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Praise for Jim Misko’s Other Books

“Exhilarating”

“Incredibly entertaining . . .With keen commentary and descriptions of life in Nebraska, the author leaves readers contemplating the story long after its exhilarating conclusion.”

—Review, Nebraska Life

“Unfailingly entertaining”

“An extraordinarily well written and unfailingly entertaining read from beginning to end, As All My Fathers Were showcases the impressive storytelling talents of novelist James A. Misko. Very highly recommended for community library General Fiction collections, As All My Fathers Were, it should be noted for personal reading lists that this outstanding novel is also available in a Kindle edition ($9.95).”

—Midwest Book Review

“Exciting . . . old-fashioned storytelling”

“In Jim Misko’s exciting new novel, As All My Fathers Were, two aging brothers set out by horseback up the beautiful but endangered Platte River. Their odyssey into the heart of the contemporary American West is both harrowing and inspiring. Anyone who thinks that old-fashioned storytelling in the tradition of Lonesome Dove and Cold Mountain has gone the way of the Platte River buffalo herd must read this fine novel.”

—Howard Frank Mosher, author of God’s Kingdom

“Illuminating”

“In this tough but tender story of two estranged brothers—and their event-filled trek down Nebraska’s Platte River—Misko simultaneously paints a memorable portrait, as incisive as it is illuminating, of America’s disappearing past and its increasingly conflicted future.”

—Robert Masello, author of The Romanov Cross

“A must read”

“What is extraordinary about Jim Misko’s As All My Fathers Were is how he makes the land, Nature, practically a main character in his stories. You can’t read his novels without feeling you’ve been in that world, and if you haven’t, you envy those who have and still are. To do this, and still hold onto tension and the excitement of good storytelling with themes that have meaning to us, makes As All My Fathers Were a must read for anyone who wants to breathe fresh air.”

—Andrew Neiderman, author of The Devil’s Advocate

“Remarkable”

“As All My Fathers Were is a refreshingly unapologetic, environmental polemic—one with living characters and a pulse. But far more remarkable than the story of two Nebraska farmers on a quest to save their land, is its author: an 80-something self-described guntoting political conservative. Jim Misko’s condemnation of modern agribusiness bares an essential truth: Nature knows no politics, and we’re all in this together. Off in the distance, you can hear Edward Abbey, Rachel Carson, and the Platte River itself applauding.”

—Nick Jans, author of A Wolf Called Romeo

“Absorbing”

“If you want to know how the Platte River works, read James A. Misko’s absorbing and rambunctious tale of Seth and Richard Barrett, who must complete a journey up the river from its confluence with the Missouri to its source near North Platte, Nebraska, and back if they are to inherit the family farm. In As All My Fathers Were, you’ll learn the natural history of this once wild river that shaped the land and those who lived near it but in the past century has been broken by energy generation and the agricultural industry. Yet as Misko’s novel bears witness, the Platte still has the power to inspire the imagination and fine literature.

—Lisa Knopp, author of What the River Carries

“Misko at his best”

“A passion play for the New West, As All My Fathers Were gathers momentum the way a river grows, gathering substance with every bend and merging channel, and shines in its descriptive writing. This is Misko at his best.”

—Lynn Schooler, author of Heartbroke Bay

“A masterpiece”

“Jim Misko has done it again. As All My Fathers Were is a masterpiece. This novel has everything a reader searches for in pursuit of a fine book—strong characters, brilliant dialogue, exciting plot, tension that bounces off every page, conflict, high ideals and villainy. In addition, by the end of the book, the average reader is far better educated and informed of a real-life issue of which the vast majority is uninformed.”

—Stephen Maitland-Lewis, author of Emeralds Never Fade
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CHAPTER 1


TAMARACK CREEK, CENTRAL OREGON

September 1957



THEY WERE HARD TO see, but one by one they emerged around Big Rock Corner, east of town on Highway 26, singing the fight song and passing the bottle. It was a warm August night in central Oregon and the moon was just creeping over the juniper-covered crest of Rooster’s Knob, not enough to throw light on the sunken highway below.

School would start in a week, and it was tonight or never for a wild time before football season began. The five boys staggering over the dark roadway made up most of the high school’s first team: young, strong, and creating some fun in Tamarack, a town of 200 people carved out on both sides of a valley. The town was named after the creek that ran from east to west, parting it like a furrow. The locals referred to it as Tam for short; the football team, the Tam Buffaloes.

The boys should have heard the car coming but couldn’t have seen it before it came around Big Rock and smashed into them in the middle of the road. Two made it to the side and missed getting hit by the Oldsmobile that was straddling the centerline when it put three boys across the hood and into the windshield.

There is a cemetery in Tamarack. With no reason for autopsies and no funeral parlor within 60 miles, the three boys were buried in that cemetery on top of the plateau 100 feet above the creek. The school janitor was commissioned by the town council to construct three caskets out of wooden siding material, and with almost the entire population in attendance, the boys were laid to rest before the blood was cleaned off the highway.

MILES FOSTER, NEW TEACHER, drove with his wife Eleanor, dog, and two cats up Highway 26 and into Tamarack two days after the accident, and three days before school started.

Driving past the sign welcoming them to Tamarack, population 200, Miles pointed at the rock walls of cliffs guarding the entrance to the valley. “Some fortress.”

Eleanor followed his point. “Slow to catch the morning sun. I’ll bet this canyon gets cold.”

“Yeah, but what a commanding view from the top.”

“Of what? Indians coming down the highway?”

“That’s a good start. Probably windy, too. Cool air from the mountains moving to the valley in the evening.”

“Drive on McDuff. We’ll find our castle in this hamlet.”

Past a gas station, and a restaurant, the grocery store had a sign in the window advertising the daily special. Popsicles two for a quarter.

Eleanor held up her hand. “Stop here, driver.”

Miles tried the door but it was locked. A piece of black bunting hung inside the glass door and a hand-lettered sign said: Gone to Funeral. Be back at 5:00.

Eleanor pointed at a road. “Take that road up the hill. Let’s see what’s up there.”

At the top of the hill they saw a two-story stone building they guessed was the school. Miles parked in the dirt parking lot, shut off the engine. They stared at the stone two-story structure sitting atop the high side of the valley.

“I’d say it was built in the 1920s,” Miles said.

“Older than the pyramids, I’ll betcha.”

“Naw. Not that old. Look. It’s got glass windows.”

“A contractor upgrade.” Eleanor unlocked the doors. “Are we gonna get out or just sit here admiring the architecture?”

A flagpole with a flag at half-mast stood twenty feet from the front door. The door was unlocked. Miles and Eleanor walked in.

“Wow,” she said. “It is kinda like being inside a pyramid. You don’t think we’ll find a mummy in here, do you?”

A man stepped out of a doorway at the dark end of the first floor hall. He stopped, feet spread with only his legs visible.

Miles lifted his head, smiled. “I’m a new teacher.”

The shadowed figure walked toward them and emerged into the light sifting in through the glass doors. He nodded, then smiled, and offered his hand. “I’m the janitor. Name’s Roscoe.”

“Miles Foster. I’ll be teaching social studies and music.”

“Good to have you,” Roscoe said. “Haven’t had a good music teacher in awhile.”

“Don’t know that I’m good. Could I see my room?”

“Sure can. Follow me.”

“Where is everybody?” Miles said.

“Funeral. We lost three boys . . . good boys couple of days ago. I built their coffins but I couldn’t bear to watch them go in the ground or I’d be there. Top athletes, too.”

“Oh boy, that’s gotta hurt. I’m so sorry. And sorry I’ll not get to know them.”

Roscoe nodded, his head down, then turned and led them up a stairway to the second floor on treads polished like a mirror, turned right and pushed a key into the lock, swung the door wide, and stepped back.

Eleanor took Miles’s hand and they entered together. The smile started at the edge of his lips and curled up to his eyes. He stood behind the desk, hands on the maple chair, and looked at the four rows of desks as straight as soldiers on a parade ground. Books on shelves across the back of the room had their spines even with the edge of the shelf. The windows gleamed. Shades all pulled to the same length. The floor looked like it had been spit polished. “I like it,” Miles said.

Roscoe beamed. “I’ll keep it nice for you.”

Eleanor looked at Roscoe. “Do you know of any places for rent in town?”

Roscoe tilted his head. “Teachers has took up most of the rental places. There was one up the end of Hotpatch Road ‘bout half a mile from here. Don’t know if it rented or not. Sits on the bluff—kinda brown looking. You might’a seen it coming in.”

Eleanor smiled at Miles, her eyebrows rising. “We might have seen it.”

“Maybe. Who would we see about it?”

“I think Ralph Harrison down at the market is handling it for the owner. He’s some kin of the owners. They wuz loggers here a few years back.”

“Great. Thanks. We’ll check it out.” Miles said. He turned to go. “See you around.”

“Yeah. I’m here all the time. You need anything, just let me know.”

“Thanks, Roscoe. Good meeting you and see you soon.”

Roscoe nodded. “Yup.”

RALPH HARRISON WAS A lean man, wore a butcher apron over his clothes with two pens and a pencil stuck in the breast pocket. He came from the back of the store wearing a smile as wide as the aisle, his hand reaching out for a handshake.

“You must be the new teacher just come in. I heard you were in town. We count them as they come in and you’re the last of the Mohicans. I’m Ralph Harrison.”

Miles grabbed his hand. Strong grip for a small man. “My wife Eleanor and I’m Miles Foster. We were by earlier but you were closed.”

Ralph nodded and let his tongue sweep across his lips. “We had a funeral for three boys killed by a car few days ago. Whole town was there.” He shook his head.

“It was a horrible thing. You know . . . the kinda thing that shouldn’t have happened but did? A body never likes to go to a funeral for a young person. Just isn’t right.”

Miles watched Ralph Harrison’s hands as they wrung each other across the exposed veins, yellowed nails sliding over and over the skin.

It was silent a moment, then Ralph looked up and smiled. “Well, I’ll set you up for a credit account right away so you can get stuff to start your kitchen. Where are you living?”

“We heard—the janitor Roscoe told us—that you might have that place up on the bluff for rent?”

Ralph nodded his head three times, “I do, I do. And it’s a dandy. Great view, good water, a chicken house and root cellar and a small barn. And only $50 a month plus utilities.” He frowned, reached both hands into his pockets, then pulled out a key and smiled like he’d found the last Easter egg in tall grass. “Got a key right here. You want to see it?”

THE HOUSE SAT just back from the cliff with views overlooking Highway 26 a hundred and fifty feet below.

“Wow,” Eleanor said. “It’s like Masada.”

“Practically. We could hold off an army coming up the hill,” Miles said.

Ralph shook his head. “We haven’t been invaded for four hundred years, unless you count when the hunters come into town for deer season.”

They walked through the house, looked out the windows, and ran the water in the shower. Ele pulled out all of the drawers in the kitchen and pronounced them clean.

“We’ll take it,” Miles said. He pulled out his wallet. “Here’s a deposit. Let’s get a lease signed so we can move in.”


CHAPTER 2

RANCHERS SAID HELLO TO townspeople, they mingled, and then crossed the parking lot to the school gym to meet the teachers for school year 1957-58. Lined up like posts in a fence, the total contingent of nine teachers stood with their backs against the wall of the gym, smiling, greeting, and shaking hands. Black bunting hung from the backboard and basket, and photos of the three students killed the week before were on a table, a school annual open to each one’s class photo under his picture. The men removed their hats when they got to it, pulled their glasses out of their coat pockets, and put their ranch-stained fingers on the legend, whispering as they read it. Women opened their purses, pulled out hankies, and brushed their noses.

Miles bent over to retrieve his nametag that had fallen off. As he straightened up, a sun-hardened smiling face with home-cut rusty hair, his muscled arm outstretched, greeted him. Miles shook his hand.

“Welcome to Tamarack,” the man said. “I’m Earl Benson. Local rancher. You’ll run into my kids in school.” He let loose of Miles’s hand. “Sure glad to see you here.” He held the mimeographed teacher roster rolled up in both hands. “I see here,” he shook the roster between them, “that you’re gonna teach geography, history, and music.”

“That’s right,” Miles said.

Earl’s smile widened. “That’s good. I like that. History is a great thing for young kids to learn. You gonna teach ‘em or educate ‘em?”

“There’s a difference?”

“Oh you betcha,” he said, shaking his head. “Teaching is imparting facts and expecting regurgitation of them at test time. Education is exposing them to ideas and independent research so they can assimilate information and make their own conclusions.”

Miles crossed his arms. “Hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“Well—it’s the way I think about it. They need to be educated when they step out of here. This is a small town and most likely few will stay here. When they get out to Portland or Salem or somewhere they need to be able to rely on their education.”

“I get your point.”

“Good. Good. We’ll see more of each other. Come on out to the ranch and have a beer anytime.”

Miles nodded and shook hands again. “Thanks for coming down, Mr. Benson.”

There was that smile again. “Just call me Earl,” he said. “I don’t stand on any formalities, do you?”

“Not that I know of.” Miles felt the pull in his face from smiling. “I hope none of those boys killed were yours.”

Earl turned. “No. No they weren’t. But two of them had worked for me putting up hay . . . building fence. They were good boys and we’re gonna miss them. School’s gonna miss them too. They were top athletes.” His eyes glistened, as he looked hard into Miles’s eyes. He looked around. “Their parents aren’t here today.”

“I imagine not,” Miles said. “Are any of their brothers or sisters in school?”

Earl shook his head. “Just the boys.” He covered his mouth with his hand. “There’s the two that didn’t get killed.”

It was silent. Almost like nobody else had arrived in that room. Earl straightened up. Then he smiled, and the low murmur of the crowd came back.

Miles turned to the next person, a heavy-set middle-aged woman who looked out of the bottom of her glasses at him.

Must be bifocals. He pulled his lips back into a smile. “Hello. I’m Miles Foster. History and music.”

“How do you do, Mr. Foster. My name is Mabel Kreneke. Did you major in music?”

“No Miss . . . or Mrs. Kreneke?” He tilted his head to one side. He waited for her reply and shifted his weight to the other foot. She stood, hands clasped in front of her, a brown faux-leather handbag dangling past her hips, feet planted, toes splayed. “Ah, no, Mrs. Kreneke, I majored in Human Development and took an education degree in advanced studies.”

“I see.” She took out a white tissue and wiped it across her upper lip. “I was hoping this time we would attract a real music major here. We have some wonderful players and singers and we would like to see them reach their full potential.”

Miles nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“See that you do, young man. See that you do.” She raised her head, looked down her nose. “Are you good at following instructions?” She smiled and waited.

“I think so. What did you have in mind?”

“We’ll be listening.”

Miles nodded again and smiled back. “You’ll be listening . . . that’s good. That’s a good one.”

Mabel Kreneke nodded, turned 90 degrees, took three steps and addressed the next teacher in line.

Miles stuck out his hand. A tan-faced rancher with a white forehead clasped it. “I see you’ve met Mabel.” His smile widened. “She’ll be wanting a report every time you turn around.”

“Report? On what?”

“Anything and everything. She about runs this place. On the school board, you know.”

“Is she a Miss or Mrs.?”

“Oh, she just goes by Mabel. Don’t think she was ever married.” He turned his hat around and around in his hands. “Just stay on the good side of her.” He nodded his head sideways. “She can be a bearcat, things don’t go her way.”

“Gottcha,” Miles said. He turned to see Mabel moving on to the fourth teacher in line. One who had been there twelve years, wife of a local rancher, taught English and shorthand and home economics.

Twenty-three people came to greet the nine teachers lined up for Tamarack Public School, grades one through twelve. The townspeople drifted through the double doors and spread out across the parking lot, some walking, some driving home. It was Sunday evening and the ranchers headed home to do chores. The teachers wilted down and sat on the folding chairs that had been set up beside the memorial table.

“Hot dog,” someone yelled. “We made it through that.” It was Rodney Belker, new seventh grade teacher, freshly minted out of Portland State College and needing to make payments on a new Oldsmobile 88 he bought just before he signed a contract to teach in the boonies. He wanted to teach in Portland but, like Miles, had finished his certification at the end of summer school, and big schools with big budgets had their quota of new teachers.

Calvin Brooks, the principal and superintendent, came up the line, a frown lining his ancient face, lips moving and nodding his head as he greeted the new teachers. He bent forward at the hips, heavy with fat that had found its way to his once strong thighs. His right arm swung to balance each step and his eyes did not stray from the path ahead. Lurching, he moved down the floor, head up, eyes straight ahead, a half grimace passing for a greeting. He stopped in front of Belker. “I’d appreciate it if you would restrain from making any further outbursts like that.” He kept nodding but moved on.

Miles looked at Coach Russell, who had his head down. “Yikes. That’s a little over the top, isn’t it?”

Coach Russell coughed in his hand. “Ol’ Brooks has his own way of doing things but you don’t get a play book. You won’t know you’ve crossed him until after its done.”

“Guess I’m assisting you with the second squad,” Miles said.

“If we’ve got enough to have a second squad.” Coach looked down at the table trimmed in black bunting. “With those three gone, we’ll be lucky to field a full six guys who know enough to play this game.”

Superintendent Brooks had turned around and now stood in front of Miles and smiled. “Did you find a house?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good. Good. I’d hoped you wouldn’t have any problem.” He looked down at his feet, then back up. “Good to see you here. I hope you will enjoy it.”

“Thank you. I’m sure we will,” Miles said.

“The wife too?”

Miles nodded. “Yes. Getting settled in.”

“The faculty is getting together tomorrow morning before start of school at 8 o’clock sharp at my office. Please be there.”

“Sure.”

“Fine. Fine. See you then.”

ELEANOR HAD HER SLEEVES rolled up, shorts on, and was scrubbing the walls of the chicken house when Miles got home. “How’d it go?” she said when he found her.

“Fine. Met a lot of people. Met the other teachers. Good event.” He looked around at the nesting boxes. “You planning on chickens?”

“Absolutely. Fresh eggs, organic meat, nothing better. Hand me that rag.”

“I’m starting to itch,” Miles said.

“Chicken mites. That’s why I’m washing it. After this I’ll spray it and kill every last one of them. Then we can get chickens and eat like kings and queens.”

“How exciting,” he said, his voice trailing off as he rolled his eyes.

Eleanor looked at him. “Get excited. You’ll love them. We can have multi-colored chickens and even colored eggs if we want.”

“I take it you didn’t think a dog and two cats were enough for now?”

“Not on your life. If we’re gonna live out here we’re gonna have chickens and a cow and a garden. It’s the least we can do for our budget.”

“A cow? Like I know a lot about chickens and cows.”

“You can learn.”

Miles frowned and backed out the door. “I’ll have my hands full at school, and we can’t take the chickens and cow back to Portland with us, but I’m happy for you to have this wonderful diversion.”

“I may have to charge you for eggs and milk if you don’t assist, Mr. Big Shot.”

“Honey—I have no idea what to do with a chicken or a cow. And I don’t want to learn during the short year we’ll be here. I know food goes in and comes out somewhat changed, and that they make a noise, but beyond that I didn’t receive any formal education about them.”

“I’ll teach you so you can do it when the baby comes.”

Miles stopped midway through the chicken house door. “What baby?”

“Our baby.”

“We have a baby?”

Eleanor pointed to her stomach. “This one.”

“Holy cow . . . when did that happen?”

“Well, you were there.”

“I hope so. Wonderful . . . I guess. Great. When do we celebrate?”

“Now. Grab a broom and clean out the cobwebs on that far wall.”

“Not till I get a hug and a kiss.” He hugged her while she stood on a short stepladder.

We’re going to have a family. A real, honest to God family. His face flushed and somewhere between his knees and hips the leg muscles twitched.

“Wow—what are we going to name it?”

“Don’t know yet.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I just did.”

“I mean earlier.”

“It’s only an inch long. I wanted to be sure before I spilled the beans.”

Miles went inside, stripped off his tie, and sat in the rocker looking out over the canyon. Nothing moved as far as he could see. Even the clouds stood still as he contemplated being here while Ele was killing mites in the chicken house. The wind shifted and whispered past the woodpile and the side of the house and rustled the grass, urging him to reflect on how he had gotten here.


LEWIS & CLARK COLLEGE, PORTLAND, OREGON

January 1957



“The dean will see you now,” the secretary said.

Miles Foster stood, smiled and walked toward the door upon which a walnut plaque stated, “Elwood Harrison, Dean of Education.”

The dean stood when he entered and moved out from behind his desk. The lines in his face lit up, crinkled, his lips parted showing the lack of attention to his teeth. A smile took over his entire face, turning it into a greeting all of its own.

“Miles Foster,” he said, his deep voice pronouncing it with distinction. “How good to see you back on campus.” He clasped Miles’s hand and with the other hand gripped his elbow.

Miles nodded his head and smiled. “Good to see you, Dean Harrison. And to be back.”

“What brings you here today?”

“I would like to register for a degree in education.”

Dean Harrison returned to his seat. “It would be stimulating to have a gold key winner and outstanding student like you in our program.” He brushed some lint off his vest, lifted his head. “What brought you to this decision?”

Miles leaned forward. “I’ve had a couple of years to think about it and I have it set in my mind.”

“Your undergraduate major was Human Development as I recall, not education.”

Miles nodded.

“We don’t offer that degree anymore. Has that degree worked for you?”

“No problem,” Miles said. “I’ve been employed since graduation.”

“Hmmm,” Harrison mumbled. He stuck his lower lip over his upper, jutted his jaw forward, frowned, and said, “And now you want to teach?”

“Yes sir.”

Dean Harrison swiveled his chair, his chin almost touching his tie, and looked out the window towards the Reflection Pool mirroring Mt. Hood in its still waters. He took a deep breath. “Miles . . . would you be willing to go to some of our remote communities to teach? I mean small schools without the glamour and budgets of Portland schools, where the pay is lower, the hours are longer and you really pay your dues with activities other than teaching?”

“I hadn’t thought about it. I prefer to stay in Portland.”

Harrison held up his hand. He turned and smiled. “Miles, this shouldn’t just now come to you. It should have been your passion when you were here in undergraduate studies. I took time to look at your transcript when you made the appointment. You only took one education course during your four years here. We need alumni who are dedicated to teaching. To go out into the small communities of the state—show them what our graduates are made of. I see you as a big city person. Someone who will do well in the large schools,” he hesitated, “but that isn’t where teachers are needed.”

“There are a lot of teachers in Multnomah County.”

Dean Harrison looked at his watch. “Miles, it’s good to see you again, but I’m afraid our department isn’t for you. When you have this thing thoroughly worked out in your mind and can envision yourself really giving to the community, some small community, we can talk.” He let his face light up again. “Right now I have a faculty meeting.” He stood, shook hands and ushered Miles out the door into the reception area where the secretary looked at him with a bit of a smile, her fingers glued to the typewriter keys.

The deep carpet, cut velvet drapes, and soft furniture absorbed all sound in the reception area after the dean closed the door and left. Miles stood looking out the window. He had scheduled an hour for the interview and it had lasted ten minutes. Turned down by his alma mater. He couldn’t believe it. Below to the right of the Reflection Pool was a clearing he had worked on when a student, cutting down trees, limbing them, and cutting them up to make room for a gazebo that had been donated by a wealthy alum. Memories stacked one on the other. He turned and walked out, closing the door behind him, letting his hand linger on the brass handle as he stood in the hall debating his next move.

HE FOUND A PARKING space in front of the administration building at Portland State College and walked up the stairs to the registration desk. A young woman looked up and smiled. “How may I help you?”

“I would like to get a degree in education. Is that possible here?” he said.

She nodded. “You bet your life. Do you know how to fill out forms?”

“I can learn.”

“That’s what we like. A good attitude.” She opened a drawer, pulled out papers, stapled the sheets together, handed the package to him along with a pen, and pointed at a table in the corner. “Go. Sit. I’ll be here when you’re done. You will be allowed three free questions, after that I charge.”

He snorted and rolled his eyes. “Does everyone get such high class treatment?”

“Only after they pay tuition. Did you bring cash or check?”

“I was just checking on the possibilities. I didn’t bring either. How much is it?”

“I can’t tell you until I see how much money you’ve got. We need all the money we can get. How much have you got?”

“Enough to take you out to the Carnival Drive In for a burger and shake.”

“Ohhhhh. I don’t get off until 6 today and I don’t have a thing to wear.”

“Good. I like naked first dates.”

“I can see it is going to take a long time for you to finish your degree. You are a slick talker, impertinent, defensive, and unabashed.” She smiled and looked up at him through long eyelashes.

“How do you spell impertinent?”

“You won’t remember and I’m not getting paid to educate you. Please fill out the forms and pick me up outside at 6 o’clock sharp. If you’re five minutes late I’ll go with someone else.”

He smiled, extended his hand. “My proper name is Miles Foster.”

She took it and shook it once. “Just call me Eleanor, like in Eleanor Roosevelt, but people I like call me Ele. That’s like an L followed by an E . . . Ele. And I love the hamburgers at the Carnival.”

MILES FINISHED STUDENT TEACHING at the end of spring term but he’d had two more classes to finish before he received his diploma, took the test, and was certified by the state of Oregon. In late summer he scheduled a conference with his advisor and started looking for teaching jobs.

Walking into Dean Severson’s office, he couldn’t help noticing the difference in décor and style from that of Dean Harrison’s. The furniture bespoke public school: used desk, table, bookshelves. More clutter than he could enjoy, but Dean Severson thrived in it.

“Good morning, Dean Severson,” Miles said.

Rising, Dean Severson smiled, extended his hand, and said, “Good morning, good morning. Have a seat, Miles. Unburden your feet and mind. Coffee?”

Miles shook his head. “No thanks.”

“So you’ve finished? Certified and the whole ball of wax?”

“Thanks to you and Portland State. Now it’s job time. What have you got in Multnomah County?”

“Ah, Miles. Those jobs have been gone for months.” He leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head. “The spring grads snapped those up, you know. You might find an occasional job where someone got sick, changed their mind or moved. But not likely.” He straightened up and pulled a pile of papers across his desk. “Here’s one at the coast. Another on the Elk River.” He looked up. “What’s your minor?”

“Don’t really have a minor.”

“Could you teach music?”

“Probably. If I had to.”

Severson smiled. “The principal of Tamarack is coming in this afternoon. He’s looking for two teachers. You could teach high school history, geography, and music.”

“Where is Tamarack?”

“Center of the state. Little town between Prineville and John Day . . . about 200 miles from here.”

Miles shook his head. “Let’s keep looking around here, say a 50-mile radius.”

“I’ll keep it in mind but don’t get your hopes up. Most of the openings this year had two and three applicants and many of the newly minted teachers are in waiting positions, doing something else until one of them opens up.”

Miles slumped in his chair. “I hadn’t planned on being that far out of Portland.”

“Best laid plans of mice and men . . .”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Is there something else you can do if you have to wait?”

“I’ll find something. I just don’t want to go 200 miles in the middle of nowhere and start teaching.”

Dean Severson leaned back in his chair again, threw his feet up on the desk. “Come by this afternoon and talk with the principal. Can’t hurt. Give you a feeling for what an interview is like.”

Miles nodded. “I could do that. And thank you.” He stood. “Give me a call if anything comes in around Portland, will you?”

“You bet. Superintendent and Principal Calvin Brooks will be in the conference room at 3. And, Miles . . . take my advice as I said in class, get to know the janitor and befriend him. He’ll get a lot more done for you than the principal.”

“How many others are coming in?”

“So far, you’re the only one.”

“Great.”

NOW, IN HIS FIRST CLASSROOM on the second floor of Tamarack High School, Miles stood in the hallway outside the room, arms crossed, watching the students come up the stairs. They gawked at him, the girls turning with smiles laughing and sneaking a peek at him as they moved away down the hall. He wasn’t that much older than some of them—six or seven years, maybe.

A thin boy about as tall as Miles came clunking down the hall on cowboy boots with a half-smile exposing crooked teeth. He nodded.

“Good morning,” Miles said. “I’m Mr. Foster.”

The boy nodded again. “Billy,” he uttered.

“Billy what?”

“Just Billy.” His handshake was limp and cool. He seated himself in the last row farthest from the door.

“Billy, why don’t you move up front here?”

Billy smiled, looked down at his books and pad of paper. “I’m okay.” He spread his paper and books out on the desk, scooted forward and crossed his long legs in front of him.

Miles turned to laughter behind him. Three girls—do they always hang out in threes?—approached, arms clutching their books against their chests.

“You our new teach?” one asked.

Miles smiled. “I’m an educator from a land far away. Name’s Mr. Foster.”

“That’s hot,” one said and stuck out her hand. “I’m Carla. And this is Shelly and Brenda. We give new teachers fits.” They all giggled.

Miles nodded to each girl; “Carla, Shelly, Brenda,” he said. “We’ll give each other fits and see how that works. Pick a seat up front and see if you can get Billy to come up there.”

“Billy won’t come up,” Carla said. “He sits in the back of every room.”

The girls flowed into the room, said “hi” to Billy who nodded in return, and took seats in the front row. Immediately behind them came two guys who looked like they could carry the school bus on its rounds. Jay Caldwell and Richard Kenkey barely fit through the door, dressed in Western snap-button shirts, Levi’s, and cowboy boots. They took a seat close to the aisle behind the girls.

“Looks like everyone has the clothing down pat,” Miles said.

The students looked at him but said nothing.

Miles waited. The bell rang, and like water running off a roof, the hallway was void of people. As he reached to close the door he could hear someone running up the stairs. Reaching the top of the stairs, the runner turned toward Miles and smiled.

“Sorry I’m late.”

“Bell just rang. You made it under the wire. I’m Miles Foster.”

“Tommy Jones.”

For such a little guy he had a firm handshake and his eyes smiled when he talked. He took a seat in the middle of the row behind the big guys in front of Billy. Miles closed the door.

“Mr. Brooks said you all passed last year and are now the outstanding senior class of Tamarack High School. Be that true?”

“Of course,” Carla said. “We’re the best class; smartest, prettiest, and strongest.”

“Good. Then I’ll be expecting great things from such fine students. This is your homeroom and I am your class advisor. I’ll also be teaching World History, Geography, and music.”

There was a shuffling of feet. “Let’s get acquainted by telling me a little about yourselves.”

Carla looked around. “We all know each other. Been here since first grade. There isn’t anything to tell.”

Miles let that sink in. “Okay. Tell you what. Tell me all you remember about the three boys who were killed on the highway.”

Every person looked at their desktop. Shelly’s shoulders buckled, muffled sobs drifted out and Carla put an arm over her shoulder. Billy’s long legs reached under the next row of chairs and he sat with his head in his hands.

Carla looked up. “Shelly was going steady with Darrell.”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” He shook his head. “I’ll tell you about me and you can ask any questions. Okay. I was born and raised in Portland, went to college there, graduated in 1955, and worked at various jobs until coming back to college to get a teachers certificate. I had planned on teaching in Portland where everything is bigger, brighter, and better. But this was the only job open when I got certified so I took it. I am married to my wife Ele, and we have a dog, two cats, and a baby coming next June. My wife is also thinking of getting some chickens and a cow. I know nothing about those things so I’ll be leaning on you guys to help me there. I teach history, geography, and music.”

He pushed his lower lip up over his teeth and looked at the class. None had moved. None moved now. The bell rang and he smiled. “No questions?” he said, as they filed out, letting the door close behind them.

IN THE CAFETERIA, CARLA plopped her tray down on the table, making the Jell-O jiggle. Brenda laughed and stuck her fork in it to stop the jiggle. Then she licked the whipped cream off her fork and sat down.

“Mr. Foster is nice,” Carla said.

“He really laid everything out, didn’t he?” Brenda said. “Choir should be interesting. Wonder if he knows anything about music.”

“We’ll find out,” Shelly put in. “My piano teacher said he would check into his credentials. He sure doesn’t know anything about manners. I could have died when he asked about the boys getting killed.”

“He didn’t know,” Carla said. “It just popped out.”

“I hope he knows something about vocal music,” Brenda said.

“What if he doesn’t know squat?” Carla said, putting a bite into her mouth.

Shelly shrugged. “He can’t be any worse than old man Dutton.”

“I could have done better than that.”

MILES KNOCKED ON THE office door. He could see Principal/Superintendent Calvin Brooks seated at his desk. Brooks got up and came to the door, a smile on his face.

“Yes Mr. Foster?”

“Could you spare a moment to check scheduling with me?”

“Of course. Come in please.”

“The band is scheduled for fourth period—right after lunch. Could we move that to morning or fifth period?” Miles said.

Brooks stared at him. “Why would we do that?”

“Fourth period is right after lunch. The kids will be blowing food particles into their instruments.”

“Have them wash their mouths out first.”

“I can try that but the water supply is quite a distance from the band practice room.”

“I’m sure you can work it out, Mr. Foster. Is there anything else?”

Miles stood a moment, heavy on one foot. “I would really appreciate if it you would reconsider the schedule? First period would be good. They will have come from home and have brushed their teeth after breakfast, and . . .”

“ . . . Mr. Foster, I have a number of important things to attend to this first day and rescheduling classes is not one of them.”

The bell starting fourth period rang. Brooks looked at Miles with unblinking eyes, his hands holding the door only halfway open. “Good day, Mr. Foster.”

Miles turned his head to look down the hallway as students moved from the cafeteria to classrooms. He had arranged to meet the band in the auditorium. Nobody had informed him how many students were in the band or what their proficiency level was. He hadn’t played in a band since high school. They would learn together, regardless of where they were in their musical education.

TOMMY HAD THE drums set up and was banging out a snappy march rhythm with a peculiar flourish at the end. Miles smiled. So, we’ve got a drummer.

Miles counted about eighteen people in the process of taking out instruments, setting up music stands and warming up. He found the director’s stand and a baton with a broken tip. He set it up in front and crossed his arms. The room quieted.

“In case you haven’t heard, my name is Miles Foster. I’m new to Tamarack and new to teaching music. But I’ve played in bands and sung in choruses for years. I can read music and tell when someone is off key. Let’s just try a quickie. Do you have a favorite?”

“‘Colonel Bogey’s March,’” Tommy shouted.

“So take it out,” Miles said. He knew the main theme from the movie Bridge on the River Kwai, but had never played it. He opened the director’s score and raised the baton.

The familiar strain of the march coursed through the instruments, following the beat of his baton until he felt a rising pulse and a prickling sensation along his shoulders, neck, and face. Great Scott—what a neat feeling to be getting this sound from this group in this place.

Miles turned the page and recognized the transition from the main theme to the interlude. He glanced at the next four bars, then looked up as they entered that phase. His baton snapped out beats but everyone stopped. Instruments were placed in laps. Miles slowed, then halted.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

“That’s all we know,” Tommy said.

“You’ve never played this part before?”

“No,” they all said in unison.

“Well—we’ll do it now. Trumpets first. Turn to the beginning of the interlude and in time with me, one and two.”

Two of the trumpets got part way along and stopped. The third didn’t try.

“Clarinets. Let’s give it a go. Show them what it sounds like.” He raised the baton. “One and two . . .”

There was the squawk of a dry reed and after the first two measures the clarinet section followed the trumpets’ example and quit. They laid their clarinets in their laps and looked up at Miles, eyes half averted, a nervous glancing here and there. Miles laid the baton on the stand and looked down at the music. It wasn’t that hard. He hummed a few bars to himself.

“Tell you what let’s do,” he said. “Split up. Brass section to the right; wind section to the left; percussion stay where you are.”

There was a short chaos until they resettled. Miles went to the trumpet section. Three boys who looked similar sat staring at the music on their stands.

“What’s your name?” Miles said to the first chair player.

“Ready O’Neil,” he said.

Miles nodded. “Okay, Ready. Let’s start with the first bar. You other two read along with us. By the way, what are your names?”

“I’m Willing O’Neil,” the second one said. The third one, a mite smaller than the other two, chimed in, “I’m Able O’Neil.”

Miles’s head spun. Am I being taken for a patsy here?

Ready took over. “We only had one instrument in the house so we all learned to play it.”

Miles nodded. “I see.” He pointed to the first note. “Hit that one, Ready.”

Ready hit it and smiled.

“Okay, now the next one.”

He hit that one too. And the third one and was on to the next bar.

At the end of the fourth period the trumpet section could fumble through the interlude and play a pretty respectable main theme. The girls wielding the clarinets had followed suit. Tomorrow he would weld them together. The bell sounded.

“Thank you people. We’re on our way to a great band,” Miles said.

TOMMY WALKED WITH THE O’Neils over to the schoolhouse. “What’d you think about that?”

“He’s fair enough,” Ready said.

“I thought he might kill us,” Willing said. “I was expecting to get kicked out of band, out of the auditorium, and out of school.”

Tommy laughed. “They don’t let teachers kill kids anymore.”

“Yeah,” Able said. “But when we all stopped he looked like he wanted to.”

FIFTH PERIOD WAS WORLD Geography. Twenty students rolled in—half the student body. They sat in familiar seating arrangements, buddies and friends together, Billy in the back row.

Miles walked over to Billy and leaned over. “Billy, this is World Geography. You probably had this class.”

“Flunked it.”

Miles nodded, stood up and walked to the front of the room. His mind was churning. Billy was going to need some special attention, but not now. He clapped his hands together. “So this is the great senior class I’ve heard so much about.”

“Absolutely,” they boomed out.

“And bashful too, I see.”

There was scattered laughter.

Miles set the large globe out in front of his desk. “Would one of you geniuses please come up and place your first digit on the country of Nepal.”

Nobody moved.

“Oh come on.” Miles looked around and clapped his hands together. “There must be a mountain climber amongst you. Who has been to the top of the Ochocos?”

One hand went up.

“How did you get there?”

“Drove a Jeep.”

A titter of laughter drifted through the group.

“Well, you can’t drive a Jeep to the top of the highest mountain in the world. What is that mountain?”

A girl held up her hand.

“And your name is?”

“Carol Denning.”

“And the mountain is?”

“Mount Everest.”

“Miss Denning, Carol, would you please come up and put your finger on Nepal.”

She shook her head. “I just know the name. I don’t know where the mountain is.”

“I see.” He sat down in the hard wooden chair provided to all teachers in the school, the kind of chair with solid arms, ribs along the back and a seat carved like a human’s bottom. “The state has mandated that you learn certain items about this world’s geography before you depart these sacred halls. The county has hired me to see that you become aware of the world around you even as far as Nepal. Together, we will hike the trails of Katmandu and other geographical sites until you can, blindfolded, touch this globe anyplace on Earth and know something about it.”

Every soul sat glued to his seat. Miles let his eyes go from student to student. Few met his glance eye-to-eye.
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