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Kashyap Patel’s
paintings capture wild,
mysterious moments
pivoted on personal
connections between his
dreams. His paintings
are diffused with animals
and self-analysis. and
explore the themes of
wild life importance.
human intervention and
comparative psychology.
He was born in India
and moved to United
States four years ago to
become an architect. He
was inspired to become
an artist when he was
exposed to sublime
beauty of classical
paintings in MET.
Currently he is pursuing
BFA degree at New
Jersey City University
with Drawing and
Painting concentration.

Adorable Monique is
an award-winning artist
based in Southwest
Florida, brought up
abroad in Central
America. Having the
good fortune to be
mentored by a renowned
artist has enriched her
artistic vision, prior

she received her formal
ecducation in Fine Arts
and Teaching. She has
received numerous
awards and the
opportunity to exhibit
IN various venues.
Growing up surrounded
by different cultures has
broadened her overall
view of life. She is
continuously pursuing
success in personal,
professional, and artistic
endeavors as well in the
artistic experience itself.

Denise Barker is a

fine art and portrait
photographer living on
Cape Cod, MA. Drawn
to the ethereal beauty

in our natural world

she has been described
as having “an aesthetic
for beauty™. She is
inspired by natural light,
colors, shapes and
textures found in nature,
particularly at the ocean
and shoreline. Her work
highlights the beauty in
the small details and the
happenstance offering
of light, colors and
textures. She studied

at The New England
School of Photography
and Rhode Island School
of Design.

lon Golubei is from the
Republic of Moldova.
He had an personal art
exhibition organized
within Festival of the
Romanian Film at lasi

in 2015 followed by art
exhibition in Chisinau
at the National Museum
of Fine Art and Brancusi
Galleryin 2017. He

is now working hard

to do his best and to
leave some traces in this
world.
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MFA in Creative Writing
from Boston University,
where he received a Robert
Pinsky Global Fellowship.
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have appeared in AG/V/,
Tampa Review, International
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Magazine, and many others.
He lives in Chapel Hill, NC,
where he is the poetry editor
for 7%e Carolina Quarterly.
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at Indiana University studying
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been featured in 7/e Blue
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three textbooks. Her writing
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and published in literary
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She is a reader for the Baltic
Residency program and her
awards include a Vermont
Studio residency; the
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award in creative non-fiction;
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the Net nomination.

Joshua James recently
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has published other genre
short stories. He studied
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University.
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emerging writer currently
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to work closely with her
target audience. Born and
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she shares a loving home with
her husband Justin, and their
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Lena Marecki is a graduate
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Boston. She is an ESL
teacher to parents as well.”
Her work has appearedin
Fiction Southeast.

|\Il
?.;_1

Kevin Ralph Bray studied
at the Humber School for
Writers in Toronto and the
Vermont College of Fine
Arts. His work is found
online and in print. He’s a
lapsed economist and retired
teacher.
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Calvin Olsen

The routine breaks

the sky promises
fire

and makes good
by morning

light
I bid my loneliness goodbye

receiving it doubled

this is how solitude works
hail

and there it is
there

between trees
between trees the color of night

Night falls, no one rushes
to pick it up

don't be absurd
you would burn your hands.
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Joshua James

In the grainy movie, soldiers trudged through a Vietnamese jungle while my father and I
watched on the couch.

“Son, those are what real men look like”

Just eight years old, I held a shirtless GI Joe figurine—not a doll—and ran my thumb along the
perfect abdominals, around a pectoral and across a chiseled bicep. A Greek god with a machine
gun.

The next morning, we packed up fishing gear that took up a third of Dad’s gigantic truck bed
that hed bought just for these trips. We parked next to a river and waded in. The smell of rotting,
soggy leaves from a nearby swamp filled the air while my bare feet sank into mud that promised
to never let go. My line snapped tight, and I reeled in my first catch. The hook stuck through the
small fish’s eye, and its scales squirmed in my hand.

“Take the hook out,” Dad said.

“I don’t want to. It’s gross.”

“Don't be a queer.” He snatched the rod from my hand, ripped out the hook, and tossed the fish
into a bucket.

I was lucky enough to catch a second, doing each step right. Dad evaluated my every move with a
smirk. He ruffled my hair. “That’s my boy.”

At
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Mom left when I was in high school. With her clothes
stuffed into garbage bags on the sidewalk, she balanced
a cigarette between her smirking lips. We watched her
leave in a taxi through the open blinds of a window.

In high school, the newspaper called me a coach’s son
with a high motor and no scholarship offers. The bright
lights over the football field blocked out the stars, and
a canvas of darkness replaced the sky. Three dozen
people watched from metal bleachers.

“Number twenty-three is killing us” Dad slapped

my helmet and talked through my facemask, his hot
breath thick from Copenhagen chewing tobacco. “Stop
fucking up and cover your man.”

The next play, before I even had a chance, my own
teammate’s helmet slammed into mine while we both
smashed into number twenty-three. The dark canvas
in the sky wrapped around my vision. My belly turned
inside out. The medical staff sounded far away, and
they asked me something about a number.

“He’s fine. He just got his bell rung,” Dad said. Then
they asked me who was president. “He knows it’s the
black one.” He shoved my helmet back on, and I trotted
back onto the field.

I sat in the passenger seat after the game with matted,
wet hair, the air-conditioning a heavenly wind on my
face.

Dad put his hand on my shoulder. “Proud of you.”

His touch sent a wave of warmth from my shoulder
through the left side of my body, while the rest of me
wanted to shiver and shake it away.

Just before my graduation, Dad and I stopped
by the Army recruiter at the mall location between the
pawn shop and Cinnabon. He called it the freedom
sandwich.

The recruiter’s words sang in my mind as
we sat on hard plastic chairs. A marketing poster
had a woman in uniform saluting with “Courage”
emblazoned above her. I signed the enlistment contract
using the signature I'd practiced a hundred times.

“Now youre a man,” Dad said.

We marched to the food court to celebrate.
Noodles spilled over the sides of our Styrofoam plates.

Double the lo mein and a large drink for an extra
ninety-nine cents kept the price of getting diabetes on
the dollar menu.
Adjusting an off-center wig, a tall woman passed our
table with tears glistening on her face. A prominent
Adam’s apple sat atop a body covered by a form-fitting
dress, and wobbly legs unaccustomed to high heels
stumbled into the women’s restroom.
Dad laughed. “Somebody should follow him in there
and teach him a lesson.” His face was a carnival mirror,
distorting my own into something I never wanted to
see. Now you’re a man.

“Hey, Dad”

“Yes, son?”

“Shut—the fuck—up.”
With my stuff shoved into a garbage bag, I waited on
the sidewalk. Dad kept an eye on me through the open

blinds of the front window. The taxi arrived, and I gave
him a salute. My father shut the blinds.

ot
Many months later and halfway around the world,
I sleep under a sky filled with stars, no bright lights
around to obscure them. Together they weave a
tapestry, all of them varying colors and sizes. All
different but all beautiful. Beautiful together.
Still, those little lights are far away and aren’t much
for conversation. I run a hand back and forth over my
head, the crew cut a hedge of tiny needles bending
under the weight of my fingers, much different than the
shaggy hair I had when I was a little child.
That’s my boy. That’s my boy. That's my boy.
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The Swim Lesson

Lena Marecki

Swathed in towels, the children pad down the wet, tiled floor. The air is salty and warm.
The pool ripples an artificial blue. The mothers, watching from the stands, fan themselves with
whatever they can pick from their purses: a magazine, a grocery flyer, a stray piece of mail.
Nearly every time the children march by, one parent reliably says, “There go our bundles of joy!”
to which the others chuckle and nod.

The children march in a neat little line. Towels still snug around their bodies—some
wrapped and others caped—they now wait for the Guppies—kindergarteners—to exit the pool.
One by one, the Guppies plant their palms on the edge of the pool and hoist themselves up,
sending a whoosh! of water with each launch. Cold and wet, they scramble for their towels,
trembling little bodies now clutching beach-and-bay themed spreads.
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“Okay;, Fish, you're up,” the swim instructor
calls from the tall metal chair on which he sits.

The older children shed their towels, revealing a
range of bodies. Some children stand straight and thin,
ready to race, while others wait, comfortably full, arms
hugging firm round bellies or soft supple sides. But
they are still children, comfortable in their own skin
for at least another couple of years. Or, perhaps, simply
unaware of the bodies for which they live. But then
there is Lynn. She is neither comfortable nor unaware.

Of this I am convinced. I watch her linger at the edge of

the group, towel still turbaned like a cocoon about her
body.

Her eyes flicker up and catch mine. She looks
away and feigns comfort, disrobing now. I see myself
in her: in her large brown eyes and thick black hair,
shapely legs and soft, sloping hips. She adjusts the
straps of her dark one-piece and turns to the pool.
Does she see herself? Does the water reflect? I wait and
watch this shy girl of twelve, my daughter.

This large chamber of a room echoes within.
The shouts and whistles and chopping of water create

its own separate clamor, a busied garble above the swim

lesson calm. My friend—another mother, Carol—adds
to the noise, chattering beside me. I take it all in and
nod, occasionally offering my bits and pieces, but my
focus remains on Lynn, through and through.

One by one the children slide into the pool. The
instructor climbs down from his chair and meets

the swimmers. He leans over the pool’s edge, hands

on knees, mouthing today’s warm-up. I cannot hear
him but I'm sure it’ll be like any other week, one lap

of freestyle, followed by one lap of backstroke. The
Fish—three boys and three girls—tread water, arms
coursing back and forth, heads tilting upward, floating,
bobbing, like buoys in the sea. So begins their Saturday
ritual—intermediate swim lessons for children ages ten
through twelve.

The children divide into three lanes and begin
their staggered warm-up. I watch Lynn hang back,
fingers gripping the pool’s concrete edge while her lane
mate takes off. Again her eyes flick up towards me, but
I look away—surely she doesn’t want me to notice her
nerves.
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“Do I have to go?” Lynn asked, pleadingly, that
morning.

“Yes, hon,” I replied. I empathized but was used
to her mild resistance. I brushed my hair quickly—we
were late—and looked at my daughter in the mirror.
“C’mon, it’s already half past eight.”

“But Mom, my stomach hurts,” Lynn said, now
leaning against the cold bathroom counter.

“Lynn,” I said, letting some edge slip into my
voice. “You already woke up late, we can't stall or else
you'll miss some of your lesson.” I put the brush back
in its drawer and slid it shut. “Let’s go”

“I woke up late cuz my stomach hurt! It was
hard to get up,” she cried, but she knew I wouldn't
budge so we grabbed our things and hurried to the car.
I return my gaze back to the pool, but all I see is
the chopping of water, frothy and white. In a few
seconds the bubbles dissolve and revert back to that
cool, strange blue. I see Lynn surface some feet away,
halfway down the lane. Abandoning freestyle, she
doggy-paddles to the end. Watching her paddle, hands
cupping at the water, she looks tired, possibly out of
breath, but she’s getting there, improving steadily.

“You'll be a natural. You're built for it. You're
buoyant,” my mother used to tell me. Like my daughter,
I think. Except I learned to swim at the local lake,
under my Momss tutelage. One morning, before the
water even had a chance to warm up, Mom brought me
to the lake and said, “Today, you're going to learn how
to swim.” And I did, in less than two hours, me wading
in the tepid June water, and she standing, instructing,
from the hard pebbly shore. I still remember mastering
breaststroke. I remember the exact moment when my
feet were no longer kicking off the rocky bottom. One
leg would always do that, lag then launch. Lag, then
launch. I thought I could get away with it, swimming
like that for the rest of my life. It was very hard. I don't
know why I couldn’t just get my body to float straight,
parallel with the rocks and the weeds. But I remember
when I finally committed, how easy and right the
process then felt, floating and pulling and swimming
ahead. All limbs in motion, pulling, circling, in
constant communication, the body streaming forward



as intended. I remember feeling so happy—and
shocked—that I sprung out of the water after only four
or five strokes and dashed towards my mother, nearly
slipping on the slick brown stones that lay between us. I
wrapped her in a hug.

“You're wet!” she exclaimed. “Don’t touch me!”
she said in a voice that was at once playful and serious.
When I unclamped she squeezed my shoulder and
told me to get back out there, keep moving, go burn
all that energy I've got. “Youre doing great!” she said
as [ trailed back in, the water slowly creeping to my
chest. “Keep moving, keep swimming,” she called. It
was always tough love with her. Tough, but more warm
than not, I suppose, like the June waters that day:.

Some thirty years later, when my Lynn brought
home a flyer from school, the neon green paper
peeking from her homework folder, headlining “Free
Saturday Swim Lessons at the Chapton Pool,” I figured
it was about time she learned and that the best way to
do so was through formal lessons with peers her age.
After all, that’s what all the neighborhood children
were dning. Learning to swim is, of course, a necessity
here, but not as urgent—or Enticing, I suppose—as
where I grew up in the country, with its many brooks
and streams and lakes and ponds.

I don’t know why Lynn was so resistant today.
She has never been particularly eager for swim lessons,
I suppose being the oldest of the group and all, but
she has also never been so ardently against it, either.
Perhaps something happened last time, last Saturday?
Were the drills too hard? Maybe the other children
were teasing her? It's strange; she seemed to be in fine
spirits the first few weeks.

Once the children finish their warm-up, the
instructor has them regroup. Again they gather and
tread like buoys in the sea. The instructor has the
children practice flip turns by tucking their arms in
and somersaulting in place. They learned this motion
last week. The six children spread out across a couple
of lanes, and begin turning, turning in place, each
child causing their own small sputter of white and
blue. Lynn completes one, then returns to the edge of
the pool. The instructor comes over, bends down, asks

something. Lynn looks up at him, and gestures towards
her stomach. But then she smiles, shrugs it off, as if to
say but I'll be okay. He smiles and nods in return, and
flashes a thumbs-up.

The instructor transitions the group to diving
practice. He gestures for everyone to move to the first
three lanes, right below where we sit. These lanes are
equipped with diving boards. The children follow,
making their way out of the pool, forming a line along
the concrete edge.

“Alright guys, let’s see some dives. I'll demo
the first one, okay?” The instructor peels off his tank
top and tosses it on a nearby bench. He mounts
the diving board, which is no more than three feet
above the water. He throws his hands up, bends over
slightly, narrating as he does. His red whistle sways
beneath him. His hands form a perfect point. Then the
instructor releases—cleanly pinning the water.

“Okay,” he says when he returns, now matting
his face with a towel. “Who’s up?”

One boy volunteers. Like the instructor, the boy
crosses his arms, one hand on top of the other, the way
one would in a pencil dive. He bends forward just a
bit—but falls flat fast. Water splashes everywhere. The
children spring back in near unison.

“Bellyflop!” someone yells.

“Ohhh man! That hurt,” the boy cries as he
surfaces. But he’s laughing. Eyes squeezed shut, he
scurry-swims towards the edge and climbs out.

“Ah! You have to be careful! Like this,” the
instructor says, first matching his feet, then his hands,
before leaning forward. “You okay?” he assures, to
which the boy nods yeah yeah I'm okay.

“Alright,” the instructor says, now scanning the
rest of the group. “Who'’s next?”

When others hesitate, Lynn says she will go. She
probably wants to get it over with; dives are, after all,
notoriously difficult. She climbs the ladder’s metal rails
and lifts herself onto the hard white board. She takes
three steps, placing one foot in front of the next, and
then stops, as one would a plank.

Lynn bends her knees, raises her arms, crosses
her hands, and arches forward ever so slightly. Shaped

like a lowercase “r,” Lynn waits, careful not to tip over
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and flop. Even from the bleachers I can see that she is
nervous, her wet body shivering, her toes curling hard
over the diving board edge.

Beneath her, her body hangs shapely and
defined, the pool water dripping from her budding
breasts and thick, quivering thighs. As instructed, Lynn
lowers her head, and tucks her chin in.

She doesn’t move for some ten, twenty seconds,
and I begin to wonder what's wrong. I see that she is
inspecting her form — her waist, her legs, her feet,
her toes. I see the instructor question if all is okay.

He is standing off to the side with the other children,
watching form from afar. Maybe Lynn’s scared that she,
too, will make a huge splash. Maybe the younger kids
are being rude. Maybe she doesn't like being up there,
so exposed. I swear I see the boys sneaking looks at her.
And then, very quickly, Lynn straightens, turns around,
and hurriedly dismounts. “Someone else go first,” I
hear her laugh as she rushes for her towel. She wraps

it around her waist. “Guess I got nervous?” she trails
off, to no one in particular. The instructor, looking
confused, starts to call to Lynn, but she moves quickly,
already staring up at me from the bottom of the
bleachers. The instructor looks at me, perplexed, and

I put a hand up as if to say Hold on, give me a sec. I
return to Lynn; her smile has faded.

“Mom,’ she says, one hand gripping the
towel, the other, her stomach. “Mom, I told you. My
stomach... I guess I was having cramps—"

“What’s wrong, hon?” I say. “How come—"
And then I see. Below the wrap of her towel, I see
dribbles of red run down her legs. She does too, and
bends down, using the corner of her towel to dab, dab,
dab, along her shin and ankle and couple of toes. There
is very little blood—just two thin diluted streams—but
she keeps her legs locked together.

I make my way down the bleachers. We
don’t say anything and instead hurry to the closest
bathroom. She enters the stall and I explain what’s
happening, what she’'ll need, and slip my purse to her
beneath the latched yellow door. I should have given
her this talk earlier. I mean, I got mine around this age.
I should have known, been proactive. [ want to ask if
anyone noticed, see how she is feeling, but I decide, not

Rathalla Review | 14

now; reliving that moment is the last thing she needs—
and it won't change the case at hand. Lynn is silent the
whole time.

Before I learned how to swim, my Mom had
taken me to the local clothing outlet store to buy a new
bathing suit. The one I'd been wading in at lake parties
and oceanside family functions was starting to wear.
That’s what I saw, and believed, at least. When my Mom
saw me put on my old pink suit one morning, before
racing to the sprinklers outside, I remember how she
stopped in the hall, coffee in hand, pausing to assess my
figure.

“Looks tight on you, hon,” she had said, her
eyes slowing over me from the entryway. “Sure you
want to go out like that? Especially if you're playing
with all the neighbor kids? Maybe throw on a t-shirt or
something.”

I remember looking down at my body. The
straps were stretched tight against my shoulders, and
the scoops of spandex cut high above my hips. My
stomach, my breasts, my perked nipples, all suddenly
felt so grossly on display.

“We'll get you a new suit soon, no worries,” my
Mom had said, taking a sip from her mug. “And we'll
get you swimming, too. It’s about time. I can teach you,
no problem. I think you'll learn best that way. One on
one. No distractions.”

And then Mom smiled, wished me fun outside,
before parting from the doorway and continuing down

the hall.

In the bathroom, I hear Lynn dry herself, press
the towel to her skin, struggle out of the suction of
her wet one-piece. I hear her sit and pull at the roll of
toilet paper, and then begin to rifle through the mess of
papers and jangles of change that make up my purse.

“A pad should be in the front zipper pocket,” I
say.

“Okay,” Lynn says in a small voice. “Good
thing... my suit, it’s actually barely stained.”

[ say I'll be back, that I'm going to retrieve her
dry clothes and clean underwear. She says that she’s

really okay, and I say that I'll be quick. I walk down the



halls to the locker room. Spin the padlock. Open the
door. Wash my hands. Gather her things. Go upstairs
to the front desk and ask for extra towels. I hope

she is okay. She seems okay, but how can you not be
embarrassed, or at least self-conscious? When I return
to the bathroom with her bundle in hand, I ask how
she is, but the stall remains silent.

“It’s okay, honey, I say. I wait, ask again how she
is doing, and then knock on the door when I hear no
response. The door tips open and no one’s inside.

I leave the bathroom and head back to the locker room;
perhaps we missed each other. When I don't see her,

I run upstairs to the entrance; maybe she’s waiting for
me in the lobby. I ask the front desk but the seated
woman politely says, “No, I'm sorry Maam, we haven’t
seen your daughter” before blankly returning to her
screen.

I loop back to the bathroom. No luck. I return
to the pool.

When I enter I hear my name. I look up. From
the bleachers, Carol waves me down. I climb up the
bleachers and she hands me my purse.

“Lynn asked that I give this to you... she didn't
want to miss any more practice,” she tells me.

“Wait... what?” I start. I can't help the shock in
my voice.

“She said she used a tampon?”

My mind races.

“What, how?” I stutter. “Okay... whered she get
it?”

“Bathroom dispenser, probably.” A pause. Carol
looks out at the pool. “She seemed fine. Pretty okay.
Guess it wasn't her first time.”

A stony weight hits my stomach.

“Oh... okay,” I say. “Right, right,” I continue,
nodding. “Of course. Thanks Carol...”

I follow up with something kind and compliant,
words that I know I won't be able to later recall because
my mind is simply elsewhere, and, at this moment, I
need to not talk. I turn to the pool, this body, this large
cerulean space, always rippling, forever in motion.

As one child takes center, perched on the plank, I see
my daughter in line, studying her form, gauging her
physique, readying herself for this very next stage.










Kevin Ralph Bray

Lifc is play. During our lives we play both finite and infinite games. Tennis and
war are finite games. Finite games are played to be won; therefore, every finite game must
end. An infinite game is played for the purpose of perpetuating the game. Friendship is an
mfinite game.

[’s 1976. I steal bikes and sell them. My profit calculations are a little wonky, a secondary
intention in my business model; I am like a young restaurateur who loves cooking but has no head
for numbers.

[ belonged to a tiny gang (two people. me and my friend Bal, but we left space for other
delusional profit-seekers and invited classmates to join us) stealing ten-speed bikes and single-
speed bikes with mustang handlebars, which we stripped, spray painted with Rustoleum metallic
blue, then rebuilt and sold. Sometimes we tried to sell the bike to the rightful owner.
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The enterprise made no financial sense in my small
logging town of five thousand people. Anyone should
have recognized their stolen bike, even after we have
transplanted our wanton desire onto the frame. The market
for blue bikes was limited—maybe a few hundred kids lived
in town—and most of them didn’t have money that wasn’t
already being spent on pinball and air hockey in the arcade
or buying Old Dutch potato chips and Jolly Ranchers in the
convenience store.

[ stole bikes because stealing pumped adrenaline,
masking the anxiety that consumed my teenaged years. |
took boys’ bikes leaning against the front of the arcade or
the school or the chain-link fences surrounding the frigid
outdoor swimming pool and the tennis court, all the bikes
left by kids riding helmet-free and lock-less, and I rode
them into the woods behind my house where Bal and [ set
up our chop shop. Bal, whose derelict parents bestowed
malignant freedom on him, invited me to spend post-
school afternoons melting cheese on Wonder bread in his
blackened oven, looking at porn magazines, and recording
bike-inventory data. We were friends in a tangential way,
connected by our low-rent status in high school.

School constitutes a series of finite games.

A school provides titles and awards, and victors are
ranked.

Our grade ten gym teacher, Mr. Moon, is heartless.
He splits the class into teams when we play basketball and
labels the teams as either “shirts™ or “skins.” He points to
each boy and brands them. “Shirt, skin, shirt, skin, shirt.”
His command is autocratic. We are segregated by dignity
and ego. Boys like me, who are small and less muscular than
the boys who already have moustaches, pray for the shirt.
The bigger boys whoop when they take off their striped
rugby tops. Mr. Moon yells at one boy who refuses to take
his shirt off. The boy’s back is splattered with acne and no
one wants to steal the ball from him. That boy would rather
steal bikes. Mr. Moon sends him to the office. His parents
don’t care about this.

The game begins. My hands can’t grasp the
basketball. I can only deflect it if it comes to me, with a
swat instead of a swoop, and the bigger boys, whose hands
caress and contain the ball, pretend that [ am not even on
the court, not on their team. Mr. Moon benches me. | sit
watching the other boys enjoy gym class and [ wish I could

retrieve my shirt from the pile beside the bench. I like my
next class, math. where I remain fully clothed and can factor
a quadratic with speed and accuracy. In the afternoon. my
science teacher returns tests in ranked order, so that the
highest mark is returned first. [ am almost always the first
student to get their test.

A finite game gives the winner a title. You are
the fastest runner, the smartest student, the CEQ, the
President of the Legion, the superpower nation. But
these titles have value only if acknowledged by other
players. A private title holds no value in a finite game.

[ have taught high school for thirty years. |
freely chose this career, fully apprised that my financial
remuneration and public status would pale next to friends
who graduated with advanced degrees in economics.

[n social gatherings where [ meet accountants, lawyers,
editors and bankers, I am asked, “What do you do for a
living?” The men pretend not to hear anything [ say and
they start a conversation with someone else. Once. at a
cocktail party, a Master of the Universe from the financial
industry said, “Good for you, someone’s got to teach these
kids.”

When a principal retires, their photograph is hung
on the wall of the last school they administered, like a Dear
Leader portrait in North Korea. After a few years, no one
remembers them. The teachers who have long left, and who
might now be golfing or dead, are remembered by former
students. Students remember their favourite teachers and
their worst teachers: they remember the ones who had heart
or vengeance. Teachers don’t win titles: they only have
their names.

Every family is a team plaving in a larger finite
game. Families encourage and motivate their members
to compete for public titles. Every parent wants their
child to be a winner.

Until grade eleven, my grades never broke past
a C-plus. A family member called me the “C-Plus kid.”

My aunt attended every parent-teacher interview, asking
teachers what could be done with me, how their collective
effort might bring me to water and make me drink. She’d
come home from the interviews and demand that [ try
harder, work longer, get better grades, telling me that “life
is nota game” and enumerated my varied deficiencies. |
promised to try harder. study more, listen in class. When |
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did get a higher mark, she’d ask for more. She kept raising
the bar to heights I could not reach. I looked for a way to go
under, not over, the bar. | wanted to limbo, not pole vault.

As a teacher [ sit on the other side of these
interviews. More often than not the students come in with
their parents. Sometimes the students plead with their eyes,
like hostages.

Parents have ten-minute appointments to discuss
the past three months their child has spent with me and |
have the same ten minutes to wonder about the past sixteen
years the child has spent with them.

“How can we move his mark higher?” a mother
asks me.

The kid’s mark is ninety-five percent.

“What does one get from squeezing a stone?” |
reply.

A father marches in with his wife and three
daughters. The females follow him single file. I have
taught, over consecutive years, all three of his daughters.

[ taught them math, without controversy, unlike the
English teachers who are pilloried for teaching 70 Kill A
Mockingbird or Life of Pi. 1 welcome the family and invite
them to sit across from me at the long table.

“You will speak only to me,” the father says.

He looks directly at me and the wife and daughters
look down at the floor. He’s done this before and this
time [ am committed to refusing his demand, but the
administration has told me the rules. His daughters are not
allowed to play.

To succeed in a finite game a player must
anticipate and challenge every possible move of their
opponent. Failure to do so greatly increases the chance
of losing. An opponent’s greatest advantage is surprise.

I’'m twelve years old and sitting in my friend’s
backyard on a Saturday morning, waiting for him to come
out so we can continue building our tree fort. [ sitona
concrete step, staring at the moose carcass hanging from a
three-story-tall Douglas Fir tree at the edge of his property.
His dad hunts and every fall he hangs the carcass to improve
its flavour, allowing the enzymes to drift and season the
flesh. I've seen something similar, less wild and much
smaller, through the window of the Costco butcher.

While I sit on the concrete step | hear branches
snap and crack. They say you always hear the bullet first,
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or the heavy footsteps of the approaching killer. When the
bear emerges from the forest I don’t even twitch.

[fa black bear attacks. you fight back, because a
black bear will Kill and eat you in consecutive acts; a black
bear doesn’t contemplate the meal. But cover your head
and close your legs and play dead when a grizzly attacks,
because they will bury you and come back later to eat your
body. The bear was black. He wasted no time with the
Moose.

Every player in a finite game assumes a role: they
become the marathon runner, the father, a banker, or
ateacher. The role becomes paramount, so much so
that the player believes they must commit to it, without
question.

[ am a bike thief. My teeth are congenitally
deformed. One of my top incisors is laterally rotated and
thin. like an almond sliver. The other top incisor is a peg
tooth, a half-assed little thing that serves no mechanical
purpose. I almost never smile, and I'm careful not to open
my mouth too wide in front of people. Only my bedroom
mirror has seen my impoverished smile. The world sees my
smirk.

[ am quite good at tennis, having taught myself by
playing against the garage wall on an empty house across
from mine. On the tennis court | yell and unhinge my jaw
and bare my nutty teeth. [ am a fierce competitor. | play
tennis all summer and look at the bikes leaning against
the fifteen-foot-high fence that contains our errant shots.

[ pretend that I am Jimmy Connors and my opponent
pretends he is Bjorn Borg. My opponent is blond and
athletic and muscular and volunteers to be a “skin” in gym
class. In school we call him PB. I learned the periodic table
of elements in science class and PB represents lead. PB also
stands for “pretty boy” and he is pretty, like a Beach Boy.
One day my rage is so focused that I beat him in tennis and
he never plays with me again. Later in life [ spend a lot of
money to fix my teeth and see on Facebook that PB is bald.

For years [ was the “guy who never smiles.”

Sexual attraction is a game played to be won and
players will hide their intent with affectations, pomp
and pageantry, and bold promises. The best players are
masters in courtship.

[ fell in love at fourteen with a girl [ didn’tknow. |
was camping at a provincial park with my family and I saw






