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This sTory sTarTs in 2005. 
I am twenTy-one years old.

This is me aT twenTy-one.  
i'm much older now, and 

three dimensional.

I have jusT graduated from 
university with an arts degree, 
paid for with sTudent loans.

i'm from Cape BreTon,  
a Beautiful island off The  

east Coast of Canada, in The 
province of nova scoTia.
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Cape BreTon used to export fish, 
coal, and steel; But in 2005, 
iTs main export is people.

it’s not a unique story 
in atlantic Canada.

nor is it a new one. every  
Cape BreTon family has had its 
share of empty chairs around 
the Table, for a hundred years.

fathers, siblings, Cousins; gone  
to the “BosTon staTes,” gone  
to ontario, gone to alberta— 
gone To Be Cheap labour where 
booming industries demanded iT.

The only message we got about a 
better future was ThaT we had 

to leave home To have one.

we did not question it, Because 
this is The have-not region of a 
have-not provinCe, and it has not 

boomed here in generations.
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I need To Tell you This—  
There is no knowing Cape BreTon 
without knowing how deeply 
ingrained Two diametrically 
opposed experiences are:

a deep love for home, and The 
knowledge of how frequently 
we have To leave it To find 
work somewhere else.

This push and pull defines us. it’s 
all over our music, our literaTure, 
our art, and our undersTanding 

of our plaCe in The world.

To “have-not” is a mental staTe 
as well as an economic one.  

oh The sweat on The  
back is no joy To Behold  
in The heaT of the steel  
planT or mining The Coal

and The foreign-owned 
companies forCe us To fight

for our survival 
and for our rights
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and if The BetTer future is 
elsewhere, The presenT is full of 
news Conferences where important 
men Crush local industries like 
a CigareTte under a shoe, while 
people with aCcents like my own 
desperaTely demand To know  
how They will live now.

Tell us the TruTh!

I want To hear 
aBouT my livelihood!

I won’t let you 
destroy my life 
and The lives of 

my children!

you’re 
a liar!

we’re here and we’re 
not going away! we’re not 
“goin’ down the road!”

you Can’t 
change it.

I know 
this is 
hard.

I learn that I can have 
opportunity or I can have home.  
I cannot have both, and either 

will always hurT.

I learn, By Twenty-one, 
that any job is a good job.
even a Bad job is a good job; 

you’re lucky to have it.
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in 2005, The plaCe To go To find 
the good job, The good money, The 
BetTer life, is The oil sands of 

norThern alberta.

everyone is going.

it’s Booming there. oil is worTh 
more Than ever. Thousands of jobs.
no end To The money. it’s The 
best and fasTesT way out of  
a debiliTating studenT debt.  
and I am eager to sever that 
weighted anchor.

it is Time for anoTher empty 
chair around The Table.

it is Time 
to go.
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FAMILY

neil BeaTonneil BeaTon
meat CutTer

mabou groCery sTore

kaTie BeaTonkaTie BeaTon
recent arts graduaTe
mount allison university

marion BeaTonmarion BeaTon
financial services representative

east Coast Credit union

BeCky BeaTonBeCky BeaTon
recent science graduaTe

st francis xavier university

maura BeaTonmaura BeaTon
in her Third year aT

st francis xavier universitylaureen BeaTonlaureen BeaTon
grade eleven

high school studenT

FAMILYFAMILY
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katie are you 
nearly done there? 
I need The phone.

okay.
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I don’t like iT, 
you going out wesT. 

it’s Too much!  
whaT will you do?

ThaT’s whaT I’m 
figuring out, mom.

well there 
are—

there are jobs 
in oTher places! 
you have the 
education now!

ThaT’s why I always 
wanted yous to go 

to sChool.

mom, you Can’t get a 
job with a B.a.

not a good 
one, I mean.

well Then 
what was 
iT for!!
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do you know how much 
interesT you pay on 
sTudent loans if you 
can only make minimum 

payments?

and how many years 
that will add? how 
hard ThaT makes iT 

to get ahead?

I’ll never make enough 
sTarTing out in  
the arts to have  

a Chance.

this studenT loan is a 
foot on my neck. I’ll 

be sTuck, until 
I give up Trying.

alright, alrighT—
ma, Come quick, your 
daughter is being 

dramatiC.

we need 
the 
salts.

I’m 
just— we know, kate. 

we only wanT 
the BesT. we 
don’t wanT 
you To have 
to sTruggle.

for god’s sake, isn’t 
that why you wenT 

to sChool?

I like whaT 
I went To 
sChool for.

I want To do whaT  
I went To school for. 
if I wanted To Be a 
nurse, I’d Be a nurse, 

but—

the 
arts 
aren’t 
that 
simple.

nursing is a good 
job Too.

yes, nursing is 
a great job.
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you still have to 
get ahead, even with 
a degree. it’s not a 

golden Ticket.

but whaT is for 
you in forT 
mccmurray?

money.

you Could Be a 
teacher yet.

dad, I don’t wanT 
to be a TeaCher!

why not! They 
get good benefits,
vacaTion, pension…

I understand ThaT 
iT’s a good job But  
I don’t wanT to be  

a TeaCher!

aCh

dad, why Can’t I do 
someThing I love 

instead!

you Can 
like 

teaching.

I always 
said god 
gave yous 
talents.

okay, ThaT’s nice, so 
why Can’t I use Them!

you Can 
use Them.

but I need The 
chanCe To even 
try first, you 
understand?
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what do you mean?

I just, like, how do 
you know what To 
take? whaT’s right?

iT’s kind of a guess 
no matter whaT, 
but don’t worry, 

you’re smarT. you’ll 
choose right.

you 
sTill have 
another 
year To 
decide, 
laureen.

I mean you Can  
probably get into any 

sChool here that  
you apply To.

did you 
choose right?

haha, I hope so. I told 
mom and dad There 

were governmenT jobs 
in history and 
anthropology.

are 
there?

no. are you going To go 
back To school?

a masTers? 
yeah, if I 
knew whaT 
I wanted.
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you jusT 
said it was 
okay To 
guess!

no,  
I didn’t! 
grad 

sChool is 
different.

so what 
do I do!

I wish  
I could 

tell you.

there was This guy in my program. 
he changed majors a few Times.  
he was in undergrad for seven 

years or someThing.

and There was This oTher guy, 
he kept failing but his parents 

kept him There somehow.  
he never went To Class.

and There were 
oThers. I dunno, 
you Could jusT 
tell sometimes  
who didn’t have  
to borrow money 

to go to  
sChool.

some of my friends 
are Taking unpaid 
internships for a 
year To get into 
the field of work  
  They want.
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so what about 
these people?

nothing.

they’re 
just 

not us.

we can’t fuck around 
like ThaT without  
getting into debt  
we can’t recover  

from.

I got whaT I got, 
and it’s a b.a., and 
there’s no jobs.

I chose 
what I 

loved and 
thought I 
could make 
iT work.

ugh no pressure Then! 
thanks a lot!

haha 
sorry!

well whaT are you 
going to do in the 
oil sands? jeez, it’s…

“the 
oil 

sands.”

I picture you working 
in a museum, not 
“the oil sands.”

all I want To 
do is pay off my 
sTudent loans.

but I don’t know  
what joB To geT there  

or what I’m doing.  
I just know that’s  
where people go for  
good money.

don’t Tell mom and 
dad ThaT, Though.

I don’t wanT them To 
worry aBouT me.

25

Copyrighted Material



mom! I put The studenT 
newspapers with my 
comiCs in This box. 

I marked it.

don’t Throw 
them away, 
okay??

katie, I wouldn’t do ThaT.

I’m jusT letting 
you know iT’s 

there.

you musTn’t ever lose The 
creaTive gifts you’ve been given.

mom.

you Can’t Tell me  
that all The Time  
and Then tell me  
to be a nurse!

I can’t do Both. I suppose you Can’t.
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oh! hey uncle— 
I didn’t hear you 

come in.

your da was 
telling me you 

were Thinking of 
heading wesT!

tell you whaT I’d do, 
what I seen in These 

work sites…

if I were you, I’d get 
a job in a tool CriB 

out There.

what’s a 
tool CriB?

iT’s not Too Bad,  
iT’s jusT handing  

out Tools, 
inventory.

but—you Can do it on 
site, get The labour 
wages, and you don’t 

need a trade.

that’s 
good?

that’ll set 
you up in The 
camps, where 
the real 
money is.
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hard To get a  
camp job withouT  

a Trade.

I sTill don’t like iT! 
I only ever wanted 
yous To get The 
education—you’re  
only a young girl!

you and your brothers 
and sisTers all wenT 
to ontario To work 
in car facTories when 
you were younger 

than me!

well i…I suppose we 
felt we were old 
then, But mayBe 

we weren’t.

I don’t 
know.

and where are The 
rest now But in 
ontario still, and 
they didn’t Come  

back!

you 
came 
back.

and They 
would come 
back Too if 
they Could!

I’m not going To Be 
someone who stays in 

alberta forever.
there’s many 
who have 
said ThaT.

“tool…crib”
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I have 
holy waTer.

iT goes To Calgary 
firsT, Then forT 

mccmurray…

in the name of 
the father, son, 
and holy spirit—

god Bless our katie, 
and Bring her Back 

to us safely.

amen. Thanks mom.

did you 
Bring your 
Traveller’s 
Cheques?

haha no—noBody uses 
Them anymore.

I’ve goT all 
my Bank 
Things.

oh my girl,
my Big girl… all my girls 

are so Big.
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I wish yous were liTTle again!
a moTher should have Time wiTh her 

Children—There was never any 
time with work and—

we are proud of 
everyThing you did 

for us!

we Turned ouT 
okay, righT? 
I’ll Be okay.

please 
don’T worry 
so muCh.

of Course I worry, 
kaTie, your lives are 
so preCious To me.

when you Call,
you Can Call ColleCT. 
iT won’T CosT you.

no one does ThaT 
anymore eiTher.
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I’ll Call. and I’ll 
Be BaCk Before you 

know iT.

I better go.

bye, mom. 
I love you.
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yeah— 
I made it.
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this will probably 
be your secTion  
most of The Time.

everyone sTarTs
here.

is that 
bad?

not Bad. 
just less busy.

the BesT place is 
the Bar secTion, But 
iT takes a lot of 
senioriTy To get 
there. Big Tips.

big Tips?  
even in The middle 

of the day?

iT’s jusT that—
I just spent all my 
money getting here.

you’ll make it 
back m’love.
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hello? I’m Calling aBouT the ad in 
the paper—the Tool crib position?
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whaT The 
hell?

was ThaT your 
Big family TaBle 
ThaT jusT lefT?

The mom and 
The kids?

yes.

how much did she leave?

Two dollars, 
under a 
plaTe.

They ordered so muCh food, 
and They were here for 
so long, and They had
a Brand new gianT
Car and everyThing!

yeah some people Can geT 
riCh here but sTill never leave 
newfoundland or wherever.

work your way 
To The Bar if you 

don't get a 
camp job.

The guys go 
Through money 

like air.
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all The way from 
nova sCoTia.

well that’s not 
uncommon.

six days on, six off, Twelve-hour 
shifTs. usually There are  

plenTy of shifTs To 
piCk up in BeTween.

The shifTs are spliT 
BeTween day and 

nighT.

you’ll geT 
used To iT.

spliT?

you’re going To need a w.h.m.i.s. 
CerTifiCaTion, sTeel-Toed BooTs, 

and some oTher Things 
we’ve ouTlined here.

ready to 
work?

that’s whaT 
I’m here for!
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dad! I Can’T go To some 
sTranger’s home for 

Thanksgiving!

well They Called looking for you— 
and They’re noT sTrangers.

archie grew  
up aCross The  
road from 
ourselves.

okay, so how Come 
i've never meT him 

Before? he moved 
ouT wesT 
Before you 
were Born.

or mayBe you 
were a BaBy.  
I Can’T keep  

yous sTraighT.

well BuT whaT
if They’re  
jusT Being  

niCe??

I Think, 
my daughter,
ThaT is The 

poinT.
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is this The 
syncrude 
bus stop?

iT is if you get on 
the right Bus.

firsT day, 
eh?

orientaTion.

leasT you’re 
getting  
paid.
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