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The First Day


David stood frozen at the front of the class beside Miss Ponick. Her long red nails dug deep into David’s shoulder temporarily paralyzing the boy. She spoke with such joy about David’s arrival that it reminded him of the gaggle of aunts who visited his house. Overcome with excitement at seeing their oldest nephew, they pressed David’s head against their perfumed bosoms with a force great enough to turn anthracite into diamonds.


David’s teacher at St. Joseph’s had been fat and jovial. Matronly with a hearty laugh, Miss O’Leary was often prone to hugging and kissing the children. The day that David announced his departure, Miss O’Leary broke down and cried. Hoping that Miss Ponick was made of sterner stuff, David stole a glance up at her. Miss Ponick was petite. A slight woman with spinly arms and legs and no breast her clothes seemed to hang in mid-air, controlled in some alien fashion by her two sharp piercing eyes.  She looked manufactured like one of the models David had seen in the Eaton’s catalogue. Her hair was short and black, her mouth small, her nose turned up. She was wearing a blouse, a shade of light pink, through which David could see the outline of white undergarments. He turned his head away. There is an age when the last thing a boy wants to know is that there is skin beneath his teacher’s garments and David was at that age. But Miss Ponick smelled sweet, like the lilac bush outside his bedroom window, and though she gripped him firmly, she did not pinch. And so David’s opinion of Miss Ponick was weighted toward the positive until, out of the corner of his eye, David spotted a circle of darker pink spreading like a puddle from under Miss Ponick’s arm. ‘She sweats!’ a cry went up from deep inside David’s head. He turned away, abruptly dropping his eyes in the refuge of the patterned floor. As David set about the task of counting the squares in the checkerboard floor, he noticed that there were several small threads reaching out like carnivorous vines from Miss Ponick’s skirt toward his trousers. In their wake small holes in the material appeared through which Miss Ponick’s slip could be seen. Once again the warning, like the siren in a submarine, cried out from deep inside David’s head. David’s head shot up. He was now looking straight out at the class. A girl with big silver braces and glasses like coke bottles was staring back at him. ‘Dive!’ the cry went up again. David looked down. And there were Miss Ponick’s shoes waiting for him. There were holes in the end where her toes stuck out and they were painted red. The toes looked chubby, packed like little chocolate turtles into her shoes. His aunt Betty had similar toes, covered in what she called corns. David wondered if Miss Ponick had corns and whether she cut them off with small silver scissors, an operation David had seen his aunt perform numerous times on his visits to her home. 


“David is a new boy from the city…” Miss Ponick babbled on and on in a lovely lilting voice. Miss Ponick was proud of her voice, so much so that she capitalized on such occasions as the arrival of a new student to showcase it. She was especially pleased when the new student was French or German and she was permitted to entertain the students with her mastery of foreign tongues. David was neither French nor German but Miss Ponick, hiding her disappointment, soldiered on like a true professional.


David tried to repress a yawn. One of the girls in the front seats giggled. It was the same girl with the braces and glasses. David glared at her. Feasting on her tactical advantage, David was in the spotlight and therefore unarmed, the girl stuck her tongue out at him. As the recital continued, David tugged at the shirt collar that was leaving a rash on his neck. There was enough starch in his shirt to keep it erect in the absence of a wearer. The chain mail that knights in the middle-ages wore would have been more comfortable.  And then there was the tie his mother had wrapped around his neck. It felt like a hangman’s knot. His mother argued that all boys in suburban schools wore ties. She had read about attire in one of her woman’s magazines. ‘One must make a good first impression,’ his mother had declared that morning.


“Say hello to your new classmate, class.” Miss Ponick smiled enthusiastically, enunciating each word like a cheerleader. 


“Hello,” the class said in a loud though less than enthusiastic drone.


For the first time, David looked up for an extended period. The kids were staring at him with dumb deer-in-the-headlights gazes. David bit down on his lip in anger. Not a boy in the class was wearing a tie. Miss Ponick directed David toward his seat behind a fat girl with pigtails named Dorothy. As soon as he was seated, David undid the tie and shoved it into his trouser pockets. The class began their math lesson. The fat girl turned around and looked at David.


“You’ve got a big head,” she said.


Now that the spotlight was off him, David permitted himself the license to look around the room. Unlike St. Joseph’s, there was no paint peeling from the walls and ceiling. The desks that the children sat in were new and polished without the scratches, stains, and graffiti of his old school. The windows at St. Joseph were stained with the indelible character of years of rain, dust, and soot but these windows were almost invisible they were so clean.


The fat girl turned around again. 


“If I had a head as big as yours,” she said, “I’d be really embarrassed.”


At recess David stood outside the boys entrance to the school, huddled close to the building as if it were sanctuary. He looked out over the playground. There were no girls in the schoolyard. They were huddled around the building, skipping, bouncing balls off the wall, or talking. Were they afraid to go out into the yard? Perhaps it was the dirt. The schoolyard had only a trace of greenery and that was weeds. Girls, in David’s experience, were obsessed with cleanliness and neatness. They seemed to have no appreciation whatsoever for filth. David looked for his sister. With her bright red hair, Sandra should have been easy to spot, but he could not find her. 


The school had been completed that summer just in time to begin the school year, but the yard itself remained unfinished. There was no grass. At the far end of the yard, there were several small hills like a dust bowl created by the leveling of the schoolyard.  Boys were standing on the top of the mounts, waving their arms to other boys. Throughout the rest of the grounds, boys ran back and forth in all directions, laughing and shouting. Some played baseball or kicked around mounts of dirt in a version of soccer. Others played British bulldog or tag. Still other boys ran at full speed in different directions for reasons that were unclear to David. A high chain fence encircled the yard. Against the fence leaned dozens of bicycles.


Something smelled bad. It was an odor that David recognized from his father when he came home after work, but stronger, more like the stench from the winos that sometimes slept in the back lane behind their house in the city. David turned. Leaning against the wall of the school several yards from David was an older kid. At first David thought he was an adult. He wore an old tweed suit, shirt and tie and a brown cap on his head. His face was rough, unshaven with a dull gray pallor. There was a look of fear and distrust in his eyes that made David feel uncomfortable. David smiled. The kid smiled back. There was a huge gap between his two front teeth not unlike David’s own gap, but wider and bracketed by two golden arches. Later David would learn that the boy’s name was Leonard, and that next year he would be 16 and old enough to leave school.


Over dinner that evening David was asked how his first day had gone. He shrugged his shoulders. In truth, David couldn’t remember a thing that was taught. His mind had been totally focused on remaining invisible. Fortunately Sandra had lots to say and occupied his parents’ attention for most of the meal. 


“Everything is so new!” Sandra said gushing with enthusiasm. “Oh mom, the blackboards are so black. And Mrs. McCallion let me stay in at recess and help her tidy up. She is so nice. And the girls in my class were so nice to me. None of them said anything mean.”


Mr. Hallowell interrupted Sandra’s address to the family by asking David to pass the potatoes.


Mrs. Hallowell turned to David. She asked:


“What did you learn today, David?”


David looked at his mother pleadingly.


“Gee mom, no one learns anything on the first day.”


“You must have taken something up in class,” his father insisted, scooping two tablespoons of potatoes onto his plate and reaching for the gravy.


“Ya, there was some stuff.”


Sandra interrupted David’s response. For once he was grateful for his sister’s bubbling impatience.


“Mrs. McCallion promised that we would go on a nature trip next month. We have to have permission slips. Can I go mom? Please.”


“Permission slips?” Mr. Hallowell queried. 


“Did you meet any new friends?” Mrs. Hallowell asked her son.


“There was a kid dressed up in a suit. He smelled like dad. I thought he was a teacher but he’s just a kid.”


“A suit!” his mother said with a pleased expression on her face.


“I think he’s retarded,” David added hurriedly trying to nip in the bud any expectations his mother might have had regarding suits, shirts and ties. 


“I met a girl named Cathy,” Sandra added. “She’s Chinese.”


Mrs. Hallowell looked at her daughter than at her husband.


“Chinese?”


Sandra nodded. “She’s ever so nice.”


“I didn’t know that there were any Chinese in the neighbourhood.”


 After dinner David stepped outside and sat in the ditch in front of his parent’s house. He looked around the block. It was strange to have so much grass in front of one’s house, he thought. The front lawns in his new neighbourhood were as large as the backyards on Galt Avenue. And the backyards in the suburbs were enormous, almost like parks. The fences were non-existent or chain linked unlike the walls of board fences in the city. There was no alley running behind his new home, and because there was no alley there were no drunks, or piles of junk, no cars up on blocks. Trees were almost non-existent in the suburbs. Botfield looked like pictures David had seen of army camps. Everything was so organized. It seemed as if every blade of grass had been numbered and accounted for.  


Kids began to stream out of their homes, dragging garbage cans out to the street and setting them up as goals as they organized a ball hockey game. David watched as the boys ran up and down the street after a tennis ball. Cars came and went. The game was interrupted and begun again. Sometimes the boys glanced over at David. One of them asked if he wanted to play. David shook his head and returned to the house. In his room he lay on his bed and stared up at the ceiling. It was all too quiet, he decided.


Early the next morning, David’s father headed out to his Saturday part time job at a nearby Dominion Store. For most of the morning Sandra and David watched cartoons. After lunch David sat by the dining room window and watched the kids playing hockey. His mother insisted that he go outside and get some fresh air. For a while he sat on the front steps and watched the ball hockey game. One of the players, an adult, waved to David and reluctantly the boy made his way to the street. After introductions were made, David was handed a stick and inserted into the game as a goaltender. He had never played hockey before. On the first breakaway David made a save on a big kid named Gilpin. 


That evening their father returned from his job with packages of damaged cookies. The kids were delighted. David told his father about the ball hockey game. Later that evening their mother left for her part time job canvassing newspaper subscriptions for the community paper. Sandra jumped for joy when their father phoned up the local drug store and ordered a brick of ice cream. Then the three of them sat down, watched a Tarzan movie on television, and gorged themselves.


“Don’t tell your mother,” their father implored. “She’ll worry about the money.”


“Why does mom always worry about money?” Sandra asked.


Her father shrugged his shoulders.


“I met the kid next door,” David said as he wiped his chin with his shirt sleeve.


“What’s his name?” his father asked.


“Gordie,” David replied. “And he’s big boned. That’s what he told me. And his dad made him a pair of stilts.”


“Does Tarzan have a job?” Sandra asked.


David groaned.


“Well, how does he get money to buy stuff, smarty pants?” Sandra asked.


David slapped his forehead and cried. 


“Oh my God.”


Mr. Hallowell chuckled.


“David took the Lord’s name in vain,” Sandra pointed out.


Mr. Hallowell warned David about his language.


“I can’t help it, dad. She asks the stupidest questions.”


Sandra said:


“Who do you think is prettier, dad, Jane or mom?”


“Gordie wants me to stay overnight at his house next Friday.”


“You better ask your mother,” Mr. Hallowell responded.


“Dad!” Sandra cried impatiently. “I was asking a question!”

