes later the teams lined up along their blue lines for the singing of the National Anthem, then the referee blew his whistle and the game was about to start.
“So you decided to come,” a voice beside him said and Don looked up into the face of Jennifer Simons. “What do you think of our fair team so far?”
“Hello,” Don said. “They look impressive if that means anything. Let’s see if they can play as well as they look.”
She sat down beside him and opened her program. “Well, here’s hoping,” she said, holding up her hand and crossing her fingers.
The teams started cautiously, feeling each other out. After five minutes had elapsed, it became apparent which team was the stronger. The Rockview squad was a better balanced team and skated with more authority. Their passing too, was superior. Don allowed himself the luxury of wishing he was out on the ice to give the home team some help. It had always been hard for him to sit on the sidelines and watch.
At the seven minute mark, a speedy Rockview winger got in behind the Fairmore defense, took a pass from his center man and beat the goalie with a twelve foot slap shot.
There was some scattered cheering, but for the most part the place buzzed with discontent. The fans had supported their team for several years and had become accustomed to seeing them defeated — but it was a grudging acceptance. It wouldn’t be long before their fans began to get cynical in their frustration.
The goal seemed to shake the confidence of the Fairmore team and their passing became more and more erratic with the Rockview team taking advantage at every point. By the time the first period was over, they had scored twice more and had barely missed on several other occasions. The Blades hadn’t been able to mount any kind of attack and were constantly on the defensive.
“Poor Daddy,” Jennifer said. “He had such high hopes for tonight. This game is important to him. It could mean the difference between keeping some of the more loyal fans who have stuck with the team for so long and losing them altogether.”
“The game isn’t over yet,” Don said. “If he can get them fired up enough, they could still come back.” He didn’t believe it himself but somehow felt compelled to cheer her up.
Lew waved at them as he followed the team to the dressing room. “Has Dad contacted you about playing? I mean since you met him last week?”
“No, he hasn’t. I have to admit I’m relieved he hasn’t. I hate to disappoint him.”
“How’s the new job coming?”
Relieved at having the subject changed, Don smiled over at her. “It’s really great. I enjoy working for Mr. Abernathy. He’s a good boss.”
When the teams returned to the ice, Don observed the Fairmore squad. He had become adept at gauging a team’s attitude. He knew that whatever Lew had said to them had had no apparent effect. They had a look of defeat written all over them. The pattern of the game had been established and except for one dazzling play by number 7 of the Blades, the game came to a predictable end. The score was six to one.
“Who’s number seven?” Don asked as the teams skated to the dressing room.
“That’s Gary Ackerman. He’s the golden-haired boy of the Blades — or at least he was until he started drinking.”
“That was a nice bit of stick handling,” Don said, “even if it was in a losing cause.”
Late in the third period, Ackerman had picked up the puck in his own zone, faked a pass to his winger and then broke up the middle, split the defense and scored with a blistering wrist shot from twenty feet out.
“If he could do that a little more often, it would sure give the team a lift.” They had begun moving toward the exit and Don instinctively took Jennifer’s arm.
“Well, he’s got his troubles. If he could stay away from the bottle, he could be an outstanding player according to Dad. Trouble is he shows up to practice half stoned, when he does show up. I guess the little success he’s had went to his head.”
“Success?”
“Or lack of it. He played junior a few years ago. Everybody said he was going to make the NHL. Nobody seems to know what happened. He’s pretty independent and doesn’t say much.”
As they walked out of the arena, Don pulled his collar up and glanced at the sky. It had cooled off considerably and it had started to snow.
“I’ve got my car,” Jennifer said. “Can I give you a lift back to the hotel?”
Don grinned. “Thanks, I’d appreciate that.”
They sat in front of the hotel watching the snowflakes drift by the windshield. It was coming down heavily and already the ground was sprinkled with a layer of white.
“It looks like we’re in for it,” she said. “Although at this time of year, I don’t think it’ll stay.” She sighed and turned to Don. “I wish I could change your mind about coming out and playing for the team.”
He looked over at her. By the light of the street lamp she looked a little pale, a little vulnerable and was obviously worried about her father. He hated to disappoint her.
“My offer to help with the team is still open,” he said. “I think I can help a lot. I could see a lot of mistakes out there tonight.”
“I’m sure Dad means to contact you soon. If he doesn’t, I’ll let him know.”
As he was about to leave, she put her hand on his arm. “I’ve got the car tomorrow. Can I show you some of our fascinating countryside?”
“I’d like that,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I own a few acres around here somewhere and I haven’t seen them yet. Maybe we could drive out and have a look around.”
“I’ll pick you up around one,” she said.
He watched her drive away before turning toward the hotel. It had been an interesting evening. He looked forward to seeing her again.



CHAPTER 5
When Don awoke the next morning, he looked out the window and was surprised to see only a sprinkling of snow on the ground. A bright sun shone in a cloudless sky and already, here and there, the snow was beginning to melt. It was a perfect autumn day, he thought as he leaped out of bed, and he had no intentions of wasting it.
He dressed and went down to breakfast. By the time he had finished and got outside, the snow was all but gone. He was in the mood for walking and set out in the direction of the hills. Just as he got to the edge of town and was about to ascend a hill that overlooked it, he heard someone call his name. He turned and saw Jess Abernathy approaching.
“Good morning,” Jess greeted him. “Going for your Sunday stroll?”
“I thought I would have a look at the town from the hill,” he said. “From what I’ve heard, it’s quite a view.”
“Yes it is. I often go up there when I want to get away for a few hours. Good for the soul.”
The two men walked together, picking their way along a little-used path. By the time they reached the top, they were both breathing hard.
“Now that’s what I call a deceptive climb,” Don said, after catching his breath. “I didn’t think it was so steep.”
They stood looking down at the town bathed in the bright morning sunlight. The hill offered a striking view. It gave him a new perspective on the town.
They sat on a rock and Jess looked out over the panorama below. “How do you like your job so far, Don?” Jess asked.
“Fine, sir,” Don said. He glanced over at his boss feeling a need to convey his feelings about the job. “I enjoy the work —
 it’s interesting and Chuck and Bob are good to work with. They’ve taught me a lot.”
“I’m glad,” Jess said, looking out across the town.
Don waited. He had the feeling that Jess wanted to say something more. When he didn’t, Don said, “whoever said it was a beautiful view from up here wasn’t exaggerating.”
“Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Jess replied abstractly. He turned and regarded Don. “I saw you at the game last night. What did you think of it?”
“I thought it was a little one-sided. But I was impressed with the caliber of play. This league could give some of the junior teams a pretty good run for their money.”
“If you ever want time off to play,” he said, casting a sideways glance, “don’t hesitate to ask.”
It was a kind gesture and Don appreciated the offer. He chose not to comment, unwilling to open a subject that he knew would lead nowhere.
Presently they rose and made their way back down the hill toward the town, the church bells echoing in the distance.
Jennifer arrived punctually at one o’clock. She was dressed in a short skirt and pink leggings that struck Don as completely inappropriate and yet pleased him. He couldn’t help but smile at the sight of her.
“All ready to do a little sight-seeing?” she asked.
Don got into the car beside her. “You bet. Do you happen to know where the old McBride Bridge is?”
“Everybody knows where that is,” she said. “It used to be a favorite spot for the high school crowd, a kind of lover’s lane. Is that where your land is?”
“Well, it’s near there. According to Mom, there’s an old cabin on the land. You can see it from the bridge apparently.”
Jennifer put the car into gear and they headed south. “I think it’s about ten minutes from town,” she said. “It’s very pretty around there.”
“I was afraid it would be dull, flat prairie land, good for nothing but gophers and snakes,” Don said.
“Oh no. It’s quite hilly and there are lots of trees and shrubs. It’s one of the nicest spots around here.”
“You know,” Don said a few minutes later, “I’ve never asked you what you do, where you work.”
“Right now I’m helping Dad and learning a bit about his business. He’s a Notary Public. You’ve probably seen his office on Main Street. I was at university last year but decided it wasn’t for me. I guess you could say I’m in a state of limbo right now.”
“Sometimes that’s a good place to be,” Don said.
They turned off the main highway and bumped over a long stretch of rough back road.
“There’s the bridge ahead,” she said as they came over a hill and descended into a tiny valley. They stopped at the bridge and got out. Don looked around.
“I don’t see any cabin. According to Mom, the cabin is right in the middle of the property.”
They crossed the bridge and suddenly a cabin came into view through a grove of trees.
“There it is,” Jennifer said, pointing.
A thin line of smoke drifted from the chimney. “Looks like somebody’s living in it,” Don said. “Either that or it’s the wrong cabin.”
They got back into the car and drove across the bridge toward the cabin. An old car was parked outside of it and a dog came strolling up as they pulled up close to the back door.
The cabin was small but well-built and sturdy. The back door was opened and a tall, bearded man in his mid-twenties appeared. Don and Jennifer got out of the car.
“Good afternoon,” the man said pleasantly. “Can I help you?”
Don noticed that he walked with a cane and he held a paint brush in his hand. He was wearing a smock smeared with paint.
“Do you own this place?” Don asked, thinking he had perhaps found the wrong cabin.
A young woman appeared at his side and put her arm around him. She was blond and pretty.
“No I don’t,” he said. “Why do you ask?”
“Because I think I do,” Don said, looking around.
The man began cleaning his paint brush on his smock. “My name’s Allan Bishop. This is my wife Peg.”
“I’m Don Jordan and this is Jennifer Simons,” Don said. He paused. “Allan Bishop? You’re not the Allan Bishop who played for Regina a few years ago.”
He looked surprised. “The same. But I didn’t expect to be recognized here.”
“I used to watch you play hockey when you came to Saskatoon,” Don said.
“Well, come on inside. I mean, after all, it’s your place, isn’t it?”
The cabin consisted of only one large room. Everywhere Don looked there were oil paintings on the walls, leaning on chairs, even lying on the floor.
Allan removed them from the chairs. “Sorry about the mess, but as you can see we haven’t exactly got a lot of room.”
“Your paintings are beautiful,” Jennifer declared. “You’re very talented.”
“Thank you,” Allan said, throwing some coal on the fireplace. “I just hope the public and art critics have the same opinion.”
Don glanced around the room. It was like a miniature art gallery. The paintings were mostly landscapes although there were some portraits and he had to admit that they were good.
“I don’t get it,” he said. “A hockey player turned artist?”
“Can I offer you some coffee?” Peg asked. Don detected an uncertainty in her voice. Had he struck a delicate chord?
“Thank you,” he said.
Allan leaned forward and gazed into the fire. “I’ve always been interested in art,” he said by way of explanation. “In fact I had intended going to art school but of course hockey always took precedence. During the summer after my second year of junior, I was in a car accident. Not a very serious one, but serious enough to cause permanent damage to my knee. It ended my hockey career. In fact it almost ended me because hockey meant everything to me. It was around then that I met Peg. She saw some of my paintings one day and thought they were pretty good so she encouraged me.” He paused and gestured around the room. “You can thank her for all this. I couldn’t have done it without her.”
Peg laughed in the background. “Don’t believe a word of it,” she said. “He worked hard. In fact, I spend most of my time trying to make him relax once in a while.”
“Are you living down here now?” Allan asked.
“Jennifer’s from Fairmore,” Don said. “I’ve only been here for a week.”
“Don played for Saskatoon last year,” Jennifer volunteered. “He’s quite a hockey player too.”
“Your ex-coach is coaching Saskatoon now. When I was playing for him, he mentioned you a few times,” Don said.
“Old Brush. Wow! But what are you doing down here then? I’d have thought —”
“He quit hockey,” Jennifer said, looking at Don. “We can’t even get him to come out for our local team. What do you think of that?”
Don looked over at her but she was smiling. Was she mocking him? Or was that just a dig to goad him into playing?
“I find it hard to believe anybody would just up and quit,” Allan said. “You must have had your reasons.”
“I did,” Don said. He felt reluctant to defend his actions. “I…I was suspended last year,” he began, “for striking a referee. It had been simply a matter of losing my cool, which I had done on several other occasions. That’s something a player can’t afford to do. I decided that there was no place in the game for me until I could control my temper.”
They were silent for a moment before Allan spoke. “You wouldn’t be the first person to strike a referee. It happens sometimes. It’s not something I would recommend, mind you, but I don’t think it’s reason enough to throw away a career. It’s a matter of chalking it up to experience and not letting it get you down and learning from your mistakes.”
“You sound like Brush,” Don said. They both laughed.
“All I can say is that I would trade the last two years of my life to play hockey again. I enjoy my art, in fact, I love it, but hockey is different. It gets in the blood.”
“How do you manage living out here?” Don wanted to know. “You can’t make much money selling paintings I wouldn’t think.”
“I was lucky enough to get a settlement after my accident. It wasn’t great, but it keeps us going.”
As they were about to leave, Allan said, “Look, I’m sorry about taking over your place like this. Just say the word and we’ll be out tomorrow. I can always find another place.”
“What! And disrupt the painting of a possible masterpiece? Nonsense. Besides, I can tell by looking around that you’ve done a lot of work on the cabin. It couldn’t have been much when you moved in.”
Allan looked over at his wife. “Yeah, the place was a bit of mess when we moved in all right.”
“Tell you what Allan, you can paint me a picture sometime. That would be more than enough payment.”
“It’s a deal,” Allan said, extending his hand. “I’m glad you came out. It’s a load off my mind.”
As they were about to drive away, he yelled, “and good luck with your hockey career. I envy you.”
Don cast a glance at Jennifer. “Seem like a nice couple, don’t they?”
“Yes, they do. And he could be right about your hockey career, you know. Do you think you needed to give it up? I think you’re being a little hard on yourself. Losing your temper? You’ve got the perfect opportunity to work on that by playing with our team. I don’t think the pressure of playing down here would be anything like playing junior.”
They drove along in silence. Don stared at the road ahead. Allan Bishop had opened up an old wound. He had been content with his job, enjoyed living in a small town and had come to terms with giving up hockey. Now he wasn’t so sure.
“Where do I go from here?” he said, thinking aloud. “It feels a bit strange when I think about Allan not being able to play hockey anymore and wishing with every bone in his body that he could and here I am, perfectly able, but choosing not to play. Does that make any sense?”
“You’re the only one who can answer that,” Jennifer said. “But I can tell you right now, you might regret giving up a game that you have such a gift for. And you’re going to make a whole lot of people around here very happy if you decide to play again, myself included.”
“You know, you’re a very persuasive girl,” Don said. “You missed your calling. You should have been a diplomat. But I still have a big problem: my temper. What am I going to do about that? The thought of putting somebody in the hospital doesn’t sit very well.”
“I don’t know,” Jennifer said. “I’m not a psychologist. But I would be willing to help you with it any way I can. Sometimes when you feel like you’re losing it, it helps to talk it over.”
By the time they arrived back at the hotel, Don had had a change of mind. “Tell your Dad I’ll be out on Tuesday night,” he said. “I guess it’s about time I came out of my shell and joined the world. I need to confront my problem — not run away from it.”
She smiled, reached out and gave him a hug. “I’ll tell him. It’ll make his day. And thanks for a nice afternoon. Let’s do this again.”
Perhaps, he thought, as he walked toward the hotel, he had been wrong about himself. What better way to find out than by playing for Fairmore. If he could survive in this rough and tumble league, he could survive anywhere, he was sure of that. It would be a good test for him.



CHAPTER SIX
After work on Tuesday, Don paid a visit to the only sport shop in town, bought a new pair of skates since he had left all his equipment in Saskatoon, and had them sharpened. Then he went back to the hotel.
At seven o’clock he walked the five blocks to the arena, his new skates slung over his shoulder. As he approached the building, he saw several cars pull up and some of the members of the hockey team get out. He followed them inside.
Lew was in the dressing room mulling over a new play he had been developing. When Don appeared, he stood up and gripped him by the arm. “Am I glad to see you,” he said.
The dressing room was small and inadequate and smelled of liniment and sweat-soaked uniforms. Don looked around for a place to sit down.
“Fellas,” Lew said to the dozen players who were milling about in varying stages of undress, “I want you to meet Don Jordan from Saskatoon. He’s joining the club.”
There were some hi’s and waves as Don nodded at the players. Did he sense resentment?
“I left all my equipment up north,” he said, “but I managed to pick up a pair of skates. Have you got any spare equipment around?”
Lew grinned. “That’s one thing we’ve got lots of,” he said pointing to a box in the corner. You’ll find everything you need in there. The practice uniforms are on hangers along the wall. Just grab one that fits you.”
Ten minutes later Don was fully dressed. He felt uncomfortable wearing the strange equipment, but the new skates felt good and sturdy. When he hit the ice, he skated slowly, measuring his strides. He knew that he wasn’t in great condition and that he should take it easy for the first few practices.
The other players had three practices and a game under their belt and whizzed by him, some stick handling, others simply skating to loosen up.
The new skates felt good and Don knew that it wouldn’t take him long to hit his stride. The ice was smooth and hard, equal to the best he had played on while playing junior.
A few minutes later, Lew skated onto the ice and blew his whistle. The players gathered around him waiting for instructions.
“Okay, we’ll begin by doing a few stops and starts to loosen up then we’ll do some shooting. Your shooting was pathetic the other night. You’ve got to shoot before you can score, you know. Shoot from the blue line to start and practice getting your shots away quickly. After that, we’ll have some scrimmage. Okay, let’s line up along the back red line.”
Don was breathing hard after the stops and starts and leaned against the boards to catch his breath. Lew skated up to him.
“You’d better take it easy, Don,” he said. “You’ve been off your skates for a while. No use you having sore muscles.”
During his minor hockey days, Don had developed an excellent slap shot. When it came time for shooting practice, this became evident. Although none of the other players would have deigned to admire it openly, all eyes were on him when he took his shots. He didn’t disappoint them. A few curious fans who had heard that Don might be playing, sat in the stands. Their exclamations punctuated his every shot.
Lew blew his whistle. “Let’s have some scrimmage,” he said. He passed out some white T shirts. “First line against the second. Don, you play on the second line in Harrison’s place. He’s not here tonight.”
The other two members of the second line, Ole Johannson and Ev Timichuck skated up to Don. “You want to take centre?” Johannson asked. “That’s where Harrison plays.”
Don nodded and skated to his position. The puck was dropped. Don looked across from him to see Garry Ackerman get the draw. He dropped the puck back to his defenseman and swung back into his own zone to wind up. Don moved forward just as Ackerman picked up the puck inside his own blue line. Ackerman saw him coming and tried to swerve, but Don poke-checked the puck away, picked it up and moved toward the goalie. There was only one defenseman to beat. He faked a pass, put the puck between the defenseman’s skates and broke in on the goalie all alone. The goalie went down. Don fired the puck up high over his shoulder and into the corner of the net.
Lew blew his whistle and skated toward Don. “Nice move,” he said. “Ackerman, pass the puck out of your own zone, don’t try to stickhandle it out. And Jake, you went down too quickly. Wait until he makes his move before you make yours, or he’s going to beat you every time.”
Don skated back to his position for the face off.
“Lucky goal, hot shot,” Ackerman said, glaring at him. “Next time keep your head up. It won’t be so easy.”
Ole Johannson got the puck this time and dropped it back to his defenseman, Benny Jukes. Jukes passed it over to the other defenseman, Larry Domico.
Don began to break up centre then swung toward the right wing to shake his check. Domico saw him and put the puck on his stick. Don crossed the blue line, pivoted and passed the puck to Johannson at centre. Just as he let the puck go, he saw Ackerman out of the corner of his eye and managed to swerve just enough to avoid his body check. Ackerman swore and circled back. Johannson got a good shot away, but it was blocked by the goalkeeper and cleared behind the net where the defenseman picked it up.
Don moved in to fore check. The defenseman, Buller, passed back behind the net to Arnie Lockhart, the other defenseman.
Suddenly, Don felt a sharp pain in his ribs and saw Ackerman skate past him. He had given Don a butt end so skillfully that no one had even noticed it. Don winced with the pain and chased his check. If Ackerman wanted to play dirty, he said to himself, he would oblige him. Dirty play wasn’t foreign to him; he had run into plenty of it while playing junior.
But he knew he couldn’t retaliate. He would just have to take it. Apparently, this was what Ackerman wanted — to get him mad, make him lose his cool. Well, he had done that often enough in the past. He was a little astonished at exercising such restraint, something he hadn’t been able to do while playing junior. He wondered briefly why he was able to hang onto to his temper now when he hadn’t been able to do it in the past. Was he growing up or was it just a temporary aberration?
Don intercepted a pass at his own blue line and started up the ice. When he got to the opposing blue line, he fired a blistering slap shot. Just as he let it go, Ackerman jumped in front of him and caught the full impact of the shot on his leg. He dropped to the ice. Lew blew his whistle.
When Ackerman had recovered, he looked up at Don. “You did that on purpose, wise guy.”
Don bent over him. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you until it was too late.”
“Next time you try that, I’ll wrap my stick around your head,” he snarled.
“You all right, Garry?” Tom Halverson asked.
“Yeah, but he won’t be for long,” Ackerman said, looking at Don. He picked up his stick and started skating away. “Let’s play hockey,” he said.
Lew changed the lines and the third line came out to replace the second. Don went to the player’s box and sat down.
Ole Johannson moved over and said, “Don’t let Ackerman get to you. He’s a sorehead.”
“He sure seems to have it in for me,” Don said, responding to the friendly gesture.
“Ah, it’s not you. He doesn’t like anybody these days. He’s got a grudge against the world. But he’ll come around.”
Lew blew the whistle again and beckoned for the second line to return to the ice. “Take a breather, Don,” he said. “We’re going to practice our power play.”
Don watched as the first line set up a box situation in the offensive zone. It was a skilful display of puck control. The puck travelled from point man to point man then into the corner, back to the point and so on while the shorthanded line did their best to keep them well out of the shooting area around the net. It was a clever drill that they could make use of in a game situation.
Don wondered whether the drill was Lew’s way of keeping Ackerman and him apart.
The practice ended with stops and starts and some backward skating drills. The situation between Ackerman and him had been rescued — at least temporarily. Don knew he was going to have trouble with him no matter what he did.
“You looked great out there for your first practice,” Lew said, as Don made his way into the dressing room. “Just don’t overdo it. I don’t want any pulled muscles or groin injuries — we need you too much.”
When Don had taken a shower and finished dressing, Lew said, “I’ll give you a lift back to the hotel.”
Ackerman had remained strangely silent in the dressing room, his anger having run its course. Don glanced at him, hoping to catch his eye and perhaps break the tension between them, but Ackerman kept his head down. He had waited until Don had finished his shower before taking his.
Lew made no mention of the incident on the ice as they drove back to the hotel. “I saw you at the game on Saturday,” he said. “What did you think of it?”
Don wanted to be diplomatic but at the same time offer something constructive. He chose his words carefully. “I enjoyed the game — it was fast and hard hitting. I thought the team was a little listless and lacked fire. That first goal seemed to throw them off balance.”
“That’s what happens to an inexperienced team,” Lew said. “They lose their poise when the going gets tough. I thought I had enough veterans on the team to balance things up a bit but it looks like they’re going to have to carry the team. Luckily we’ve got one of the best goalies around or else the score would have been a lot worse.”
As Don waved goodnight, he wondered why he hadn’t mentioned some of the specific errors he had observed on Saturday night. Perhaps it was reluctance on his part to assume a critical role so soon. He didn’t want to appear as though he had all the answers, which indeed he didn’t. He had also sensed that Lew didn’t really want a detailed analysis.
On Thursday night, Don played on the first line with Ackerman. Tom Halverson went to the second line. Another diplomatic move on Lew’s part? Don wondered. At least now the tension between him and Ackerman would be moderated.
In that, however, he proved to be wrong. Ackerman, playing his usual aggressive game, at first refused to pass to Don. When this fact became apparent to Lew, he stopped the scrimmage.
“Okay Ackerman, you’ve got a right winger there, and a good one. Let’s try to use him, eh? You could have set him up several times.”
Ackerman scowled and skated away, flashing Don a look of pure hatred. Don shook his head, feeling nothing but pity for him. He found it incredible that anyone could hate another person so completely after such brief contact. Where did that come from?
The passes began to come, but they were always too crisp to handle or behind him or too far ahead. Don began to lose his temper.
“Come on Ackerman, grow up,” he finally said. “Pass the puck like you mean it.”
Ackerman came at him with both fists flying before Don knew what had happened. He took two blows to the head before he landed one of his own.
“Break it up you guys,” Lew yelled, as the players attempted to part them.
“I’m warning you loud mouth,” Ackerman said, flanked on both sides by players attempting to restrain him. “Watch your mouth. I don’t take that from anybody.”
“Hit the showers, Garry,” Lew said. Ackerman picked up his gloves and stick and skated off the ice.
“Don’t let it bother you, Don. He’s a hothead but he’ll get over it.”
“He might,” Don said, “but I’m not sure I will. I’m getting a little tired of his tactics.”
“He’s a good player. That’s why I put up with his tantrums. I was hoping to get you two working together. I think you would make a great combination.”
Don laughed. “What? As sparring partners?” When Lew didn’t smile, Don threw up his arms. “Look, I’m sorry but it doesn’t seem to be working out, does it?”
“If we’re going to win any games this year, we’re going to have to play as a team. We’ve got a game coming up on the weekend. I want to win it.”
It was the first time Don had seen Lew display anything but quiet control. His dedication to the game and the team was obvious.
“I’ll try, Lew,” he said. “But if Ackerman keeps this up, what can I do? One of us will have to go.”
“I’ll have a talk with Garry and find out what’s bugging him. Maybe I can straighten things out.”
Lew skated away. “That’s it for tonight, guys,” he said to the rest of the team who were standing along the boards watching.
As Don skated to the dressing room, he knew he had his work cut out for him. But then, he thought, he hadn’t expected it to be easy, had he? It was important that he not let his temper get the best of him. It had been his undoing while playing junior. It was time now to show that he wasn’t a hothead with a hairpin temper despite how much provocation he received.



CHAPTER SEVEN
The situation that had developed since he had joined the team bothered Don for the next few days. His instincts told him he should quit before something happened that he would regret. He was amazed at his self-control, however. He had shown a lot of tolerance toward Ackerman and had kept his head. For that he was grateful. If he had shown half this restraint while playing junior, maybe he would still be playing.
The next night he saw Ackerman outside the local bar talking to a girl. Don couldn’t help feeling sorry for him as he watched him stagger about. He obviously had problems, drinking problems for one and anger problems for another. Don wondered, as he watched him from the café, whether it had anything to do with his abbreviated hockey career.
The thought of playing on a line with him the next night did not fill Don with delight. It struck him as perverse to see a hockey player, especially one as talented as Ackerman, staggering around the night before a game. If this was the way Ackerman conducted himself while playing junior, no wonder he had failed at it. There was little tolerance for drinking at the junior level where it was important to play at your peak at all times.
The next night in the dressing room, Ackerman looked away as Don walked past him and sat down at the end of the bench. He looked like he needed a cold shower and a whole lot of coffee rather than a hockey game. Was this how Ackerman appeared at every game? If so, Don wanted even less to do with him.
The dressing room was quiet. The players went about the business of dressing as though they were preparing for a funeral rather than a hockey game. There was none of the pre-game pranks and good-natured repartee that Don was so used to. He knew that the difference between two teams was more often a matter of team spirit than actual ability. Team cohesion and attitude was everything. Otherwise, they were beat before they even got on the ice. Even Lew seemed caught up in the gloom as he sat in the corner looking at the players.
The visiting team was from Lennox, a town about the size of Fairmore. They had escaped the basement last year by virtue of one more win than Fairmore. However, they were always a tough team and what they lacked in finesse they made up for in size. Man for man, they had the Blades beaten at every position for size and weight, a fact that bothered Don not in the least.
Don noticed that there was a larger crowd here than at the first exhibition game as they went out for their pre-game warm up. A burst of cheering met them as they skated onto the ice. The loudspeaker announced the lineups as they took their shots on the goalkeeper. Then the team filed back into the dressing room.
Lew made an admirable attempt to fire up the team, but his words seemed to lack the punch, the authority, that was needed. Don felt like yelling at the team, going around the room giving them a shove, goading them, anything to get them going. They needed a lift, and a whole lot of confidence if they hoped to win this game.
“We can beat these guys,” Lew said. “But we’re going to have to play heads up hockey. I want to see every man back checking. If I see anybody dogging it, he’ll be sitting on the bench. Get those shots away and when we lose possession, pick up your man and stay with him. He can’t do much damage if you’re draped all over him. Okay, let’s go out there and win this one. We can do it.”
There was a somewhat muted burst of enthusiasm as the players made their way onto the ice. Lew slapped Don on the back as he passed him.
“Give it all you’ve got, Don. If anybody can fire up this bunch of pessimists, it’s you.”
Don played right wing on the first line with Ackerman centering and Bud Graham on left wing. He felt at odds playing with Ackerman and wondered if Lew had talked to him. If he hadn’t, this could be one of the strangest games he would ever play. Ackerman gave no sign of a change in attitude as they lined up for the faceoff.
The puck was dropped. Ackerman got the draw and slid the puck back to the defenseman, Arnie Lockhart. Lockhart passed it over to Bill Buller who began moving up on Don’s wing. When he got over the red line, he shot the puck into the corner. Don raced after it and beat the Lennox defenseman to the puck. He sidestepped a body check, took a look and threw the puck out to Ackerman in the slot. Ackerman picked it up and fired at the goal. It was a good shot, low to the stick side and it beat the goalie. The score was one to nothing and the game was only seconds old.
The hometown fans had had few occasions to cheer about in the last few years and it seemed they were making up for it now.
Ackerman skated back to centre ice, a look of satisfaction on his face.
“Nice goal, Ackerman. How about a couple more?” a fan shouted. “Come on, Blades, keep it up. We’re behind you all the way,” another called.
Don could feel himself getting caught up in the excitement. He knew how important that first goal was — it gave the team who scored it an enormous advantage.
The game settled down, however, as Lennox began playing their usual defensive game. They concentrated on puck control and played for the breaks. And their break came late in the first period when Fairmore was short a man. Benny Jukes had been sent off for hooking. At the faceoff, Lennox got the puck back to their pointman and a screened slapshot got by Jake Cuthbert, Fairmore’s goalie.
The score was tied, one all.
As they skated to the dressing room, Don felt his anger rising. On several occasions he had been in a position to score, but had not received a pass. Was it his imagination or was Ackerman still playing at the same game?
The team lost its momentum when Lennox scored the tying goal. Benny Jukes especially felt bad and sat looking down at his loosened skates. The dressing room was quiet as Lew paced back and forth without saying anything.
Don glanced at Ackerman who seemed less depressed than usual. He was talking to Bud Graham about something as they shared an orange. The goal he had scored seemed to have raised his spirits, but Don simmered as he thought of the opportunities that had been missed because of him.
“It looks like we’re going to have to play for the breaks,” Lew said, before they returned to the ice. “I want one man to stay around the blue line in our end and wait for a break. That means the rest of the line is going to have to do some close checking. Don’t be afraid to hit these guys. They might be bigger than we are but they put their uniforms on the same way we do.”
The bell rang to signal the players back on the ice. “Let’s go and get them,” Lew yelled.
The pattern of the game was much the same as the first period with both teams checking closely. It didn’t make for sparkling hockey and the fans began to respond by yelling at the players. Don couldn’t blame them. There was nothing worse than defensive hockey which meant few scoring opportunities. The fans wanted to see a more wide open game with some thoughtful plays and dazzling goals.
Midway through the period, Don picked up the puck at centre ice and roared down the right wing. The Lennox defenseman moved to cut him off and force him into the boards. At the last second, Don swerved toward centre, putting the defenseman out of position. There was only one man to beat. Don drew back his stick for his slap shot and the defenseman dropped to his knees to block it. But it never came. A quick move and Don was around him with nobody to beat but the goalie. He faked to one side, saw the goalie make his move and tucked the puck in the opposite corner.
The crowd went wild. Debris was thrown on the ice and the game was held up while the rink rats came out to clean it off.
The goal seemed to bring the team alive as the fans began to chant: “Go Blades Go” and Lew Simons grinned for the first time that night.
The period ended with Fairmore ahead by one goal. It was a different team that clumped into the dressing room. Some of the players congratulated Don on his unassisted effort. Ackerman did not look in his direction.
“We need more than a one goal cushion,” Lew said, “so let’s not get complacent. Let’s go out there and get a couple more.”
The bell rang and the team went through the door with the kind of fire that wins games. This was more like it, Don thought. They would be hard to beat with this kind of momentum. He couldn’t help thinking that they could be ahead by two or three goals if Ackerman had just passed to him a few times.
Early in the third period, Don hit the goal post and narrowly missed the net on two other occasions. He began to feel frustrated. Ackerman was still not passing the puck to him and had chosen to shoot when Don was in the clear and in a good scoring position. He knew that if he was going to help the team, it would be done on his own, without any assistance from Ackerman.
The team lost some of its momentum half way through the third period. Lost opportunities combined with some bad breaks began to take its toll. The team was tiring as Lennox began to use its size and weight advantage. Don found himself looking up at the clock, watching the seconds ticking off with agonizing slowness, something he rarely did while playing junior.
Six minutes before the end of the game, a Lennox player poke-checked the puck away from Ackerman, went around the defense and beat the goalie with a low shot in the corner of the net.
There was a hush as the fans saw the game slipping away. “Come on, Lew, let’s have another goal,” they pleaded. But there was a desperation about it that was all too familiar. These fans had been disappointed too often to expect miracles from their team and this was reflected in their faces.
With just seconds left in the game, a Lennox player got a breakaway. The Blades had hemmed the Lennox team in their own end and were pressing hard, taking shot after shot, each one punctuated by a roar from the crowd. Suddenly, the puck jumped over the stick of Larry Domico and a cruising wingman picked it up. He had nobody between him and the goalie. Domico, however, was not to be denied and just as the Lennox player was about to shoot, Domico’s stick flashed out and pulled him down.
The referee blew his whistle and there was a brief consultation before they awarded a penalty shot. Lew signaled to Jake and the goalie skated to the player’s box. Lew put his arm around Jake’s shoulder. “Stand well out from the net,” he explained, “to cut off his angle. When he’s getting close, back up slowly. Don’t give him anything to shoot at. I know you know how to play this, but it doesn’t hurt to be reminded.” He slapped him on the back as the big goalie skated back to his position.
The referee put the puck at centre ice and blew his whistle. The Lennox winger moved slowly toward the goalie with the puck. Jake began to move back. There was a hush in the arena. All you could hear was the sound of the Lennox shooter’s skates as he closed in on the goal tender.
Suddenly, when he was about twenty feet out, he drew back his stick and slapped the puck. It broke the netting high in the corner on Jake’s stick side. The score was Lennox three, Fairmore two.
A groan of disappointment went through the crowd as some made for the exits. There was just enough time remaining to drop the puck and the game was over.
Lew shook his head as he paced up and down in the dressing room. “That was a tough one to lose,” he said. “We should have had it in our hip pocket.”
Don undressed slowly, thinking of the lost opportunities. He also thought of how many times Ackerman had chosen to shoot from a bad angle rather than pass to him. If he had passed just once, it could have made the difference.
“Nice game, Don,” Lew said. “You looked great out there. I wish I could say that for everybody. With any luck you could have had a couple more goals.”
He looked over at Ackerman, but Ackerman didn’t lift his head. Had Lew noticed Ackerman’s refusal to pass the puck? He would have to be blind not to notice. Surely now he would separate them, put them on different lines.
When Lew and Don left the dressing room, Jennifer was waiting for them. She tried to smile when they approached but she didn’t quite make it.
“That was too bad,” she said. “I think you should have won. You had most of the play.”
“You’re not the only one who thinks that,” Lew said.
“You played a good game, Don,” she said. “It sure wasn’t your fault we lost.”
“Thanks,” he said. “I did the best I could. It just wasn’t good enough.”
They walked out of the arena and headed toward the parking lot. “I’m going home, Jennifer,” Lew said. “You can give Don a lift back to the hotel.”
He said goodnight and walked away from them. Don turned to Jennifer who was staring after her father.
“He wanted to win so badly tonight,” she said.
Don put his arm around her. “The season’s just getting started,” he said. “We’ll win our share of games.” She smiled up at him.
“I hope you’re right,” she replied.



CHAPTER EIGHT
It was ten o’clock on a Monday night when Don sat in a booth at the Dew Drop Inn sipping his coffee. Except for two men sitting in the booth next to him, the place was deserted. At ten thirty the throng from the movie theatre would take possession and the quiet seclusion of the place would be broken. It would once more become the social centre for Fairmore’s young set and throb with the sounds of youth and the din of the juke box. But right now it was the way Don liked it.
He had got into the habit of coming to the Dew Drop Inn for an evening coffee. It was a break from the solitude of his room and the lack of privacy afforded by the inadequate lounge at the hotel. The nightly ritual of coffee and cinnamon buns offered by Ma Schaffer was tempting. Her cinnamon buns were, to say the least, unsurpassed. But Don preferred to be alone. He wasn’t up to the verbal calisthenics that were so favored by the others at the hotel. He was, by nature, reticent and the thought of debating philosophical and unanswerable questions did not interest him.
“That was quite a game on Saturday night,” Don heard one of the men in the next booth say.
The other laughed. “You can say that again. You coulda heard a pin drop when that guy took the penalty shot. It looks like another bad season for Lew.”
The first man cleared his throat. “Oh, I don’t know. This new guy…what’s his name? Jordan? He should help the club a lot.”
“He’s fast all right. And he’s got the moves. Too bad he wasn’t getting any help out there.”
“Heard he was playing junior for Saskatoon. I wonder how Lew got hold of him.”
It was the first man’s turn to laugh. “I’ll tell you, there’s more to that than meets the eye,” he added. “This kid’s working for Abernathy, you know. I guess he had to offer him a pretty sweet deal before he could get him to come down.”
He paused to drink his coffee.
“Anyway, it looks like Old Lew is on his way out. So he needs something to give him a shot in the arm you might say. And presto! Up turns this guy Jordan.”
“You don’t mean to say —”
“Exactly,” the first man replied with some relish. “Old Lew and Abernathy cooked this thing up between them and I’ll bet the stakes were pretty high. Old Lew’s not broke and you know how Jess likes the green stuff.”
“Lew doesn’t miss a trick, does he? This guy Jordan better pan out or Lew’s going to lose a big investment — and his coaching job.” They laughed again.
Don could scarcely breathe as he stared at the back of the booth the men were sitting in. He felt sick. The nausea engulfed him until he couldn’t stand it any longer. He got up and strolled out of the café.
The cool autumn air revived him slightly as he walked down the street. He felt numb. Was it possible? he thought. Could what they had said be true? The numbness was suddenly replaced by anger. The thought of being manipulated by the two men he had trusted most in the town was too much for him.
And what about Jennifer? Was she part of the same game? Was her friendship just a softening up process? She had tried hard to get him to come out for the team. All that about her father and it being the end of him if he lost the coaching job — just one more lie to bring him around to her way of thinking no doubt.
He went back to the hotel and lay on the bed. He felt very alone. There was no one he could turn to, talk things over with. He was on his own. The two men he trusted most had never been friends at all — just people who had taken advantage of him.
Why had he decided to play again? If only he had stuck to his original decision, none of this would be happening. It had been because of Allan Bishop. “I would give anything to be able to play hockey again,” he had said. “Even give up my art.” The man’s passion had impressed Don. Here he was, perfectly able to play and yet choosing not to. It had struck him then as being a little rash, a little ridiculous. After all, a hockey career was a short one. Did he want to look back when he was 35 and regret that he hadn’t followed his dream? And so he had changed his mind and in doing so had played right into the hands of Jess Abernathy and Lew Simons. What a sap he had been. The two of them must be having a big laugh over it all.
Don slept little that night and went to work hollow-eyed and feeling as though he had been run over by a truck the next day. He had decided to go through the motions until he could sort things out. He needed to talk it over with someone and had decided that the only person who could fill that role was Allan Bishop. To do that, he needed a car.
After work he walked over to the Ford dealership across the tracks. He had earlier contemplated buying a car but resources or lack of them, had made him hesitate. Well, he would have one financed, he decided. During the long winter season he would need one anyway, whether he was here or back in Saskatoon.
It took him half-an-hour to decide on a car. Within an hour, he drove off the lot with a very sensible sedan that had low mileage and a good reputation. Now, he no longer had to depend on anybody for transportation.
After supper he drove the five miles out to his land to see Allan Bishop. It was tricky finding his way in the dark. He had only been paying scant attention when Jennifer had driven him out.
 Finally, however, his headlights shone on the bridge and seconds later he drew up to the cabin.
The back door opened and Don saw Allan framed in the doorway. He got out of the car and walked up to him. “Thought I’d pay you a visit,” he said to the surprised artist.
“Come on in, Don. It’s great to see you again.”
Peg was sitting in front of the fireplace reading a book. She smiled up at him. “Hi again,” she said. “Come to evict us?”
Don grinned and sat down beside her. “Nothing like that.”
“Where’s Jennifer tonight?” Allan asked. “Or should I ask?”
Don sighed. “Well, that’s one of the reasons I came out tonight.”
“Can I get you a coffee?” Peg asked and Don nodded.
Allan came and sat across from Don, a look of concern on his face. “You two have a fight?”
“No, nothing like that,” Don said. “And she’s just a friend. There’s nothing between us, you know. We only met a while ago.” And then Don told him everything. When he had finished, he looked into the fire. “I had to talk to somebody about it. You were the only people I could think of.”
“I know how you must feel, Don,” Allan said. “But what you heard in the café could be just speculation. It might not be true at all; just two old men talking through their hats.”
“I thought of that. It’s one of the reasons I’m still here. But when I started thinking about everything that’s happened since I arrived, it all seems to add up to one thing. I can’t help feeling that I’ve been used.”
“Have you talked to Jennifer about it?” Peg asked.
“No, I haven’t seen her,” Don admitted. “I couldn’t face her. If she had anything to do with this, I don’t know what I would do. But of course, Lew is her Dad. I don’t know how far she would go to help him out. She doesn’t seem like the manipulative type, does she?”
“I’m sure she isn’t,” Peg said. “She didn’t strike me as that kind of person at all.”
“My advice,” Allan said, “and you can take this for what it’s worth. I’m no psychologist, just a guy trying to get by. I would just let things ride for a while. Don’t do anything rash. I’m sure in the end you’ll find out the truth — then you can make a decision. But if you do something now, you may regret it later on.”
Don nodded. “You’re probably right. The problem is how do I deal with these people as things are? I’m not very good at pretending. I get angry just thinking about it.”
‘Just try to put it out of your mind,” Allan said. “Forget that it even happened. Get past it. I know that’s hard but it can be done if you try. I’ve been doing it for two years now. How do you think I was able to accept my handicap and stop from thinking about how things might have been?”
Don felt a pang of guilt. His plight seemed petty beside Allan’s. But at least Allan had his art, that was something. He had nothing to look forward to but a lot of doubt and suspicion.
“I’ll try,” he said at last. “I guess it’s the only thing I can do.”
Before Don left, Allan turned to him. “I’m glad you’re playing again. I don’t think you’d be happy sitting on the sidelines anyway, if you love the game like I do.”
They shook hands and Don walked toward his car. “Let us know how it works out for you,” Allan said. “And good luck.”
 The drive back to Fairmore seemed to take forever. It gave Don too much time to think. How could he just put something like this out of his mind? No doubt it was sound advice, but it wasn’t practical — at least not for him.
When he arrived back at the hotel, Mrs. Schafer caught him as he was going up to his room. “My, you’re popular tonight,” she said. “Jennifer Simons was here looking for you. She said to telephone her when you got in. You also had a long distance phone call from Saskatoon.”
Don thanked her and went to the phone. He looked up Jennifer’s number and dialed it. It rang twice before Jennifer answered.
“It’s Don,” he said. “Were you looking for me?”
She laughed. “Oh Don. I was around to see you but Mrs. Schafer said you had gone out. She didn’t know where.” She paused as though waiting for Don to explain. When he didn’t, she said, “The reason I dropped around was to invite you to a party on Friday night. It’s a kind of reunion of our graduating class of two years ago. We’re all getting together. Can you come?”
“I…I’d like to but I can’t,” he said. His voice sounded strange, forced somehow as though it belonged to someone else. He regretted turning her down almost as soon as he had said it.
“Oh, I’m disappointed,” she said. There was a pause. “I was looking forward to your coming.”
“Maybe some other time,” Don said distantly.
“Is anything wrong, Don?” she asked. “You sound different tonight.”
“No, nothing’s wrong,” he lied. “It’s just that I’ve had a long day I guess. I’m tired.”
“Well, I won’t keep you. Goodnight.” She hung up abruptly without saying anything more. Don stood with the phone still in his hand. He hadn’t wanted to hurt her, but he knew he had. He hung up the phone. If only he hadn’t heard that conversation in the cafe, he thought. At least then he would be in blissful ignorance. That was better than what he was going through now.
He looked at his watch. It was almost eleven. He wondered who had phoned him from Saskatoon. His mother? It didn’t seem likely somehow. He had just received an email from her and she hadn’t mentioned anything. Brush? He couldn’t imagine Brush wanting to get a hold of him. That wasn’t Brush’s style. He was much too stubborn to phone Don and beg him to come back.
Well, whoever it was would no doubt phone tomorrow again if it was that important. He had enough on his mind for one day and he had no intentions of adding anything more.



CHAPTER NINE
The next morning when Don went into the dining room for breakfast, Lew was there having a coffee.
“Ah, thought I might catch you,” he said. There was an uncharacteristic cheeriness about him that Don found disturbing. Of all the people in Fairmore, Lew was the last person Don felt like talking to at that moment.
“We missed you last night. Where were you?” he asked.
Don looked over at him. The cheeriness had turned to concern. No doubt he was worrying about his investment, Don thought. He had been so wound up about this business, he had forgotten completely about hockey practice.
“I went for a little ride last night,” he said noncommittally. “I bought a car.”
Lew grinned. “I thought so when I saw you drive out of Henderson’s. Well, just as long as you haven’t given up on us. I thought you would want to get into shape as soon as possible though.” He gave Don an inquiring look.
“Yeah,” Don said, gulping his coffee. “I’ll be out on Thursday night again.”
Lew rose and put his hand on Don’s shoulder. “Well, I’ve got a lot to do this morning. Guess I’d better go and do it. See you on Thursday.”
The dining room was empty. Don was thankful for that. Most of the other boarders ate later than he did. Mrs. Shafer came in with bacon and eggs.
“Not this morning, Mrs. Schafer, thanks,” he said. “I’m not very hungry.” She looked disappointed. Don learned shortly after coming to Mrs. Shafer’s that she liked to see her boarders eat well. And that they did.
“Did the caller last night leave his name?” he asked her.
“Harvey, I think it was. Said it was important. Are you sure you won’t have some bacon and eggs? Seems a pity to waste it and you’ll never get through the morning on just toast and coffee.”
“I’ll make up for it at lunch,” he said. She went back into the kitchen shaking her head.
Don went into the hallway and took out his cell phone. He knew Brush’s number and dialed it, anxious to hear what Brush wanted.
“What’s this I hear about you playing hockey down there?” Brush demanded. He was never a man to beat around the bush. He always came straight to the point.
“It’s a long story,” Don said.
“You told me you had quit hockey for good. The next thing I hear, you’re playing again for some bush league down there. What’s going on? I think you owe me an explanation.”
“I’m sorry Brush, but I just can’t explain it over the phone. It’s too complicated.”
There was a pause. “We need you up here,” Brush interrupted. “As long as you’re playing hockey again, you might as well be playing with us. I never did agree with your reason for quitting in the first place.”
“I’d like to, Brush, but I can’t just now. I’m sort of committed here for a while.”
“You’re committed to me,” he said.
“I know how you must feel, but I can’t just pack up and leave. Not right now anyway. I’ve got a few things to work out first.”
“Like what?” Brush asked.
“I’ll tell you when I see you.”
“I could be sticky about this, you know. Your release was conditional. Officially you’re still our property.”
“But you won’t. I think I know you better than that.”
“Look, we’re getting nowhere this way. Just tell me when you’re coming back.”
Don sighed. “I can’t tell you, Brush — I really can’t. It might take weeks and then again I might stay here for the rest of the season.”
There was an impatient grunt on the other end of the line. “You’re throwing away a whole year of junior hockey to play in some bush league? I don’t get it.”
“It’s not a bush league, Brush. Honestly. Some of these guys have played junior. It’ll be a good experience for me, give me a chance to see if I can get my temper under control.”
“You’ll be passed over in the draft. Did you think of that?”
“I thought of it, but it doesn’t matter. There’s always next year.”
“Okay Don, I’ll expect to hear from you. Let me know just as soon as you decide what you’re going to do.”
“That’s a promise. How’s the team doing?”
“Lousy. Why do you think I phoned?”
“I’m sorry to hear it. By the way, how did you know I was playing again?”
Brush laughed. “Now it’s my turn to be cute. A little bird told me.”
“Okay, you’ve made your point,” Don replied.
“Gotta go. Take care and phone me as soon as you know anything.”
Don wondered after the phone call, just how Brush did know he had been playing. He decided there were probably a dozen possibilities.
* * *
Somehow he got through the day. The joy seemed to have gone out of his job. He now went about the routine, wanting only to finish the day’s work and go home. He found himself watching Jess Abernathy. What he expected to see he wasn’t sure. But Jess, always strictly business at work, went about in his usual methodical way. He gave no indication that he had anything on his conscience. If he was guilty, Don thought, he was covering it up very well.
When he got home that night, he lay on his bed and thought about his problem. He recalled all the events that had taken place since he had arrived, turning them over in his mind, analyzing them. Each succeeding event seemed to point to one obvious fact. His coming to Fairmore was not the chance occurrence he had thought it was.
Later that night he felt restless and went for a walk. The evening was cool with a stiff breeze blowing. The fall air bristled with the promise of winter and the threat of snow. The onslaught of winter was only a matter of time.
He walked up the main street looking in the store windows, waved at some of the hockey players in the pool hall. As he was crossing the street to enter the café, a car came around the corner and stopped. Don turned and saw that it was Jake Cuthbert and Benny Jukes.
“Hey Don,” Jake yelled. He signaled for him to come over. Don hesitated then crossed the street.
Jake was at the wheel and grinned as Don approached. “Want to go for a spin?” he asked. “We’re going over to Anderson Lake to pick up Benny’s sister.”
Don shook his head. “I think I’ll just have a coffee and go home to bed.”
“Aw come on,” Benny coaxed. “It’ll only take half-an-hour. Besides, my sister wants to meet you.”
Don had to smile. “Flattery will get you everywhere,” he said, getting into the back seat.
“You haven’t seen Benny’s sister,” Jake intoned. They laughed good-naturedly.
When they were on the outskirts of town, Jake said, “now that you’ve been here for a while, what do you think of our little town? And I promise you, everything you say will be held against you.”
“I like it a lot,” Don said. At least he had before a few days ago, he thought.
“It’s not a bad place as places go, I guess.” There was a pause before he added, “I think the team’s going to do all right this year.”
“Yeah,” Benny added. “Saturday was the first time we’ve almost won an opener in four years.”
Jake cast him a sidelong glance, making a wry face. “Never mind gloomy Gus here. He’s just a natural pessimist.”
“I am not,” Benny declared. “Matter of fact, I think we should have won the game. If Ackerman had done some passing instead of trying to play the hero, things might have been different.”
So they had noticed, Don thought. He had begun thinking that it was his imagination.
“And if I hadn’t had my eyes closed when that guy took his penalty shot,” Jake said. “We have to apologize for Garry though. He hasn’t been himself for quite a while now, ever since Jennifer Simons broke off their engagement.”
Don sat bolt upright. “What did you say?”
“Now you’ve done it,” Benny said.
“You mean you didn’t know?” Jake asked. Benny slapped him across the head and rolled his eyes.
Don shook his head. “No, I didn’t.”
“They were engaged for over a year, but I guess old Jennifer got tired of his drinking bouts and I can’t say I blame her.”
“Things are beginning to make a little sense around here,” Don said. “I can understand now why Garry doesn’t like me…taking out his girl and all.”
“Making him look bad on the ice,” Jake chimed in. “Yes sir, old Garry’s got lots of reasons to be jealous.”
“Now you know why Lew puts up with him,” Benny said. “I mean, after all, he was going to be his father-in-law.”
Don sat digesting what he had just learned, turning it over in his mind. Perhaps now, he thought, things could be straightened out between them for good.
“Why didn’t somebody tell me I was taking out his girl?” Don asked.
“His ex-girl,” Jake corrected. “We thought you knew, at least at first. Then it kind of dawned on us that maybe you didn’t. We’re surprised that Jennifer didn’t tell you.”
Don wondered why she hadn’t. They had even talked about Garry, yet she hadn’t said a word about their engagement. Was she covering up for something? Was she ashamed? Surely she would have known that he would find out sooner or later.
“I think there’s one more thing you should know about,” Jake said.
“Oh no, I don’t think I could stand any more surprises,” Don said. “But shoot.”
“Well, Garry won a scholarship to university a few years ago. I think he wanted to go into medicine. Anyway, Lew talked him into going out to Regina’s training camp instead. He thought Garry had a great future as a hockey player.”
“So did a lot of other people,” Benny added.
“Anyway, Garry gave up the scholarship and went to the camp instead. And after a month he was sent home. I think he blames Lew for that. He’s pretty resentful about the whole thing.”
“Sounds to me like Garry got a pretty rough deal all around,” Don said.
“It’s still no excuse for the way he’s been acting,” Jake said, dipping his lights for an oncoming car. “I mean, I can understand him being resentful but he’s gone a bit far. After all, it happened two years ago.”
“I wonder why he didn’t go to university on his own,” Don said. “Or at least wait until the next year.”
“I think he did plan to go the next year, but he racked up his car. Then, after things began going sour between him and Jennifer, I guess he just didn’t care anymore.”
A few miles later, Jake stopped the car, swung it around and headed back the way they had come.
“I thought you had to pick up your sister?” Don said. “Won’t she be a bit disappointed?”
Jake shot a glance at Benny and winked. “Ah, just remembered, she doesn’t work on Wednesday nights. Guess you’ll have to wait for another night to meet her.”
Don laughed, beginning to understand the whole scheme. The sister thing was just a lure to get him to come along.
“You ought to be locked up for…for fraud or misrepresenta-tion or something,” Don laughed.
“All in a good cause,” Benny said. “Anything for the team you know.”
When they dropped him off at the hotel, Benny said, ”We’ll see you tomorrow night. And don’t forget, I’m the little guy standing on the blue line waiting for a pass.”
Don laughed. “I won’t forget.”
He felt as though an anvil had been lifted off his back as he sprinted up the stairs to his room.



CHAPTER TEN
On Friday, the day of Jennifer’s party, the snow began to fall. In the morning there was only a sprinkling on the ground. By noon there were several inches. The white stuff had transformed the town into a make-believe world.
The snow did not bother Don. He was in better spirits than he had been for several days as he trudged through the ankle-deep drifts after work. He was thinking of the party that night, suddenly regretting that he had turned down the invitation. He hadn’t seen Jennifer for a week. Several times he had been on the verge of phoning her but each time he had resisted, still feeling angry at the possibility of her being part of the deal that had brought him to Fairmore.
He longed to know for certain, however, and he also wanted to find out why she hadn’t told him that she had been engaged to Garry Ackerman.
He looked out his window at nine o’clock. The snow was still falling — he could see the flakes clearly against the streetlight. He turned back to his room.
The hockey practice the night before had not gone well. He hadn’t performed up to his usual standards and Ackerman was missing. He had counted on confronting Ackerman and explaining that he and Jennifer were only friends, that their relationship hadn’t developed beyond holding hands. Maybe it would have served only to anger Ackerman, but at least the guy would know that he wasn’t really trying to steal his one-time girlfriend if he was still carrying a torch for her. Jennifer hadn’t even acknowledged that they were a couple let alone whether she still cared for him.
Don had looked sloppy on several plays that should have been good opportunities to showcase his superiority, but he hadn’t made the extra effort. The look on Lew’s face told Don that his coach was disappointed in him. It had made him angry, whether at himself, his ineptness or at Lew he wasn’t sure.
Lew’s pat on the shoulder and his casual, “we all have a bad night” had struck Don as condescending and he had felt a fury that he was barely able to conceal. All he had wanted to do was shower and dress quickly and get out of there.
“We leave here at five-thirty,” Lew had said. “Everybody be on time.”
“I’m taking my own car,” Don said. “I’ve got a few things I have to do so I might be a little late.” It was a lie, but he didn’t feel at that moment like travelling with anyone.
Lew stared at him for a long moment and Don thought he was going to insist that he travel with the team on the bus. Then he shrugged his shoulders. “Suit yourself, but don’t be late. We hit the ice at eight sharp.”
In his room, Don sat on his bed feeling restless. What did one do in a town like Fairmore on a Friday night? Go to a movie? Or a party? He sighed. A party to be sure. He picked up his jacket and left his room.
* * *
The reunion party was held at the school. Don drove past it and saw the lights shining from one part of the building and several cars parked outside. Then he turned around and drove back, parked in the parking lot and waited.
Several minutes later another car pulled up and several people got out. They looked in Don’s direction as they headed for the school. Don rolled down his window.
“Pardon me,” he yelled.
A girl stopped and looked back. “Did you call me?” she asked.
“Yeah, I was wondering if you could tell Jennifer to come out for a minute. I’d like to speak to her.”
“Wouldn’t it be easier if you just came in?” she said.
“It’s a private thing. I wouldn’t want to crash the party.” Besides, he thought, since he had turned down her invitation, maybe she had invited somebody else, like another guy. Don didn’t want to be part of an awkward scene.
She laughed. “I’ll give her the message.”
A few minutes later, Jennifer came to the door and looked out. Don blew his horn and she came over to him. “Don! What are you doing sitting out here by yourself? Come on in.”
“Jump in,” he said. “I want to talk to you.”
She opened the car door and slid in beside him. “Why don’t you come in? The party’s just getting started.”
“I can’t,” he said. “I just wanted to talk to you for a minute.”
“What about? I don’t understand all the secrecy.”
Don gripped the steering wheel. “I found out last night that you were engaged to Garry Ackerman. Why didn’t you tell me?”
She paused, looking away. “I didn’t think it was important. Besides, it’s all over now, in the past. I want to forget it.”
“But you knew I was having a lot of trouble with Garry. Didn’t it occur to you that you might be the reason?”
She looked at him with surprise. “What makes you think it was because of me? Did he say that?”
“Of course not,” Don said, trying to control his anger. “But it’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? What other reason would he have to act the way he has?”
“But…but I haven’t gone out with Garry for…for over a year.”
“He still probably considers you his girl. Then I came along and took you out a few times. Presto! Instant hate.”
Jennifer shook her head. “I can’t believe that. It’s too —" She paused and looked at him. “I’m sorry Don, I really am. I guess I wasn’t thinking. Besides, you and I, well, we’ve only seen each other a few times and…it’s all been pretty innocent.”
“But Gary doesn’t know that. He probably thinks we’re an item.” Don heaved a sigh of relief. “At least now that I know why he dislikes me so much, maybe I can do something about it. Who knows?”
“Is this why you were so strange on the phone the other night?” she asked. “Why you refused to come to my party.”
Don shook his head. “No, it isn’t.”
“Why then?”
“I can’t tell you right now.”
“Is it about Dad?”
“I said I can’t tell you. I’m sorry. It’s just something I’m going to have to come to terms with I guess, something I have to work out on my own.”
She sat still saying nothing for a moment. “I sure wish you would come to the party,” she finally said. “You need to relax and have some fun. And I would like to introduce you to some of my friends.”
Don wanted to go to the party, forget his problems and enjoy himself for a change, but something kept him from accepting her invitation. He wasn’t sure if he was just being bull headed or did he still have suspicions?
“I’ve got to get back to the party,” she finally said. “They’ll be wondering what’s happened to me.” She opened the door and got out. “Let me know when you’ve solved your little problem.”
Don watched her disappear into the school. He had succeeded in making her angry again, he thought. That hadn’t been his intention. Why was everything suddenly going wrong for him? When he had first arrived, he had looked forward to his stay in Fairmore and for a time things had worked out for him. But now it seemed like everything was going sour. Was there something in him, something in his personality that put people off?
He drove slowly back to the hotel watching the snow fall. It was piling up and if it didn’t stop soon, it would begin to cause problems. Somehow the snow comforted him, made him feel less depressed about his situation. Let it fall, he thought, it affected his life very little.
When he finally roused himself and entered the hotel, he noticed that the door to his room was ajar and the light was on. He was certain he had closed it when he had left.
He poked his head in the door. His mother was sitting on the bed looking out the window.
“Mom! What a surprise. What are you doing here?”
Mrs. Jordan rose and embraced her son. “It’s nice to see you, dear,” she said. “This is some reception you’ve given me with all this snow. There’s hardly any in Saskatoon.”
Don took off his coat and sat down on the bed. “Well, it had to come sometime I guess. It might as well be now.”
‘How are you finding it down here, Don? Do you like it? Have you made some friends?” She regarded him with shrewd eyes as she sat across from him.
Don had never been able to keep a secret from his mother and he knew he couldn’t fool her now.
“I liked it well enough at first,” he said. “But you still haven’t told me why you’re here. I mean, you never mentioned in your emails that you were coming.”
“Can’t a mother visit her son without a reason?” She laughed. “You haven’t answered my question yet. How are you finding it here?”
Don looked away, frowning as he did so. Then he turned to look at her. “How well do you know Jess Abernathy, Mom?”
Mrs. Jordon looked thoughtful. “I’ve known Jess for years. Your father worked for him. He’s been a family friend ever since I can remember. Why do you ask?”
“Because I suspect he was paid a lot of money by our coach to get me down here to play hockey. I overheard two men discussing it in the café the other night. It’s been bothering me ever since.”
“So that’s it,” his mother said, giving him a searching look. “Don, Jess didn’t just offer you that job out of the blue. He offered it after I contacted him and asked him if he could help. I was worried about you after you gave up hockey. I knew you needed to get started on something so I talked to Jess. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to think that I was meddling.”
Don stared at his mother. “So he couldn’t have made any deal with Lew. Allan was right all along. It was just two old men talking.” He shook his head. “I should have known. What a dope I’ve been.”
“Jess would never do a thing like that, Don — I’m sure of it. He’s just not that kind of person. You see, he phoned me last night. He’s been worried about you lately. He knew something was bothering you, but he didn’t know what. So he phoned me to find out if I knew anything that might cause you to worry.”
Don sat with his head in his hands. “Oh Mom, I don’t know what to say. It’s such a relief to know the truth. If you only knew the agony I’ve felt.”
She smiled. “Well, you can rest easy now. I know Jess is going to be as relieved as you are. He was really concerned. You’re lucky to have a boss like that.”
Don thought of Jennifer and how he had treated her on the phone and at the party. To think that he had actually suspected her of collusion with her father. What little faith he had in people. He should have known that Jennifer could never do a thing like that — she just wasn’t that kind of person. He was thankful at least that he hadn’t told her why he was angry with her. If she had found out, she probably would never have spoken to him again.
“Mrs. Schafer has given me a room downstairs,” his mother said. She glanced at her watch. “It’s getting late and I’m very tired. The trip down was exhausting. Tomorrow you can show me around your little town — that is if we’re not snowbound. I have to be back in Saskatoon tomorrow night so I can only stay until noon. There’s a train leaving then.”
Don looked at her as she rose to leave. “I’m glad you came down, Mom. I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t.”
“Goodnight dear. I’ll see you bright and early in the morning.”
When she had gone, Don looked at his watch. It WAS late. He thought of going back to the party, talking to Jennifer and explaining everything to her. But he had done enough damage for one day. There was always tomorrow. He would see her at the game tomorrow night. She was bound to be there. He could make it up to her then.
He slept soundly for the first time in a week.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
The snow stopped falling sometime during the night. When Don looked out of his window in the morning, he was relieved. It hadn’t snowed enough to cause the game to be cancelled. The road crews would be on the job and have the snow cleared in no time.
Bradford was only 38 miles away and would take less than an hour to drive. From what he had learned from Lew, Bradford would ice a good team built around three brothers, two of whom had played some pro hockey. The Ferrin brothers were known all over the south and had been for some years. Two of them, Bob and Tom, were hard-nosed veterans in their mid-thirties. The younger one, Hank, had played Junior A for two years before returning to Bradford and forming the brother trio. All were fast, rugged players. Without them, their team would be hard pressed to compete in the league. They were weak defensively, especially in the goal department and they lacked depth. Lew was confident that his team could beat them.
As Don drove to Bradford he thought of his mother. It was so like her to drop everything and get on the train when she thought he was in trouble. She had always considered others first. He wondered how he could have suspected Jess when he saw how he and his mother reacted to one another when they met. They were like two kids again, embracing each other and talking over old times. Don had to smile as he thought of them. It was as though his father were alive again, seeing them standing there together.
She had liked Fairmore. It had changed a lot since she had lived here of course. But she still knew a lot of the older people and spent the morning visiting old friends. At one point Don thought she was going to cancel her train ticket until after the weekend, but she insisted that it was important that she be back that night so Don had rushed her to the station just in time.
“I’ll see you at Christmas, Don,” she said, throwing him a kiss. “Take it easy and don’t get hurt on the ice.”
He watched until the train was out of sight and then went back to the hotel. His car needed snow tires and he had taken it into the garage. He spent most of the afternoon standing around talking hockey with the mechanics, reluctant somehow to go back to his room at the hotel.
* * *
Bradford was a small town of about three thousand people. However, it was a hockey town and drew fans from a large surrounding district. Their arena held over a thousand and it was regularly sold out.
It was almost eight o’clock when Don walked into the dressing room. Most of the players were already dressed. Lew was giving a chalk talk. He stopped talking when Don entered.
“’Bout time,” he said. “You of all people should be listening to this. Most of the rest pretty well know this team by now.”
“Sorry,” Don said, throwing his equipment down. He was about to offer an excuse then thought better of it. He sat down and began to change.
“We’ve got to out-skate these guys,” Lew said. “We’re a younger, faster team — that’s our big advantage. If we play their style of hockey, we’re beat before we start. You’re going to have to hang onto your checks, especially you guys checking the Ferrins. They know all the tricks in the book so don’t get sucked in. Just hang with them all the way.”
He paused and then shot a glance at Don. “Their big weak spot is their goalie. As far as I know, they’ve got the same guy this year. He’s really weak on the stick side. He’s got a fair glove hand though so keep your shots low.”
He read the lineup then came over and sat down beside Don. “Something bothering you?” he asked. “You haven’t been yourself the last few days. What’s up?”
Don looked down at his skates. “I’m sorry, Lew. I’ve had a few problems to work out. Everything’s okay now though.”
Lew slapped him on the back. “Good boy. Give’er everything you’ve got tonight eh? We need this game.”
Don got his first look at the Ferrin brothers when he skated onto the ice for their pre-game warm-up. They were big men and strong, deliberate skaters. He imagined they would be hard to knock off their skates. He smiled to himself at his negative thinking. After all, they were human just like anyone else. To think otherwise was inviting defeat.
The Bradford team wore brown, black and white uniforms with a large B on the front similar to Boston and like Boston, were known as the Bruins. Don hoped that was as far as the similarity went.
As they lined up for the face off, Don skated over to Ackerman and tapped him on the shin-guards. “Let’s really give it to them, Garry,” he said.
Ackerman looked up, surprised and then scowled. “You just do your job,” he said, “and I’ll do mine.”
The first line faced off against the Ferrins. They reminded Don of three angry bulldogs as they waited, tensed, for the puck to drop.
Don was opposite the youngest Ferrin, Hank, who eyed him fiercely. “Rookie eh?” he said. “Well, you’ll get your initiation tonight fella.”
Before two minutes had elapsed, Don realized just what the young Ferrin had meant. In that time he had been butt-ended, tripped, slashed, clung onto and cross-checked without even a penalty called. He began to wonder whether he was in a hockey game or a Roman arena.
When he skated off the ice after his first shift, he walked up to Lew. “Are these refs blind or something? You saw what was going on out there.”
Lew held up his hand. “Take it easy, Don,” he said. “One thing you learn fast in this league is that the refereeing isn’t the best. But don’t let that worry you. The Ferrins know you’re a rookie in this league and they’ll do everything to try to get you off your game. But don’t be fooled. Things will settle down.” He gave Don a reassuring look that did not accomplish its purpose. Don was getting angry and he knew he would have trouble controlling his temper if this went on much longer. There was only so much a guy could take.
On his second shift, Don got a pass from Tom Halverson at their blue line. He got by his check and flipped the puck into the corner. By the time he got to it, the Bradford defenseman was there also. Don gave the puck a quick poke and jammed on the brakes. The defenseman missed him with a wicked body check and hit the boards hard. Don picked up the puck and skated behind the net, looking for a loose man. Not seeing one, he cut around to the front of the net and fired a backhand. The goalie made a desperate lunge at the puck but it beat him on his glove side. Just as Don raised his stick to celebrate the goal, he felt a tremendous body check that threw him off his feet and into the pipes of the goal.
For a second, he was too stunned to know what had happened. Then he saw Hank Ferrin grinning at him: “Had your head down, Rook. Thought I would give you a gentle reminder.”
Don lunged at him, his fist flying. His first blow struck Hank on the nose and blood spurted over his face. He held up his arm to ward off the hail of blows thrown by Don.
As quickly as it had started, it was over. The referees parted the two combatants and doled out five minute penalties for fighting. Don got an extra two minutes for drawing blood. The crowd screamed as the Ferrins came ever closer to scoring a goal.
“That’s quite a temper you’ve got, Rook,” Hank said coolly as they skated toward the penalty box. “Gonna get you into a peck of trouble.” Someone passed him a cloth for his nose. He wiped the blood away and kicked at the penalty box door. He sat down on the bench and leaned his head back.
Don ignored him and watched the game. He was angry with himself for being drawn into a fight, but he knew it was unavoidable. Once a player backed off from a fight and showed he could be kicked around, he might as well pack his gear and take up another sport. Don had no intentions of gaining that kind of reputation. And he had the additional satisfaction of having scored the first goal, not to mention having bloodied the local hero’s nose.
The game became wide open with two men off and there were some good scoring opportunities on both sides. However, when Don skated onto the ice again, his goal still held up.
Almost immediately, Hank began hacking away at Don again —
 this time with even more determination. Don could feel his anger rising again and decided to do some of his own badgering. As Hank picked up the puck at centre ice, Don skated toward him. Hank looked up and saw him coming. He left the puck and dove at him. Don ducked, felt Hank fall on him then jerked up quickly. His sudden movement caught Hank off guard and threw him into the air. Don watched as Hank hit the ice with a thud.
The referee blew his whistle. Hank writhed on the ice for several minutes, the wind knocked out of him. When he recovered, he stood up white-faced and glared at Don.
“Okay Rook. So you want to play rough.”
“Let’s play hockey and forget the dirty stuff,” Don said, but he knew his words were wasted.
Hank continued to harass Don for the rest of the period but with less determination. He concentrated on slashing and holding which Don found annoying but tolerable. He was used to this kind of “chippy” hockey from the rookies in junior — and some veterans who never grew out of it.
Lew slapped Don on the shoulder in the dressing room between periods. “Nice goal, Don. You handled yourself well out there. Ferrin won’t give you any more trouble. He knows when he’s overmatched.”
Somehow Don didn’t believe it. Hank Ferrin was not the kind to give up easily once he found a worthy opponent. He was the type of person who enjoyed fighting for fighting’s sake. The game was secondary. Also, he had to keep up his image as being a tough guy amongst the fans.
The second period was a penalty filled free-for-all with no less than nine penalties being called. Don, however, managed to stay out of the penalty box. He liked the extra space on the ice left by penalized players.
When Bradford was short two men and Fairmore one, Don picked up a pass from Ackerman, the first of the game, and streaked down the right wing. He cut into centre at Bradford’s blue line and shot a glance to see if there was an opportunity for a drop pass. There wasn’t. His split second hesitation threw the defenseman off balance and Don went around him. The goalie came out in an effort to play the puck which had momentarily got away from Don. A quick flick of the wrist and Don had the puck. The goalie made an awkward effort to recover, but he was too late. Don shot the puck into the open net.
A storm of boos arose from the fans. Don wasn’t sure whether they were for him or the goalie. He wasn’t long in finding out.
“Hey rookie,” a fan yelled. “You’ve got four other players on your team. Why don’t you use them once in a while?”
“One man army,” another yelled. “Put him out of commission, Ferrin. He’s getting too big for his boots.”
Don skated to the bench and felt a paper cup hit him on the head. Lew winked at him. “You’re doing just great kid. Keep it up.”
“If I can survive this crowd,” Don said. He leaned over and tapped Ackerman on the shoulder. “Nice pass, Garry.”
Ackerman nodded without looking at him.
In the third period, the Ferrin brothers settled down to play hockey and scored two unanswered goals. Lew paced up and down like a caged animal. Once again victory was being snatched from his grasp.
The team however, did not fall apart. In fact, the two goals seemed to spur them on and they pressed hard in the dying minutes.
Lew jumped three feet in the air when a screened slap shot from the point by Arnie Lockhart eluded several players and found a corner of the net.
Less than a minute later the bell sounded to end the game. Lew was ecstatic as the players mobbed him on the way to the dressing room.
“Nice going guys,” he yelled. “We’re on our way now.”
Even Ackerman showed signs of excitement as he and Benny Jukes picked up the goalie, Jake Cuthbert and paraded him around the room.
Don sat in the corner watching the players. This was more like it, he thought. Now they were truly a team pulling together.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Don was the last one out of the dressing room. He walked slowly along the boards savoring their victory. Victory was always sweet no matter under what circumstances. The only thing that marred it was the fact that Jennifer hadn’t been there. He had looked forward to seeing her after the game and perhaps giving her a ride back to Fairmore. Then he would have a chance to explain his bizarre behavior of the last few days.
The arena was now empty except for the rink rats that were cleaning the ice. There was something eerie about an empty arena after a big game. It was like a sleeping animal waiting to be roused to action. The air was still charged with the excitement and the roar of the crowd.
He walked the fifty yards to his car and put his equipment down to find his keys. It was a dark night and he had to hold his key chain up in the air to find the right one.
“Well, if it isn’t the rook himself,” a voice said.
Don turned to see two men approaching. He did not have to guess who one of them was.
“You want something?” Don asked, putting as much authority into his voice as he could.
Hank Ferrin laughed. “Do I want something? Did you hear that, Fred? The man wants to know if I want something.”
Don turned and inserted his key into the door lock and pulled the door open. He was suddenly gripped from behind and thrown into the snow.
“I haven’t finished, wise guy. Nobody makes a fool of me and gets away with it. Let’s see if you’re as willing to fight off the ice as you were on.”
Don stood up, trying to hold onto his temper. “You’re taking this a bit seriously, aren’t you?” Before he could say anything more a fist shot out and caught him on the side of the face. He reeled backwards and fell against his car.
“Come on! You were more than willing during the game,” Hank snarled.
Don lunged at him and caught him around the neck. He twisted and they fell to the snow. As they groveled around, Don felt a boot in his ribs. Then he was pinned from behind and lifted to his feet. He struggled to free himself but the other man had a firm hold on him.
“Let him go,” Hank yelled fiercely. “I can handle him.”
Suddenly Fred let out a cry of pain as somebody punched him hard in the ribs. He fell back and Don saw Garry Ackerman land a haymaker to Fred’s head. Hank lost no time in joining the fray. He landed a punch to Don’s midsection that caused him to double over with pain. Sparks flew before his eyes as he dropped to the ground. He heard the sound of running and then saw the red revolving light.
Garry helped him to his feet. “You all right?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Don said, breathing hard. “Just got the wind knocked out of me.”
“What’s going on here?” a voice said behind a torch.
Don and Garry walked over to the police car. “Just having a little difference of opinion with somebody, officer,” he said. “Nothing serious.”
The police officer looked at them closely. “This is no place for a brawl. Find somewhere else to do it.”
He drove off leaving Don and Garry standing there.
“Thanks Garry,” Don said as they began to walk back towards Don’s car. “It’s a lucky thing you happened along. There’s no telling what those two would have done.”
Don opened the door to his car. “Can I give you a ride back?” he asked.
“Thanks,” Garry said, going around to the other side. Don leaned over and opened the door.
“Let’s go and have a coffee,” Don said. “I think we need it.”
“Might be better if we wait until we get back to Fairmore. These Bradford types don’t take too kindly to losing — especially to us. They can get pretty nasty.”
Don drove along in silence for a few minutes, his head still aching from where Hank Ferrin had hit him.
“I guess you’re wondering how come I didn’t take the team bus back to Fairmore,” Garry said. “The truth is I wanted to talk to you.”
Don looked over at him. “Well, I’m sure glad you picked tonight to do it.”
“I want to apologize. I’ve treated you pretty rough since you arrived.” The words didn’t come easy. He paused. “I can’t offer any excuse. I don’t know what came over me.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Don said. “The important thing is that we’re on the same side now. Maybe we can really begin to work together for the team.”
“I was hoping you would say that. I think we could do some damage out there together.”
There was a pause before Don said. “I understand you and Jennifer Simons were engaged.”
Garry nodded. “Yeah, but it didn’t work out too well. She got fed up with my drinking. I can’t blame her really. She’s a great kid.”
Don stopped the car, got out and began walking around. “My head’s reeling,” he said. “That Ferrin must have hit me harder than I thought.”
Garry shifted over to the driver’s seat. “I’ll drive if you like. The sooner we get to Fairmore and get some coffee into you the better.”
Don got back into the car, leaned back and closed his eyes. He was only vaguely aware of the car moving along the road. By the time they reached Fairmore, he was feeling better.
Garry parked outside the café. “Come on in and have a coffee. I think the rest of the gang will be there.”
Most of the team occupied a large table at the rear of the café. When Don and Garry entered, the team yelled at them to come over. Lew was sitting in the midst of them like a father looking after his flock and enjoying every minute of it. Somehow he didn’t look out of place. He grinned when they approached.
“Have a chair you guys. We’ve been wondering what happened to you.”
Don and Garry sat down. “We ran into a little trouble called Hank Ferrin,” Don said. “He wanted to continue our little feud outside the arena. If it hadn’t been for Garry here, we might still be fighting.”
“You look like you ran into a freight truck,” Lew said with concern. “That’s a nasty bruise on your cheek.”
“I hope you got in a few of your own,” Benny said. “I wish I had been there. That guy needs a lesson in good manners.”
“Those Ferrins never give up,” Lew said. “They’re the scrappiest brothers since the Donnelleys. They should have been thrown out of the league years ago. Trouble is, there’s nobody around with the guts to do it. They’re practically an institution.”
The talk turned to the game as the players discussed plays that had taken place. Half of the enjoyment of playing hockey, Don knew, was reliving the game after it was over — analyzing the plays, agonizing over near-misses and hit goal posts. It was all part of the game — a kind of self-indulgence after a victory, a post-mortem after a loss.
The players hung around talking, arguing and rehashing for an hour before some began to drift away having drunk too much coffee and eaten too many pieces of pie.
The session with the team gave Don a warm feeling in the pit of his stomach. There was nothing like a bull session with a bunch of like-minded guys to make him feel even more a part of the team. The headache that he had felt when entering the café was now only a faint numbness. He had worried that perhaps he had a concussion but that didn’t seem likely now. He looked over at Garry who was peering at his watch.
“About time I shut it down for the night,” he said. “I’m not used to these graveyard hours. Can I give you a lift?”
Garry stifled a yawn. “Yeah, I’d appreciate that. I’m beginning to feel a bit done in myself.”
They made their way to the exit amid the waves and kidding of the remaining team members, the hard- core types who would still be there until the owner kicked them out. Hockey players were a breed apart, incurably dedicated to post-mortems and late hours. The one consolation was that it was Sunday, which gave the nocturnal types a sense of abandon since they did not have to rise at all the next day if they felt so inclined.
Garry lived six blocks from the café in a large basement suite he had occupied for over a year. Don drove along the snow-covered street with more than his usual caution and stopped in front.
“It’s been quite a night, hasn’t it?” Don said. “I haven’t had this much excitement for a long time.”
Garry laughed, looking down at his hands. “Boy, that Fred guy must have a sore jaw if it’s half as sore as my knuckles.”
There was a pause as they watched the snowflakes, which had begun to fall, hit the windshield. Both were reluctant to see an end to a night they would remember for some time. It would be especially memorable for Don for two reasons: the clash with Hank Ferrin both on and off the ice as well as the end of a conflict with Garry. He still couldn’t get over the sudden appearance of his team-mate at such a pivotal time. It was even more surprising considering the animosity that the two had for each other. There was no telling what would have happened if Garry hadn’t appeared.
“Jennifer told me you played for Regina for awhile,” Don said.
Gary sighed. “Did she also tell you I only lasted a month with them?” It was a rhetorical question and Don waited for him to continue. He was genuinely interested in what had transpired to cause the end of Garry’s hockey career.
“I made the team all right,” he continued. “And things were going great for awhile. I was scoring my share of the goals and the guys on the team were a great bunch. Some of them are playing pro now.” He paused and looked over at Don. “But I made one big mistake — I underestimated the coach. I guess I thought I was indispensable or something. Anyway, to make a long story short, I broke training one night with another guy and we got caught. We were out with a couple of girls and had the bad luck of running into the trainer. He lost no time in reporting us and we were sent down the road. No questions asked. It was like a bad dream.”
“I’m sorry,” Don said. “They’re usually pretty strict about breaking the rules all right.”
“I guess I could have gone back the next year if I had wanted to, but I couldn’t really see any future in it. It would have been my last year in Junior and with only one year behind me, chances of being selected in the draft are pretty slim — unless your name happens to be Crosby.”
Garry reached for the door. “It’s time I hit the hay, I guess. See you on Tuesday and thanks for the lift.”
“Thanks for the help. I hope that hand doesn’t give you any trouble,” Don said.
He drove back to the hotel and climbed wearily up to his room. He couldn’t remember being so tired as he undressed and got into bed. He looked up at the ceiling, his mind whirling with the day’s events. The last thought he had was of Jennifer. Still another day had passed and he hadn’t made things right with her. Tomorrow, he decided, would be the day of reconciliation.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Don was awakened the next morning by a light knock on his door. He glanced at his watch. It was almost eight o’clock. There was another knock and this time it was accompanied by an urgent voice.
“Don, are you awake? It’s Jennifer.”
Don got quickly out of bed. “Just a minute,” he said. He put on his robe and opened the door. Jennifer rushed into the room.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I hope I didn’t wake you up.”
“You did,” Don said, rubbing his eyes and stifling a yawn. ”But it’s time I was up anyway.”
“I just got a phone call from John Williams,” she said breathlessly. “He’s a farmer who lives out near your property and a good friend of ours. When he was at our house last week, I told him you owned a cabin out near his property. He says he saw a lot of smoke coming from the area of your cabin. The fire engine has already gone out.”
Don came fully awake. “What!”
“I knew you would want to go out. I’ve got my car outside. I’ll wait out there for you.”
Don dressed and raced down the stairs. Mrs. Schafer was walking along the hallway toward him wiping her hands on a dishtowel. “What’s all the excitement?” she asked.
“There’s a fire out on my property. I’ll eat when I get back.”
Jennifer put the car into gear once Don had joined her and they hurtled down the road, a billow of snow following in their wake.
“I hope it’s nothing serious,” she said. “The Bishops are such a great couple.”
“Yeah, it would be a shame.”
They drove in silence for several miles before Jennifer said, “I hear you did pretty well last night. You should be proud of yourself.”
Don touched his face where Hank Ferrin had hit him and winced. It was still painful. “It’s just as well you weren’t there. It wasn’t very pleasant. But it was nice to win just the same even though it was an ugly win.”
He looked over at her. She looked tired and slightly disarrayed as though she had just got up. Considering the time, it was not unexpected. “Thanks for picking me up,” he said.
She smiled over at him. “You look a little beat up. Are you all right?”
“I’ll live…I think. That Ferrin packs an awful punch.”
It suddenly occurred to him that if his cabin had caught fire, Allan and his wife might be without a place to live. And his paintings! The chances of rescuing them seemed remote. He didn’t dare consider the thought of anything happening to them.
Changing the subject, Don asked, “How was the party Friday night?”
Jennifer heaved a sigh and looked over at him. “Oh, it was all right I guess. It was great seeing all the gang again. It was almost like old times. But I wish you had come in. It would have made the evening complete and all my friends were dying to meet you.”
“I’m sorry about that, Jennifer, I really am.”
“Did you get your problem sorted out?”
He nodded. “All worked out.”
“Can you tell me about it?”
“I don’t think you’d be interested.”
There was a pause as they both looked out the window. “I know what was bothering you,” she said. “I found out last night.”
He looked at her doubtfully.
“You don’t believe me, do you?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head.
“In a way, I don’t blame you for the way you acted,” she said. “I suppose I would have reacted the same way.” She glanced over at him. “But you should have had more faith in your friends. Daddy would never do a thing like that.”
He looked at her in amazement. “How did you find out? I didn’t tell anybody about it — except Allan.”
“The waitress at Dew Drop Inn is a friend of mine. She overheard everything. When she saw you go out, she knew you had heard too. I only wish she had told me sooner. It would have saved a lot of grief and misunderstanding.”
“You can say that again.” He sat considering what she had just said. “I guess you think I’m a dope for believing those two old guys. I should have known better.”
“I wish you had told me about it,” she said. “I could have straightened you out on that score. Anyway, it’s over and we can forget about it.”
They had left the highway and were bumping over the little-used road that led to the cabin. The tire marks of the fire engine and several cars made the road easy to follow.
“You’ll be glad to know that Garry and I have resolved our differences. He’s not a bad guy once you get to know him,” Don said.
She smiled. “I know. I was engaged to him once upon a time —
 remember?”
They reached the bridge. Several cars were parked nearby. Only the fire engine was parked near the cabin.
Jennifer stopped the car and pulled off the road. They hurried across to the scene of the fire.
Don was relieved to see Allan and Peg standing with a blanket over them, looking at the charred remains. The firemen were still hosing an obviously controlled fire. Garry was talking to Allan. They both looked over as Don and Jennifer approached.
“You had us worried,” Don said. “It’s good to see you alive and kicking.”
Allan looked drawn and tired. Black circles around his eyes and a disheveled appearance completed the picture. He tried to smile but didn’t quite succeed.
“I don’t know what to say, Don. I guess we were lucky to get out alive. I’m really sorry about the cabin. We couldn’t save it.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Don said. “The main thing is that you’re okay. What about your paintings?”
Allan shook his head. “Most of them went up in flames. I got some of them out. A few were pretty badly scorched.”
There was little left of the cabin. Its charred interior was completely exposed to the weather. Columns of smoke rose from the remains.
“You look kind of beat up yourself,” Allan said. “What happened?”
Garry laughed. “He tried to hit somebody with his head. Only trouble was, his head wasn’t as hard as he thought it was.”
“Thanks to Garry, I don’t look like a punching bag instead of somebody who ran into a door.” Don paused. “You two know each other?”
“Heck, we played hockey together,” Garry said. “Why didn’t you tell me he was living out here?”
“I didn’t expect to know anybody from Fairmore,” Allan said. “I was surprised when Garry showed up this morning with the fire engine.”
“Well, you don’t have to worry about a place to stay,” Garry said. “There’s lots of room at my place. You can stay as long as you like.”
“I hardly know what to say,” Allan said. “Everybody’s been so kind to us. We don’t know how to thank you. I feel badly about the cabin. Next spring I’ll build another one for you — that’s a promise.”
Some of the other players had moved closer to the group and stood listening to what Allan was saying.
“Well, I can promise you the hockey team will be out to give you a hand. We’ll have another cabin up before you know it. We hockey players have to stick together. Right, guys?” Garry said.
There was an enthusiastic agreement among the players. “Maybe we can put on an exhibition game and use the proceeds to buy the logs,” Benny Jukes added.
“I’m sure Jess Abernathy would give you a good deal on cement and lumber,” Don said. “He’s pretty good that way.”
Allan shook his head. “I’m overwhelmed. I never expected this kind of treatment. It makes me feel as though what happened this morning was a blessing rather than a stroke of bad luck. I mean look at all the friends we’ve made, a whole hockey team.”
“It’s just too bad your paintings were burned. A cabin can always be rebuilt, but it’s pretty hard to replace a work of art,” Don observed.
Allan nodded. “The place was getting kind of cluttered anyway,” he said good-naturedly. The others laughed. “Now I can make a clean start. Some of the paintings I lost should have been burned anyway.”
Don was amazed at Allan’s state of mind. How could anybody who had just lost over a year’s work make a joke about it? It certainly attested to his strength of character.
Jennifer was quiet on the drive back to Fairmore as Don discussed the turn of events in Allan’s life. Finally, she said: “I can’t get over the change in Garry. I haven’t seen him this enthusiastic about anything since…well, since we were going together. It was marvelous to see.”
Don glanced over at her. “Maybe helping someone else is what he needs instead of sitting around moping over his own problems. Who knows, maybe he’ll even stop drinking.”
“I think he already has,” Jennifer said. “He told me he hadn’t taken a drink for over a week. And for him, that’s really something.”
Jennifer dropped Don off at the hotel. He was hungry and went straight to the kitchen. Mrs. Schafer was just putting the dishes away.
“I saved you some bacon and eggs,” she said. “I hope the fire wasn’t serious.”
“I have a cabin on some property I inherited from my dad. It burned down. Some friends were living in it, but they weren’t hurt.”
“Thank goodness,” she said. “Sit yourself down and I’ll bring your breakfast in.”
When she reappeared, she said, “I almost forgot. There was a man here looking for you. He said he would be back later on.”
Don looked up. “Oh? What did he look like?”
Mrs. Schafer’s face took on a look of concentrated thoughtfulness. “Hmm…let me see. He was about fifty I would say. Tall, brown hair. The burly type. I’m afraid I’m not very good at describing people. He was a stranger to me.”
Don tried to think of who it might have been. It was obviously not somebody from Fairmore. Mrs. Schafer knew almost everybody in town. Well, he would no doubt find out soon enough.
After he had finished breakfast, he went up to his room. He still felt tired, worn out from the night before and lay down on the bed. It seemed he had hardly closed his eyes when there was a knock on the door.
“Brush!” Don exclaimed when he opened the door. “What are you doing down here?”
“Well, if you invite me in, I’ll tell you. How are things going?”
“Considerably better than the last time I talked to you,” Don said, pulling out a chair for Brush to sit on.
“That’s good to hear. You’re ready to come back to Saskatoon then I guess.”
“Is that why you’re here? To try and talk me into coming back.”
Brush laughed. “Of course. The team’s making its southern swing. We played Regina last night. Tomorrow night we play Weyburn and then on to Estevan. Since we are in Weyburn, I thought I would hop down and see you. I’ll probably never get a better opportunity.”
“I appreciate the gesture,” Don said. “But I think I’ll be staying here for the rest of the season. Things are working out pretty well. I’d be letting the team down if I walked out on them now.”
“I see,” Brush said. “Naturally I’m disappointed. But there’s more to my trip than that. If you remember, I mentioned on the phone that if you didn’t play junior this year you would be passed over on the draft. Well, the scouts will be making their reports on us in the next few weeks. If you were to join us now, you’d have a chance. Otherwise…” He made a hopeless gesture.
Don stared out the window. He knew Brush was right. Playing away down here in an intermediate league was like burying himself — digging his own grave. And next year he would be too old for junior. He would be destined to obscurity and have thrown away everything he had ever wanted and worked for. Of course, he had known that when he made the decision to come to Fairmore. It was a tough decision to make but he knew that he had made up his mind. There was no way he was going to let his team down. Not now when things were beginning to go so well.
“The answer’s still no,” he said. “I know I’m crazy, but I’ve made my decision. I’m sorry.”
Brush sighed. “So am I. I was hoping you would say yes so I wouldn’t have to do what I’m going to do now.” He looked at the floor and then up to meet Don’s gaze. “I’m going to have to insist that you come back, Don. The only reason we let you go was because you told us you were through with hockey. Now that you’re playing again, the situation has changed. You’re obligated to play for us.”
“You mean you’re going to force me to come back?” Don asked incredulously.
“I’m afraid so. It’s for your own good. You’ll thank me for this later on, you’ll see.” His voice somehow lacked its usual conviction.
Don stared at his former coach. “I didn’t think you would do this to me, Brush. I thought I knew you better.”
Avoiding Don’s stare, Brush stood up. “I’m going over to the restaurant for a coffee. When you’ve thought about what I’ve said, come and join me and we’ll talk things over.”
Don sat back on the bed, his head spinning. He felt as though he had just lost a good friend.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
For an hour after Brush left, Don sat considering every possible means of frustrating his ex-coach’s attempts to get him to rejoin the team. Finally, he put on his jacket and walked the block and a half to the Dew Drop Inn. He knew that it was pointless to try and change the mind of a man like Brush. If there was one quality that the man possessed in abundance, it was stubbornness.
When he entered the café, he saw Garry and Allan sitting with Brush in the corner. As Don approached them, Garry looked up. “Hey Don, look who I found. Would you believe it?”
Don gave him a half smile as he sat down beside them. “Hi Allan,” he said, ignoring Brush. “Where’s Peg?”
“She’s over at Garry’s. She and Jennifer are fixing up the apartment. They asked us politely to leave so they could get some work done. I guess we know when we’re not welcome.” A smile creased his broad face.
There was an awkward pause as Garry looked from Don to Brush. “Anything wrong?” he asked. “You two don’t seem too friendly for a couple of old buddies.”
“It’s my fault,” Brush said. “My trip down here isn’t a social one, I’m afraid. I’ve come to tell Don that he’s to report back to the club as soon as possible.”
Garry and Don exchanged looks. “You must be kidding,” Garry said. “I don’t get it.”
“It’s very simple,” Brush explained. “He’s our property. When he chose to quit hockey, there was nothing we could do, but now that he’s playing again, he’s obligated to play with nobody but us.”
“You mean he’s not free to play with us? How come?” Garry asked.
Brush nodded. “The only way he can get out of his contract is by obtaining an unconditional release. Frankly, at the moment, I can’t do that. I’ve got an obligation to our owners to ice the best hockey team I can. Without Don, I’m not living up to that obligation.” He paused as the others thought about what he was saying. “Besides, I’m doing him a favor. He knows he has no future playing in this league. He’s probably doing himself a lot of harm playing amongst a bunch of…against teams that don’t offer much —”
“Now just one minute,” Garry interrupted. “Whatever else this league is, it’s not a bush league as you’re implying. There’s some good hockey played down here and I’d bet my last dollar that Don is getting just as good an experience here as he would with you.”
Brush made an impatient gesture. “Oh, come on Garry. Be realistic. You played junior — you know the difference.”
“I haven’t been able to get to any of the games,” Allan said. “So I really can’t compare them. But the intermediate hockey I saw up north was pretty good. Aren’t a lot of their players ex-juniors?”
“Of course they are,” Garry said. “Some of them have played pro too. Two of the Ferrins have pro experience, several of the players on the other teams have played Senior A. A lot of them have played college hockey in the States on scholarships. So you can hardly call it a bush league.”
Brush looked unconvinced. “You can talk until the cows come home but you wouldn’t convince me. I’ve seen too much intermediate hockey to change my mind on that score.”
There was a smugness about him that angered Don.
A smile suddenly crossed Garry’s face as he looked at Brush. “Say, I’ve got a whale of an idea. Why don’t you bring that team of yours down here and just see how good they are. I mean, you’re already in Weyburn — that’s only a few hours from here. If you beat us, Don goes with you, if not, he stays with us. If it ends in a tie, we can have a shootout.”
“Now just a minute,” Don interrupted. “I’m not sure I like being treated like a pawn in a chess game.”
Brush was shaking his head. “It couldn’t be done anyway, so stop worrying. The owners would have a fit if we played against you rough and tumble guys. There’s not one of your players who wouldn’t love to rack up some of our guys.”
Garry wasn’t to be denied. “I promise you there won’t be any rough stuff. This is an exhibition game. We’ll strictly play hockey.” He looked at Allan. “As an additional incentive, we could donate the proceeds of the game to help our local artist get back on his feet again.”
“The owners would never go for it, Garry. I’m sorry. I couldn’t take the chance that one of my players could get hurt. Besides, I’m not sure my guys would want to play you. They’ve already got a pretty hectic schedule.”
“Why don’t you ask them?” Garry shot at him.
For the first time Brush seemed at a loss for words. Then he shrugged. “Seems to me I’ve got everything to lose and nothing to gain. After all, Don’s our property already. What’s in it for me?”
Garry grinned. “Never thought I’d see the day when Brush Harvey would turn down a challenge like that. I still think we can give you a heck of a game, maybe even beat you. What do you think guys?”
Don and Allan nodded their heads in agreement.
“I’ve seen some awfully good intermediate hockey,” Allan said. “I think you guys would have a real shot.”
Brush looked thoughtful for a moment then he chuckled. “Okay, I’ll give them a call. If they say yes, then it’s on. But remember, I’m sticking my neck out. If the owners hear about this, I’ll be twisting in the wind and maybe looking for another coaching job.” He stood up and began walking toward the door. “I’ll call them from my car. Be back in a few minutes.”
When he had gone, Don began to laugh. “You are amazing, Garry. You should have been a salesman. You could sell snow to the Eskimos.”
“I appreciate the bit about the proceeds going to help me out, Garry,” Allan said. “That was real thoughtful, but I think the money should go to Minor Hockey instead.”
“Anyway, it was a stroke of genius,” Don said. “It might just be the part that makes Brush go for it. You know how he likes to be considered a contributor to anything connected with the community.”
“Do you think the team will be interested?” Garry asked.
Don smiled. “Well, if I was playing for them, I don’t think there would be any doubt in my mind. I think they’ll go for it.”
“The next question is can we beat them?” Garry asked. “Sorry about putting your neck on the line, but it seemed the only thing to do. At least we’ve got a chance this way.”
“They’re a good, solid team,” Don said. “But they’re not invincible. If we play sound, fundamental hockey and get a few breaks, we could take them. We could have beaten them on Saturday night — we could have beaten anybody then. We were fired up and that’s what we need when and if we play them.”
Ten minutes later Brush returned and took his seat. “We can play on Tuesday night. We were going to go on to Estevan and practice Tuesday for a Wednesday night game, but we’ll play you instead. How’s that sound?”
“Great!” Gary said excitedly. “I guess we’d better dig up Lew and tell him first. I think he’ll be pretty excited about this. He loves a good challenge.”
“Just hold on,” Brush said. Garry resumed his seat. “I haven’t finished. First of all, there’s to be no needless rough stuff. This isn’t a game to prove who’s got the most muscle. Is that understood?”
They nodded in agreement.
“Second, we’ll need a place to stay, like billets or something. Either that or a percentage of the gate. This kind of side trip isn’t in our budget. Can you arrange that?”
“No problem,” Garry said.”We’ll have a meeting tonight and set things up. We might be able to use the high school dorms since the kids are off school this week.”
“Thirdly,” Brush said, “there’ll be no questions asked if we beat you. Don comes with us.”
Don nodded. The thought of having to pack up and leave the team and the friends that he had made didn’t sit well with him, but there didn’t seem to be any way out of it except to win the game.
Brush looked at his watch. “I’ve got to get back to Weyburn,” he said, rising. “I’ll see you guys on Tuesday night.” At the door, he stopped and looked back at the group. “And good luck — you’re going to need it.”
Lew’s initial response to the game was one of annoyance. “You mean you bet that we can beat the Saskatoon Huskies with Don as the stakes? You guys have lost your mind.”
“Well, it’s not quite like that,” Don explained. “You see, Brush came down here to tell me to report to the club. Legally, I’m still signed with them. The game at least gives me a chance to stay in Fairmore if we win. Otherwise, I’ll have to rejoin the Huskies.”
They were standing in Lew’s living room. He gestured for them to sit down. “What I can’t understand is why Brush chose now to claim you. Their league’s been going for over six weeks.”
“They’re not doing so hot this year so I guess he’s decided he needs me. Besides, my release was conditional. If I decided to play hockey again, I could only play for them. I neglected to read the fine print.”
Lew looked thoughtful. “What are our chances of beating them? You know them better than anybody, Don.”
Don repeated what he had told Garry and Allan. “We’re not going to outskate them that’s for sure. So we’re going to have to play a defensive game and wait for the breaks.”
“What about their goaltender? Is he any good? Any weaknesses there that we can take advantage of?” Lew asked.
“Tom Erickson is their regular goalie, so I would imagine he’ll be playing. He’s fast on his feet and he’s got an excellent glove hand. The only way you can beat him is along the ice or a screen shot. He’ll get everything in the air.”
“Well, we can discuss this later on. Right now we’ll have to phone the rest of the team and call a meeting for tonight. Two days doesn’t give us much time.”
* * *
The meeting was held in the dressing room at the arena. Most of the players were present and a general enthusiasm was evident when they were told the purpose of the meeting, although most already knew. Fairmore was a small town and news travelled fast.
Strategies were discussed as well as the more mundane job of advertising and finding a place for the team to stay. It was decided to give the Huskies a percentage of the gate with the rest split between Minor Hockey and Allan. Arrangements had to be made for an emergency practice on Monday night.
By Monday afternoon the whole town was talking about the upcoming game. Speculation was rampant. The skeptics scoffed at Lew’s chances, the more optimistic predicted a win. One thing was clear. Once again the Fairmore arena would resound with the roar of a full house.
Lew concentrated on several pattern plays on Monday night as well as clearing the puck out of their own zone. “Play it like the Russians,” he said. “Puck control and lots of fore-checking.”
When the practice was finished, an overall optimism prevailed in the dressing room. It looked, Don thought, as though firing the team up for the game wasn’t going to be a problem. They were already fired up during the practice and with a full house and the prospect of playing against a top junior team, Lew’s job was going to be an easy one.
As he walked home that night, Don thought of the alternatives. He knew that the chances were good that he would be leaving Fairmore in the next few days. That thought worried him. He had come to like the place and its people, his job. There would be a time when he would have to leave of course, but now wasn’t that time.
He dreamed that night that he had a breakaway and was coming in on the Husky’s goalie, but when he tried to shoot, the puck stuck to his stick like glue and no matter what he did, he couldn’t shake it loose.
When he awoke and recalled the dream, he hoped it wasn’t some kind of omen.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The Huskies arrived in Fairmore early on Tuesday evening. The arena was already beginning to fill up as their bus pulled up to the entrance.
Don was there to meet them with Lew and Garry as Brush stepped off the bus. Don introduced Brush to Lew. Several of the Huskies threw quips at him as they got off the bus.
“Hey Busher, you ready to be humiliated?”
“What’s the name of this place anyway? Dogpatch?”
“Hey guys, we’re in lower Slobovia — everybody out.”
Don grinned and shook hands with some of his old friends. “Save your jokes until later,” he said. “You might need them then.”
There was a cheer from the crowd as the Huskies made their way past them to the dressing room.
When Lew, Garry and Don returned to their own dressing room, the place was in an uproar. The players were using up nervous energy in a mock version of a hockey game. Underweared and half-dressed players alike were involved with a concentrated energy in the game at hand. The puck was rolled up pieces of tape, the net a circle on the wall. Such was the absorption in the game that Lew’s appearance went unnoticed.
“Okay you guys, save your energy for the game eh?” Lew said. “We’re going to need every bit we’ve got.”
“Aw Lew, we were just about to tie the score,” Benny complained. “It ain’t fair.”
Lew walked to the chalk board as the players resumed dressing. “We’ve been over this a dozen times, so I won’t belabor it. Just remember, if you give these guys half a stride, they’ll leave you behind every time. You’ve got to get out there and skate like you haven’t skated before. And check, check, check. I don’t care who you’re playing, if you hang onto your checks like your life depended on it, they can’t do much damage.”
Don had forgotten how big the Huskies were as he watched them warm up before the game. And they looked impressive there was no doubt about that. He just hoped that the Blades would not be overwhelmed by their appearance. The only advantage they had was that the Huskies probably underestimated them. If that was the case, the Blades might get opportunities that they otherwise wouldn’t get.
Lew gave a final pep talk before they went back onto the ice for the face-off. “And keep this uppermost in your mind guys,” he said. “You’re playing this one for Don. If we win, he stays with us. Let’s make sure he does.”
The team went through the door like a pack of wild horses and were greeted with the loudest roar ever heard in the Fairmore arena. Don had to smile at the team’s enthusiasm. None of them had ever experienced anything like this nor were they likely to again. It was a moment to savor.
Brush’s strategy was evident almost immediately. Don could almost hear him: “fore-check these guys into the ice, rush them, overwhelm them, make them lose their confidence. This is a whole new experience for them so they should be easy to rattle. Once we get them rattled, it should be easy pickings.”
The first few minutes of the game was played at a breakneck pace with the puck going from end to end. But it was sloppy hockey at best as was often the case when two totally different teams met for the first time.
“Rag the puck,” Lew yelled. “And keep it out of our end.”
Don and Garry were working well together and carrying the play when they were on the ice. Don had several good shots on net which were easily handled by Erickson. Each time he got a pass from Garry.
The crowd roared continuously beginning to realize that this club of theirs was holding its own.
Midway through the period, Don intercepted a clearing pass by a defenseman and let a shot go along the ice. It hit a skate and slithered into the corner of the net. Erickson didn’t have a chance.
The game had to be halted for five minutes while the debris was cleaned off the ice. The fans were wild and began to chant, “Go Blades Go”. Another roar, louder than the first, went up when the loudspeaker announced the goal scorer.
“There’s our first break,” Lew said, as Don skated to the bench. “Let’s hope there’s going to be more of them. If we can keep up this pace, we’ll hold our own.”
Jake Cuthbert made several sensational saves in the net that gave the team a big lift. He was grinning from ear to ear as the team clumped into the dressing room at the end of the first period.
Don went over to him and put his arm around his friend’s shoulder. “Nice going, Jake. You’re doing great out there.” They could still hear the murmur of the crowd as they settled into the dressing room a goal up on the Saskatoon Huskies.
Lew went from player to player slapping them on the pads and giving them words of encouragement. Don had never seen him so worked up. And no wonder, he thought. It would be a feather in his cap if he could pull off a win against A Major Junior team. The specter of losing his coaching job would disappear forever.
Don felt satisfied with the way he was playing so far. The goal was the biggest thrill of his life. If only it would hold up. But he knew that was pure folly to even consider. The Huskies had too many prolific scorers to ever keep them off the scoreboard. In their first eight games this season, they had not been shut out once. They had scored no less than three goals and as many as six in one game. Even at that, they were only in third place although they had won their last two games by a good margin.
The buzzer sounded to end the rest period and the teams returned to the ice. Don hoped the team didn’t feel complacent. He knew only too well that one period did not make a hockey game. The time to get complacent was when the final whistle blew and they had won the game.
Their second break came in the middle period. The Huskies came out strong and were pressing in Blade territory, peppering Jake with shots.
Don picked up a rebound in the corner and saw Garry breaking up centre ice. He fired the puck straight up the middle. A Husky defenseman got his stick on it, but it got past him and Garry picked it up at full flight. There was no one between him and the goalie.
Twenty feet out, he let a slap shot go that Erickson had to do the splits on to save. The rebound came straight out to Tom Halverson who fired it into the net.
Brush called his players to the bench amidst the thunderous roar of the crowd. While the rink rats cleaned up the debris, Brush talked to his players, making gestures and slapping them on the back before they skated to centre ice for the face off.
The roar of the crowd was a continuous thing as they could smell victory. Every fan called encouragement to the players, the trumpeter kept up a continual blast on his horn. Every time the home town boys got the puck, the crowd chanted, “Go Blades Go”.
Brush’s strategy became evident a few minutes later: Puck control. Keep possession and force the other team into taking a penalty. It was a favorite Brush Harvey strategy.
It wasn’t long before their intention was realized. Frustrated at not being able to get the puck, Ev Timichuk hooked a player and was banished to the penalty box for two minutes.
Lew called the players to the bench and sent out the first line. “Try to hang onto the puck as long as you can,” he said, “and then ice it.”
The Husky’s power play proved too strong for the short-handed Blades and before a minute was up, they had scored from the point on a screen shot. The roar of the crowd settled down to a murmur as Timichuk skated back onto the ice.
The Blades hung on until the buzzer went to end the second period. It was becoming increasingly obvious, however, that the Huskies were beginning to dominate and that it would be only a matter of time before the score was tied.
The Blades did not lose their spirit during the rest period. They were still ahead and they weren’t going to go down to defeat without a struggle.
“Come on you guys,” Benny yelled. “We can do it. We’ve proved that now. Let’s get out there and win this one.”
There was a spontaneous roar as they burst through the door for the final period.
The pace had slowed somewhat during the second period but the tempo of the game returned to what it had been in the first period. Brush was obviously counting on the superior conditioning of his club to overwhelm the Blades. The puck went from end to end with neither team able to score the next all-important goal.
With six minutes left in the game, a speedy Husky winger took a pass from his centre man and broke in on the wing. Larry Domico forced him to go around the net, but as he emerged from the other side, he faked a pass to centre and then flipped the puck into the corner of the net between Jake and the pipes.
A groan went up from the crowd. The dreaded tying goal had been scored. Only a monumental effort by this tired hometown club could bring about a win now.
Several hairbreadth misses by the Huskies in the dying minutes of the game caused the crowd some moments of apprehension. Their “Go Blades Go” chant wasn’t quite as resounding as it had been earlier as the crowd could sense the game slipping away. Not one fan, however, had left his seat. They were going to see this game to the end, win or lose. And win or lose, their club had shown itself to be a courageous and plucky bunch worthy of the admiration of any fans.
With less than thirty seconds on the clock, the teams faced off in Husky territory to the right of their goal tender. The puck was dropped. Ackerman got the draw and dropped the puck back to his defenseman, Bill Buller. Buller moved in, then passed over to Arnie Lockhart who was in the clear. Lockhart blasted the puck into a maze of players in front of the net. It hit several of them before ending up on Garry’s stick at the side of the net. A quick flick of the wrist and the puck was in.
There were only eight seconds left in the game.
A thunderous roar went up from the crowd as they realized what had happened. The players hugged each other around the net. Several fans jumped over the boards and started across the ice thinking the game was over. The loudspeaker was drowned out by the crowd.
It was ten minutes before the ice was cleared of spectators and debris. The puck was dropped. Ackerman got the draw and fired the puck into his own zone. By the time his defenseman had retrieved the puck, the game was over.
Brush came across the ice to shake Lew’s hand. He winked at Don. “You guys played a great game. They deserve to keep you. And I take back everything I said about this being a bush league.”
The crowd stood and applauded as the teams skated to the dressing rooms. Lew was smiling and shaking hands as he followed. In the dressing room pandemonium prevailed. The players in their excitement almost took the room apart.
“We did it, we did it guys. We showed them,” Garry yelled and once more the team enacted the ritual of hoisting the goalie, Jake Cuthbert, onto their shoulders and marching around and around the room.
Don felt exhilarated. He knew the game would be a highlight in his career, something he would remember proudly and tell his children about. The fans of Fairmore would talk about this game for years to come and the age-old debate would continue about which league was the better one, junior or intermediate. Not many would side with intermediate, but on this night, they proved something both to themselves and to their fans. Yes, they had played over their heads, and maybe they had gotten lucky, but wasn’t that what happened sometimes in sports? Sometimes the underdogs became the giant-killers.
Best of all, Don thought, he would be staying around Fairmore to share in their victory and help the team out. Fairmore was his kind of town and he had no intention of leaving it for some time.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
There were people everywhere, fans and players alike at Lew’s party after the game. Don’s hand was sore from being shaken. He felt as though he had personally met every citizen of Fairmore and then some.
The talk naturally centered on the hockey game. Plays were rehashed and evaluated — everyone had his own opinion about why the team had won that night.
Don enjoyed the self-indulgence as much as anyone, perhaps more, since he was the central figure in so many of the discussions.
As the house began to fill up, Don yearned to get away. At the first opportunity, he grabbed his coat and made for the door.
“You’re not going already, are you?” he heard someone say and turned to see Jennifer standing with a bowl of popcorn in her hands.
“I was just going to get some air,” he said. “It’s getting a bit close for me.”
“Just a minute and I’ll come with you,” she said. She put the bowl on the table and disappeared into the hallway. When she reappeared, she was wearing her coat.
Outside, she steered Don over to her car. “Let’s go for a ride.”
It was a clear, cold night with a full moon. Fairmore looked eerie and deserted at this hour as they drove up the main street.
“You played a wonderful game tonight, Don. Daddy was so pleased. I haven’t seen him this excited for years.”
“I’m glad. He’s earned it.”
She turned to him. “We owe a lot to you. If it hadn’t been for you, none of this would have happened.”
“You can thank Garry,” Don said. “It was his brainstorm. He was responsible for getting the Huskies to come here in the first place by challenging Brush like he did. It was a stroke of genius.”
She smiled. “He’s changed so much. I can hardly believe it. He’s not the same person.” She paused. “It’s because of you, you know. He respects you. I think he wanted to prove to you that he wasn’t just a hockey bum.”
“Whatever his reasons, I’m glad he’s back to his old self again. It hardly seems possible that at one time he would only speak to me in grunts.”
Jennifer stopped the car on the hill overlooking the town. The eeriness was even more pronounced from here. The lights from Jennifer’s house could be seen in the distance.
“He’s…he’s asked me to accept his ring back,” she said, not looking at him. “He wants us to be engaged again.”
Don looked over at her. “Oh?” He felt a stab of disappointment. There had never been anything spoken between them. They had simply been good friends. But Don knew that their next step was one that he had been looking forward to. From the moment he had met her, he had been captivated by both her personality and her appearance. He had been almost certain that she felt the same way.
“What do you think?” she asked.
He sighed. “I’m glad for you — for both of you. I think you’ll make a wonderful couple.” It wasn’t what he wanted to say. He wanted to tell her how much he liked her, admired her and hoped that they would become an item, but that wasn’t going to happen. On this night of celebration, Don suddenly felt like all the air had been forced out of his lungs.
She put her hand on his. “Thanks Don. That means a lot to me. I haven’t accepted yet, of course. I told him I would think it over. It’s not an easy decision to make. Once bitten twice shy. But everybody makes mistakes and deserves a second chance don’t you think?”
“I do, and I think he’s a very lucky guy.”
She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. It was a friendly gesture, nothing more. Don put his arm around her. “You know something?” he said. “I envy Garry very much.”
“I guess we’d better get back to the party. We wouldn’t want too many tongues wagging now would we?”
The party was still going strong when they got back. Don wondered how he was ever going to make it to work the next day. In six hours he would be getting up.
Jess Abernathy approached Don when they came in the door and shook his hand. “Sorry I wasn’t here earlier,” he said. “But I had some things I had to finish at the yard. That was some performance out there tonight. Congratulations! We were all pulling for you. And don’t worry about coming in tomorrow. You’ve earned a rest.”
“Thanks Jess,” Don said. “I appreciate that. I’m not very good at anything when I haven’t had my eight hours.”
It was almost light when Garry dropped Don off at the hotel. “Sleep tight,” he said. “See you tomorrow — or should I say today?”
“Right,” Don said. He hesitated. “And congratulations — about you and Jennifer I mean. She’s a great girl.”
“What about us?” he asked.
Don sat down again. Oh, oh, had he breeched a confidence? Perhaps Jennifer wanted Garry to sweat it out for a few days before giving him the good news. It was a little late now to try to backtrack. “About becoming engaged again,” he said.
“Oh. She told you eh? Well, it isn’t exactly official yet. We’ve only talked about it.”
“I’m glad for you,” Don said.
“No hard feelings?”
Don hesitated. “No hard feelings. I admit I like her a lot, but you saw her first.” He managed a smile.
Garry laughed. “You gave me quite a fright there for awhile. I thought you two had something going.”
“So did I”, Don said honestly.
They were silent for a moment before Don roused himself. “Guess we better call it a night before it’s too late.” Don glanced at his watch. “This is about the time I get up. Guess I’m going to miss breakfast today.”
“See you tomorrow,” Garry said.
Don watched him drive away then turned toward the hotel. A bitter feeling of emptiness engulfed him. At a time when he should have felt elated at the evening’s events, he felt only a letdown. It was his own fault, of course. He should have seen the writing on the wall. Jennifer had talked about Garry a lot, praising him, noticing how he had changed for the good. It was all there for him to see, but he had chosen to ignore it.
He tried to put it out of his mind as he made his way up to his room. But he couldn’t. He felt annoyed at himself. After all, his relationship with Jennifer had never advanced beyond hand-holding and friendship. Why then was he experiencing this letdown?
“Women,” he said to himself as he opened the door to his room. He was sure he would never understand them.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Gary helped Don carry his suitcases down the stairs and out to the car. It was a mid-September day with a vestige of summer warmth still in the air. He shook hands with Garry and kissed Jennifer on the cheek. Mrs. Schafer, in a rare moment of affection, came forward and gave Don a hug.
“It’s been a pleasure having you here,” she said. “Don’t be too long in coming back to us.”
He drove away watching the three in his rear-view mirror. They were real friends and he wouldn’t soon forget them. Funny, he thought, how things had been between Garry and him at first and then their becoming the best of friends. There was a lesson there somewhere.
He drove past the arena. It was deserted now, waiting for another hockey season. It wouldn’t have long to wait. In a few weeks the first practice would be called and in less than a month, the roar of the crowd would again be heard coming from its depths.
He wondered as he drove along how the team would do in the upcoming season. He along with a couple of the veterans were the only players who wouldn’t be returning. Lew of course was looking forward to another championship. There was no more talk of relieving him of his coaching position. Any coach who could take a last place team and pull off the league championship had little to worry about.
The turning point had been the victory against the Huskies. There was no beating them after that. The team had gone on to win a good share of its remaining games. The crowds, of course, had stayed with them and Fairmore had returned to the hockey town it had once been when they had won the national title. The sign that stood at the entrance to the town proclaiming the national championship had seen an addition. League champions 2008-2009. And it had plenty of room for expansion.
It was with personal satisfaction that Don recalled his part in the whole thing. He had won the scoring championship for the league with Garry a close second and had been chosen Most Valuable Player as well. That was no mean feat in a league that boasted several ex-pros.
But most important of all, he had found himself both as a hockey player and a person. He had learned to control his temper and take his knocks without flying into a rage. And when a decision went against him, he shrugged it off as best he could and got on with the game. There was no percentage in letting his temper get the better of him. It only succeeded in making him look ridiculous and getting him into a lot of trouble. Hockey was a tough game and presented enough problems without adding to them with a bad attitude. His Blade’s teammates looked up to him. He couldn’t be a leader with an anger management problem.
He took a last look at the town as he turned onto the highway and headed north. The ubiquitous grain elevators flanked the south side of the town like giant statues. But it was different from other prairie towns of similar size. It was this unique quality that he would always remember. It pleased him to know that he would be returning at least once more for Garry and Jennifer’s wedding and he hoped many more times after that.
As he drove along, he thought of Brush. His team had done well also. They had finished second and had won their playoffs. So after all, his part on the team hadn’t been as important as Brush had made out. The appearance of several major league scouts in the Fairmore arena had been a direct result of Brush’s influence. Don had received an invitation to attend a tryout with the newly-formed Saskatoon club’s training camp in a pro league. The first thing he would do when he got to Saskatoon was look up Brush and thank him.
Yesterday he had gone out to say goodbye to Allan and Peg. The cabin had been rebuilt with a lot of improvements, thanks to some of the hockey players and other volunteers. Allan was pleased with it and insisted on paying rent. At first Don had refused but then realized that he was being patronizing so agreed to a nominal rent.
Some of his recent paintings showed a definite improvement and maturity. Don was overwhelmed when Allan presented him with the promised painting. It was a landscape of his property with the old cabin on it. Allan had painted it from memory.
“I’ll follow your career with interest, Don,” he said. “I know you’ll do well. I envy you.”
“I’ll look forward to your first art exhibit in Regina. Never thought I’d turn into an art lover,” he said. “But seeing all those beautiful paintings of yours has been an inspiration.”
How long Allan and Peg would choose to stay on the land, Don didn’t know. It didn’t matter. The cabin would only sit empty. Better that it be lived in than rot away with disuse. Now that Jennifer and Garry were their friends, they had additional reasons to stay.
He recalled Jennifer’s revelation that she and Garry were thinking of getting back together again. It had been a blow. She was something special. And to think that at one time he had suspected her of collusion with her father in bringing him to Fairmore. Now, when he looked back on it, when he had come to really know Jennifer, it seemed preposterous that he could have doubted her. Their wedding date hadn’t been set, but Don promised he would be there if it was humanly possible.
“I’ll be there for sure even if it’s in the hockey season,” he said.
“It won’t be in the hockey season,” Jennifer promised. “I’m not having my honeymoon interrupted by a hockey game.” They all laughed.
Now he was about to begin another phase of his life. He looked forward to his new career, meeting new people, seeing his mother again. It had been a stroke of good luck being offered a tryout with a professional team right in his home town. The old doubts about being unable to control his temper had disappeared. If his experience in Fairmore had taught him anything, it was to have faith in himself, in his abilities. Once a person learned that, there was no limit to what he could achieve. For Don, success was taking pride in what he was doing, in never having to apologize for his actions and living the kind of life that was satisfying and thoughtful.
Now he had no reason to believe that he wasn’t on his way to achieving that goal.



QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS BY THE AUTHOR
Q: What made you write a story about a promising young junior hockey player who decides to give up the game and then plays intermediate hockey for a small town?
A: Hockey players come in all shapes and sizes and personalities. I really wanted to explore how a young hockey player came to terms with his supposed out-of-control temper.
* * *
Q: Why did you choose a small town in Southern Saskatchewan as your setting?
A: I spent several years in Southern Saskatchewan in my youth and felt that it was the perfect setting for this novel, mainly because I am familiar with that area of Saskatchewan and played hockey there in the 50’s.
* * *
Q. Don Jordan becomes quite paranoid about some of the people he comes to know, thinking they have used him and made money from getting him to play for the local team. Isn’t that a little extreme for a young man of 19 to think along those lines?
A: You have to consider that Don needs a lot of growing up to do when he arrives in Fairmont. He has only recently met some of these people and has yet to feel comfortable that they are looking out for his best interests. Growing up and learning to trust takes time.
* * *
Q: You create almost an immediate conflict between Don and Garry Ackerman. Was this strictly for dramatic purposes?
A: Well, both of these individuals have their own demons and it was perhaps inevitable that they would clash. After all, Garry was the main guy on the hockey team and then along comes Don to replace him. Also, it looks like Don has stolen Garry’s girl friend. There’s plenty of motivation for Garry’s acrimony. It also sets up a pleasant surprise when Ackerman comes to Don’s rescue later in the novel and they become friends.
* * *
Q: It looks like Don and Jennifer are going to become an item and yet at the end of the novel, she goes back to Garry. What is your thinking there?
A: Jennifer and Garry were originally engaged to be married. They broke up because of Garry’s drinking and his inability to get his life straightened around. Once he showed that he had become a responsible and earnest individual, Jennifer’s feelings for him changed. That left Don out in the cold so to speak. Also, Don is a little younger than Jennifer and probably not ready for a permanent relationship anyway.
* * *
Q: What was your thinking concerning a match between a Major junior team and an intermediate team from a small town? Realistically, the intermediate team wouldn’t have much of a chance, would they?
A: Under normal circumstances, you’re right. An intermediate team wouldn’t have much of a chance. The only offsetting circumstance is that Fairmore has both Don and Garry who are of Major junior status. And of course, this is a work of fiction and anything is possible in the world of imagination. Besides, Fairmore was more motivated than Saskatoon. Perhaps that was what tipped the scale in their favor.
* * *
Q: When Don’s cabin burns down, Don doesn’t seem overly concerned about the loss, only worried that his friend Allan and his wife were safe. How does this fit into the scheme of things?
A: This certainly reveals how Don is maturing. Yes, he could have been all upset about losing his cabin and blamed Allan for being irresponsible. But he realizes that this could have happened to anyone. Besides, in the end, with the help of the team, a new cabin is going to be built. Considering how old the other one was, it’s amazing that it lasted as long as it did.
* * *
Q: When Don’s mother finds out that something is amiss and that her son is acting unlike himself, she travels several hundred miles to talk to him. She could have phoned him and saved herself a trip. Why did she go all the way down on the train to talk to her son?
A: There’s nothing like a face to face discussion especially for a mother who is concerned about her son’s welfare. Don wasn’t in the greatest state of mind when he left Saskatoon and when his mother heard from his boss that he seem depressed, she knew she needed to talk to him in person.
* * *
Q: When Brush shows up and insists that Don rejoin the team, Don seems taken aback. Surely he must have known that he couldn’t play anywhere else except for Saskatoon.
A: We’re dealing with a nineteen-year-old here. Perhaps Don wasn’t aware of his status with the Saskatoon Blades or maybe he didn’t care, hoping that Brush had written him off. Whatever his reason for joining another team, it doesn’t seem to have occurred to Don that what he was doing violated a contract.
* * *
Q: Do you think the Ferrin’s attack on Don was realistic? Doesn’t it seem a little melodramatic? Does this kind of thing happen in hockey?
A: I’m sure it does happen. Conflicts on the ice sometimes spill over into off-ice incidents. And the Ferrins weren’t exactly your fine upstanding citizens.
* * *
Q: What do you want your readers to take away from your novel?
A: That we all have problems to solve no matter who we are. And the way we go about it tells a lot about us. Don had a lot of growing up to do and through his experiences with coaches, players and other people he comes into contact with, he is able to learn to trust, accept.
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Don Jordan is a gifted Major Junior hockey player with a problem. He is unable to
cantral his temper and has got himself into & number of dustups with both his opposition
and the hockey community itself. After ane particular game during which Don strikes a
player and the player has to be taken offthe ice on a stretcher. Dan begins to wander if he
has the temperament to be a hockey player.

After considerable thought, he decides to quit hockey altogether and find a job
However, his coach is not impressed. Don is an integral part of his hackey team and with
his loss, the team becames much less of a threat to the rest of the league. His coach tells
Him ta take & few days off and give it some mare thought. but Don is adsmant. As he sees
it there is na place for someane like him with his shart fuse.

Finding a job, however, praves to be harder than he imagined and after several weeks
and only able to pick up work here and there, Don is frustrated and almost ready to rejoin
his team. However, he receives a letter from a family friend in a small town in Southern
Saskatchewan, a town called Fairmore, offering him a job. Don leaps at the opportunity and
soon finds himself on a train from Saskatoon to Fairmore to take up a job at a lumber yard.

Fairmare has an intermediats hockey team that is desperate for new talent and when
Don arrives on the scene, the caach loses na time in trying to recruit Don. Hawever, Dan is
reluctant. He has quit hackey and has no desire to play for an intermediate hackey team.

Fairmare's coach, hawever, is determined to have Don join his team and eventually,
thraugh the influence of his daughter and community pressure, Dan decides to join the
team. Thus begins a long and frustrating journey trying to overcome his hair-trigger
temper, adapt ta his new enviranment and learn to trust the people closest to him. It is a
hard lesson to learn for a 18-year-old, but Don discovers a ot about himself and his place
in the hockey world

The author has witten and published many short stories in magazines
and newspapers. Thisishisthird novel. His irst two novels THE SHUTOUT
BIRL and THE LITTLEST HOCKEY PLAYER are also abaut hackey. He was
born in the Okanagan in the interior of British Columbia and played
minor hackey there. He played university hockey for the University of
British Columbia under Father Bauer in the B0's. He currently lives in
Comox. BE. with his wife and enjoys travelling. reading, writing and
playing o






