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April 3rd, 1992

Tom Davidson stood in frozen silence. He stared down at this oval leather sphere and took a deep breath. His task was monstrous but simple—kick this egg-shaped orb between the two goalposts about thirty meters out. If he did, his team would win the World Cup of Rugby. If he missed, he would be tortured with regret for the rest of his life. It was high stakes for a harmless miscalculation, an errant thought floating like a mosquito in his head, but it was what he’d signed up for, what he’d practiced so long and hard for. It was science, and he loved science almost as much as he loved this game.

The hush of the crowd was deafening. The nerves in his body bounced around like monkeys in a cage. Theoretically, it should be a smooth process. All he had to do was take three steps forward, place his weight entirely on his left foot, lean back while swinging his right leg through at the perfect angle to hit the ball four inches up from the nose. This would cause this inflated globe to rise at a sixty-degree trajectory and soar through the five point six meter space, shrunken to a quarter by the angle. It was something he had done all his life: kicking balls in soccer, football, rugby, hacky sack. The process should take care of itself.

All he had to do was relax.

Breathe, he told himself as he searched for that spot where nothing but everything else existed—a place of perfect balance beyond the physical where all was possible. He had to commit fully and completely to this task without trying. Trying was death. It added too much subjectivity to the endeavor. Subjectivity led to anticipation, which led to distraction, which led to focusing on the result, rather than the process. The process was everything. One had to be completely committed to the process so that the thousands of muscles in the body could work in perfect harmony to achieve this challenging objective.

A distant rumble sounded in his brain. The mountains began to tremble. An avalanche of thoughts was on the edge of erupting into his head: thoughts about the pointlessness of life, the injustices of his world, the fallout if he missed. He couldn’t allow this to disrupt his equilibrium. He had to move now. He had to believe in himself, believe in life, seize the day.

Tom stepped back, took a couple more deep breaths.  His eyes focused on the spot where his foot would strike. The blood surged through his veins. The adrenaline ignited his spirit.  He stepped forth and pounded that orb with all his might, launching it high into the air, sending it flying exactly where he had pictured it would fly. 

The crowd roared—in his head.

“Nice kick! Double or nothing!”  Connor Davidson yelled back as the rugby ball dropped gently into his arms. This instantly brought Tom out of his fantasy back into reality. His brother’s voice, if anything, could do that. It could produce the opposite of his fantasy—the reality of being alone on a rugby field in Langford, B.C., having just gotten off work: hardly any food in the fridge, a broken coffee maker waiting for repair, a kid’s soccer practice to organize, no money for rent. He didn’t want to go back there just yet. He wanted to stay out on the field a little longer and remain in this fantasy world of athletic achievement.

Connor hoisted a perfect spiral back to his brother standing by the sidelines.

Still clinging to the dream he had created earlier, Tom caught the ball, deked out some imaginary All Blacks, and set himself up for a drop goal. The fictitious crowd still roared in his ears. The imagery of action was still alive in his imagination. He leaned back on one foot, lowered the nose right in front of his other boot. The other limb came flying through and sent it high over the posts once again. Tom was in his happy place, believing that if his dream ever did come true, he would win. 
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“So, what are you doing tonight?” Tom asked Connor as they drove back along the water to their log cabin in Cordova Bay. ‘Neverland’ by Nirvana blared loudly on the tape deck, and both of them were feeling good, having just worked off a week of stress in two hours.

“Not sure.” Connor lied. He was sure. He just didn’t want to tell his brother. He was going to get very high and then get laid. “Probably just hang out at Klingon’s.” 

‘Klingon’ was Jacob Jones, a large and heavily bearded second row who owned a flophouse for Connor’s friends. Nothing good happened at Klingon’s, good being respectable behavior expected from forward-thinking young men. If one’s interpretation of ‘good’ was the depraved stimulation of mind and body, then it was the place to be.

“Big game tomorrow,” Tom said, hoping this subtle reminder would influence his brother’s thinking.  

It wasn’t subtle for Connor. He knew exactly what Tom was hinting. It was his usual predictable message. 

“If we win our next two games, we’re in the play-offs.” 

Connor nodded as he stared out the window at the houses that flew by.  Tom was always the one to bring up the future or the past. Connor preferred the present. That was where the fun was. 

“Selectors might be there.” 

Connor narrowed his eyes. This was another predictable message from Tom. ‘Selectors’ were older, ex-players, usually of some renown, who were responsible for picking the lucky few who got to play on the representative team—the “reps”. The reps would play other cities’ reps for bragging rights and free beer. Connor didn’t mind the free beer part, but the bragging rights were never quite enough compensation for the extra hours and energy one had to commit to being part of this team.

“Never know.” Connor nodded indifferently.  He knew. 

For Tom, playing on the reps was more than just for peer adulation and ‘props’. It was a potential ticket away from the world he presently occupied into the world of his dreams.  Talk of professional rugby was on the horizon. It was a ‘North Star’ that Tom often gazed upon.  In 1992, Canada had made it to the quarterfinals of the World Cup of Rugby. They narrowly lost to the New Zealand All Blacks, 29-13, which was a very respectable score. The Canadian rugby scene was now on the radar of those building teams for the future, especially in Victoria, B.C.  Earning money for playing this fun, exciting game was now happening, and a few players had already been scouted to play in the larger markets in Europe. Tom dreamed of one day being one of these guys.

Stories of “shamateurism” in Europe and down south in Australia and New Zealand had also been rumoured for years—players being paid ‘boot money’ for playing for top-tier ‘Rugby Union’ teams – but this was different. Now it was going to be official, out in the open. The possibility of lucrative contracts and promotional deals for good players would be real. They would probably even play on TV. This was the big time, and players who shone at this moment would be on the ground floor for being picked. ‘Reps’ was the first step towards getting this opportunity.

“You know they’ll never pick nobodies like us.”

“Hey, if we light it up in the play-offs, they’ll have to.”

Connor shrugged, not necessarily in agreement but liking the fantasy.

Connor and Tom had always looked at life from different angles like this. For Connor, the angle was more downward, towards the ground and its many distractions.  Tom tended to look to the sky, dreaming of far-off possibilities. It was the only way for them both to ignore the trench they were actually in.

“We gotta go shopping. There’s nothing in the fridge,” Tom said as their sweaty jerseys fogged up the window and created a salty aroma in the car.

“What do we need?”

“Spaghetti sauce and noodles.”

“I think we need bread too.”

Connor nodded and reached into his pocket to pull out his wallet. He opened it, knowing what he’d see...zilch. “I’m broke.”

Tom looked over. This was no surprise. Money never lasted long in his brother’s wallet.  “I think I got enough.” 

“We need meat too.”

“We don’t have enough money for meat.”

“...and cheese.”

“Just sauce.” Tom shook his head as they pulled into the parking lot. 

Connor nodded reluctantly. He hated the budget they were on now, trying to dig themselves out of the debt they were getting themselves deeper into. It was this elusive quest to become responsible young men.

Tom turned to rummage through his sports bag in the back seat to find a handful of change that dropped out of his pockets onto the floor of his bag. There was just enough to buy the garlic onion spaghetti sauce they liked.

“Is that all you got?”

Tom thought again, then reluctantly fished for his wallet in his bag. He opened it to see a couple of coloured Canadian bills, which he refused to pull out.

“What’s that there?”

“I need that for date night with Stacey.” He slammed the wallet closed before Connor could grab it and put it back in his pocket. Date night was too important to sacrifice.

Both of them got out and entered the store. Items immediately caught their eye—items that they couldn’t afford but wanted badly: chocolate bars, fizzy drinks, chips, candy.

“Is anyone looking?”

“No, Connor. Don’t.”

In a flash, Connor reached out and grabbed a package of ground beef and stuffed it into the inside of his jacket. “Gotta have meat for spaghetti, man.” 

“Put it back.”

Connor didn’t listen. Instead, he grabbed some cheddar cheese and a jar of tomato sauce and put them inside his coat as well.

“Fuck, man. Stop!” Tom said this as loudly as he could without being heard, then pushed the cart to the next aisle to get away from the scene of the crime.

“I’ll meet you at the till. I gotta get some ice cream.” His brother took off to the back with a manic smile that Tom instantly recognized. It was one he had seen too many times, one that always meant trouble. He’d first seen it at nine years old when Connor had stolen his first chocolate bar from Werner’s general store. Then it’d repeatedly appeared as he’d slowly graduated from shoplifting to hot-wiring cars. It was the look of someone who didn’t give a shit and was prepared to suffer the consequences.

Tom went the opposite direction. He had to get out of there as fast as he could so as not to be tarred with the same brush. Sure, their fridge was like a black hole where food evaporated into thin air but this was not the answer. They’d grown out of this, he thought. They were on track to become responsible young men. 

Tom found the cans of tomato paste on aisle three, grabbed one and went to pay. Gone were the days when he would have his brother’s back, help him talk his way out of jams. It was time Connor faced the consequences of his actions.

Ten minutes later, Connor jumped into the car, looking like the Michelin Man and ducked down. His coat was full of contraband, from loaves of bread to quarts of ice cream. “Go. Go!”

Tom froze. He was being dragged into Connor’s vortex once again. He couldn’t allow this. He had to put a stop to it once and for all. 

Tom took a moment and then casually glanced around to see if a security guard was racing out from the store after them, or someone was pointing their way. There was nothing, no one. The parking lot was as peaceful as when they drove in. He waited.

“GO!”

“Connor. You can’t do this anymore! You have to stop this!” 

“Ok! Just go! Now!”

“No! 

“Come on, man!  Don’t be an idiot! I won’t anymore. I promise...after this!”

Tom’s face twisted in anguish. 

“Fuck, man!” Connor peeked behind him. No one was in sight. He relaxed a bit. “We’re broke, ok! We need food.”

“Not this way.”

“Fine! Never again! I promise!”

Tom sat there, unable to decide if making a stand would do any good or not. He had to put a stop to this somehow. “You’re gonna get caught one day, you know that.” This was all he could ever come up with as a reason for not doing it, which was probably the main reason he couldn’t stop it. Even getting caught hadn’t worked.

“Come on! Go! Don’t be a dipshit!”

Tom shook his head, divided but cornered, wanting to do the right thing but unable to draw the line. Finally, he started the car and drove slowly out of the parking lot so as not to attract attention. There was no sound, no siren screaming down the road after them. The streets were peaceful and empty. Connor had gotten away with this betrayal of the social trust once again. 

It was the way it had always been for them. On the field, on the court, in the gym, they saw eye-to-eye. They obeyed the rules. They were brothers, friends even. Off the field, away from the court, where the laws weren’t as defined or enforced, they were on separate planets. It was like they needed the strict confines of a construct to successfully associate with each other. Otherwise, they were two separate objects drifting in space, no law of gravity to keep them from floating farther and farther apart.

....

––––––––
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“Hey, Tom, I was just going to tell you. Reggie will be leaving the team after the next game.”

“What? Really? Why?”  Reggie was five years old and his best player.

“He’s been asked out to the A team.”  John raised his eyebrows with pride. He was a skinny man and didn’t look like much of an athlete himself, but his son was a tiger.

“‘A’ team? There is such a thing?”

“Yeah, they just created it. It’s for the better players.”

“At five years-old?”

“Yeah. It’s like they’re practicing four days a week, teaching them all these skills. They had try-outs last week and Reggie got in.”

“Try-outs...for five-year-olds?” 

“I guess it’s good for those who are more advanced.” Tom nodded and tried to look supportive but had a hard time.

“But keep it on the hush-hush. They don’t want the other parents to get jealous.”

“Right.”

“Can’t start too young, right?  The coach is like some ex-pro, wants to take them all the way.”

Tom nodded. He didn’t know what to say.

“Whoda thought?” John beamed as he drifted away, floating on the cloud of his son’s achievements.

Tom just smiled and pretended to be supportive. Reggie was the only one on his team who actually scored any goals for them. Now he was left with a bunch of kids who would rather play in the sand than run around a soccer field. He thought of this as he glanced over to Billy, his girlfriend’s son, the reason he was there in the first place. Billy was at the playground with a couple of other boys, climbing on the swing. He was probably one of the smallest and most distracted players on the team, which didn’t give Tom much credibility as a coach. The parents all thought Billy was his son. The fact that Billy was so uninterested and lost on the field made them think Tom must be that way too. Other dads whose sons were more aggressive players gave him advice on how to coach, which did not sit too well with him.

Why he took the job was anyone’s guess, really. It was in a moment of abandon when he wanted to impress Stacey, his girlfriend, and thought he could possibly discover his calling as a teacher. He liked kids and thought this was a career direction he might go in. Soon, however, he found he didn’t have the patience or imagination, or whatever it was that made someone good at it. He also didn’t love standing up in front of everybody talking, something that seemed pretty important if you were going to do that for a living.

“Ok! Let’s all go for a run!” Tom yelled to the kids who were all wrestling on the ground or climbing at the playground, having forgotten they were there for a soccer practice in the first place. He knew he had to take charge soon or it would be bedlam. The warm-up part was the easiest for Tom, and he could get a bit of a stretch in himself. The rest of the coaching was a bit more difficult since he didn’t know much about teaching kids that age how to kick or dribble.

The ten five-year-olds raced around, wrestling and chasing each other in the park, ignoring him, so he blew his whistle to get their attention. This seemed to work as they all stopped and turned. Their parents also looked over. They were glad to see the coach finally starting the practice, happy they could now pawn their little demons off on him for an hour of chit chat and relaxation. They gathered up their little terrors and corralled them over to Tom.

Once he got stuck in, Tom usually did enjoy the run, getting out in the fresh air, playing with the kids, practicing his own kicking technique. He usually stumbled into a fun rhythm and had enough tricks from his own experience to keep things moving along.

Today, however, he had neglected to draw up a plan. He thought he could do drills and then have a scrimmage. The drills were too hard to organize because his usual parent helper wasn’t there. Indecision and hesitation opened the doors to anarchy. Tom didn’t have the energy to be one step ahead, so he was three steps behind. The kids ran roughshod over his practice and he was so relieved when it was over. 

“Hey.” 

“How’d it go?” Stacey asked over the phone.

“Not well. I suck as a coach.” Tom was walking home with Billy’s soft hand cupped into his, the only compensation for the stress he’d just endured.

“What happened?” 

“Just complete and utter chaos, but other than that, it was fine.”

There was a pause. “You sound like you could use a massage.”

“I could.” If this meant what he hoped it did, it was exactly why he had sacrificed his evening to be with screaming kids for.

“I’ll run a bath for you, later, after Billy goes to bed.”

“Ok. Great.” 

Suddenly, his life didn’t seem so bad. His choices were maybe even right after all. In fact, he could get used to this - hanging out with Billy, being a stepdad, having a woman he loved give him massages. This was not a bad path to be on. Now, if only he could figure out a decent career, something he liked doing that made reasonable money, he might actually have a future.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




[image: ]

“Billy! Turn the TV off now!” Stacey yelled to her four-year-old son who was sitting in the next room, staring at the screen, watching ‘Sesame Street”.

Stacey Chambers was in a hurry. She had half an hour to get to nursing class at Camosun College but she needed to drop her son off at his friend's before that and pick up some groceries.

Billy just sat there, mesmerized by the colours, sounds and movements of the puppets, talking to him from the screen.

Stacey continued brushing her hair, exercising patience, while savoring the memory of the previous night with Tom. They had put Billy to bed early and then had a bath together. It was slow and luxurious, scrubbing each other all over, cleaning every crevice. She decided she could get very used to that routine and started fantasizing about when they should actually move in together.

Then she looked at the time. “We gotta go, sweetie. Jeremy is waiting.”

This still didn’t produce any movement. Billy was transfixed by the music and action that was non-stop. Normally, this was not a bad thing. Anything that would make him sit still in rapt attention, not bothering her, was usually very welcome.  But not today.

Stacey closed her eyes to calm herself. She took some deep breaths and checked her phone. She was already late for class. She even contemplated not going, but this was nixed right away. She had to go. It was her only path to freedom, relative freedom, that is.

“We can whip by Dairy Queen on the way, if you hurry, get an ice cream.”

Even bribery didn’t work. ‘Bert and Ernie’ were just too riveting.

Stacey finally abandoned her grooming and went to gather up the rest of her things. Fortunately, she didn’t require much effort to look good. Every part of her body was in the right place with the right shape and texture. She had taken this for granted most of her life, but now that it was fading slightly, she realized she’d better preserve it as best she could before it left her completely.

Her and Billy lived on the second floor of a large heritage house in Oak Bay. They shared a kitchen and had a large room with an en suite and a picture window. It was not big enough for two and was brimming over with clutter, but it was all they could afford for now.

“We’re in a hurry, dear.” Stacey finally went over and turned off the TV herself.

“I don’t want to go to Jeremy’s.” 

“Sorry, sweetie. It’ll only be for a couple of hours. Then we can have the rest of the day to ourselves.”

“Can’t I come with you to school?” Billy pleaded as his coat was being put on.

“You don’t want to come with me. It’s a boring class about all this medical stuff.”

“Why do you go?”

“I have to go. It’s for my career...so we can get a bigger house and you can have your own room.”

Billy didn’t have anything to say to this. He liked sleeping with his mom. 

“Jeremy has lots of Lego and I’ll give them permission for you to watch a video.” Stacey swept Billy up in her arms before he could ask any more questions. Soon they were out the door, down the narrow, creaky stairs, and out onto the big porch. This peaceful, upscale neighborhood, shaded by large oak and arbutus trees, always lifted her spirits. The streets were quiet and the yards were big and green. She could even smell the sea a few blocks away on a hot day. 

It made her feel like she was on the right track; the future was bright. Then she got into her car and prayed it would start.

....

It was a sunny day and maple leaves were sprinkled along the path by the playground in the park. The sound of yelling could be heard from a distant field where people were scattered along the sidelines watching the Saturday afternoon rugby match.

Crack! The two heads smacked together, and the man possessing the smaller one went down like Humpty Dumpty. Standing on the sidelines, Stacey cringed at this sight. She knew the fellow on the ground holding his head. His nickname was “Hunka,” and he was a gentle, fun-loving, Aussie who had a good sense of humor. She knew his girlfriend as well. They were talking of getting married and buying a condo together. Stacey wondered why he would risk a possible brain injury and the loss of all that, for a Saturday afternoon made-up contest.

This was the very reason she hated rugby. What possessed grown men to chase around a ball that bounced so abnormally and bash into each other with such manic exuberance? Didn’t they have better things to do on a Saturday afternoon?  It just seemed so risky and unnecessary. She wondered what other secret pent-up frustration they were trying to replace.

“Mommy, when can we go?” Billy tugged her coat beside her. 

“Soon, dear.” She picked him up. 

“I’m hungry.”

“I have a sandwich for you in the car. See Tom there?” She pointed to the field. Billy looked over. All the men looked the same, their faces clenched in ferocity, nothing removing them from the intensity of the moment.

“Where?” Billy scanned them. None of the men resembled Mom’s boyfriend, ‘Tom’.

“There.”  She took Billy’s head and directed it in the right direction.

Billy looked closer. Still, it didn’t look like the friendly guy who coached his soccer team and secretly gave him sweets.  That man was too serious, too old, too scary. “I wanna go.”

Hunka was still lying on the field being checked out by the referee. He claimed to the trainer he was fine but the trainer could see he wasn’t. Hunka didn’t know what day it was or what part of his life he was living right now. All he knew was that he was on the rugby field and he had to help his teammates win the ball and score.

The trainer suggested to Hunka that he come off the field but Hunka assured him that he was fine. The trainer finally relented and allowed him back on the field, shaking his head as he walked away. Hunka went back to bind with the scrum and the game resumed. 

The red team continued competing hard against the green team.

“Let’s go to the playground.” Stacey had had enough. Even watching the kids on the monkey bars was better than this. They, at least, tried to avoid pain.

Over time, she had come to believe, or tentatively entertain, that her dislike of rugby could possibly be a flaw in her own thinking rather than those who embraced it. She couldn’t help but notice the light in Tom’s eyes before he played a game—or after. It was an event in his life that had so much meaning to him, so much significance. She had nothing like that in her life.

“Stacey, we’re looking for volunteers to organize the Spring Fling. Are you interested?”

“Uhhh.” Darn it, she thought. If only she’d left five minutes earlier. “I’m...really busy these days with nursing school and work...and this little guy.” She picked up Billy to shield herself from another request.

April Soo looked disappointed. She was having a hard time finding volunteers. “Maybe you could bake something? We’re having a bake sale to raise money.”

“Uhh, sure, ok.” Stacey nodded, but she wasn’t quite ready to take on this role either: the happy home-maker who bakes and organizes functions for her husband. Tom and she weren’t even close to being married. The very thought of that future scenario curled her toes. It was way too domestic for her liking. “Although I’m not sure you’ll be able to sell what I bake.” She had to get out of there. This was not her world, and it was a world that she had no desire to join any time soon.

Stacey had already experienced the weirdness of people congratulating her because Tom had played well. People who never normally gave her the time of day would smile at her and shake her hand like she had personally helped Tom make a penalty kick. If they only knew how much she actually tried to discourage him from practicing, they would not be so friendly. 

The flip side, of course, was worse; when they lost and Tom was somehow to blame. That was an even more twisted part of the equation. It was like she was tinged by the dark cloud that hung over them all, as if Tom’s failings were also hers. They would look the other way, avoiding her eyes, holding her responsible for his missing a kick. She would have gladly traded the good for the bad in this scenario; she would have gladly avoided this whole pageant altogether, in fact. Why put oneself through this? Weren’t there enough challenges in life already?

“Mommy. Watch me climb this.”

“That’s too high, dear.”

“I can do it.”

“I don’t think you should. Go play on the swings. I’ll push you.”

“Ok.”

Billy ran over to the swings as Stacey glanced again at the climbing bars that he was about to attempt. Other kids his age were doing it. Why was she stifling his progress? Could she be transferring her own fear and weaknesses onto him already?

Stacey was never very good at games, or climbing, or most physical activities. She had diminished their worth long ago, possibly even before she knew whether she could do them or not. She preferred indoor activities, like drawing and music, studying, and reading books. Running around, chasing a ball, throwing and catching an object, was just so far out of her comfort zone. It made her feel flawed in some way. It reminded her of when she was in P.E. class at school and she had to compete with other girls: bouncing balls or hitting things with sticks. It accentuated her shortcomings even more. Hiking and fitness training she could get into, but skill-intensive sports she avoided like a bad smell. 

Whether rugby was skill-intensive was a whole other question, of course. It didn’t seem to her that much skill was required. It just required brute strength and the disregard of pain. It was a nutty game in her mind, and she couldn’t believe a man with Tom’s intelligence could embrace it so. What did he see in it? First of all, the risk of injury was so high, and even if you weren’t injured, the resulting aches and pains after a match could render one useless for days. She’d seen this in Tom and his brother so many times. Sunday morning was a write-off for them. 

It also didn’t help that many of the other men on the field were like monsters, giants that loved to feast on the smaller, more nimble carcasses. They were like gladiators of old, matching their wits and will against other equally committed soldiers in a combative exercise to win the day. After the spoils were divided, the celebration of their manhood would begin.

This whole world was baffling to her, but here she was at the park on a Saturday afternoon, watching it once again. She had to admit, the fresh air was nice. And Billy always enjoyed playing in the playground with other kids his age while the game was on. Tom was happy, and they were part of a very friendly community that was as supportive and active as you could ever want. There was very little to complain about aside from the game itself.

Speaking of which...she turned to Billy and gathered him up. “Let’s go shopping.” She had to go to the Salvation Army store and see if she could find him a new pair of boots.
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“We start at eight, boys!” Jim Takarangi yelled as he saw Connor and Tom heave themselves out of their beat-up Honda, juggling their breakfast sandwiches and coffee. 

“Line-up at McD’s!” Tom yelled back.

“You need to come up with a better excuse!” Duke, a muscular man with a gentle demeanour, chuckled. He was standing by the mitre saw in the garage with Jim, a large Maori from New Zealand who owned the company. “Or try a different franchise!”

“The truck’s arriving at ten! We gotta get those forms ready!” Jim added in his usual non-nonsense bark. He was also the foreman, so, however much Tom and Connor were his friends and teammates, they were also his employees. Being late for work was not an option.

“No problem, Jim. We got it!” Tom quickly made a detour into the hut to pick up a crowbar and get focused. It was chilly and there was a wind blowing off the water that snuck under his shirt. The smell of the ocean and the cedar trees, however, combined to compensate for the discomfort.

“Fuck!” Connor tripped and most of his coffee spilled out on the ground. He hadn’t seen the two-by-four lying by the 4X8s because his eyes were still half-closed from the night before. The majority of his java was now mixed in a puddle on the dirt in front of him. “Can I have your coffee?” Connor glanced at his brother as he reemerged from the hut.

“No!” 

“Come on. Just give me the rest of yours. Please. I need it. I got no sleep last night and my brain feels like mush.”

“Maybe you shoulda thought of that when you decided to go out partying on a Sunday night?”

“Next time.” Connor followed, knowing his older brother would eventually capitulate as he always did. “Please!”

Tom knew Connor’s state of mind without coffee and weighed out which would be worse. There was no debate. Connor’d be moody and slow. He’d do everything he could to avoid work, complain constantly. That would be far worse than not having coffee himself. “Fine. You’re an idiot.” He handed Connor his cup.

“Thanks.” Connor grabbed it and took a sip. “Yuck! This is black. Why don’t you at least put sugar in it, man?”

“Give it back then.”

“No. It’s fine. I’ll drink it.” Connor had another sip and continued to work. He was in one of his moods, Tom could tell already.

“It doesn’t make sense to stay out late when you know you have to work the next day?” Tom followed him up the ladder.”

“It was for sex. What was I supposed to do?”

“Say ‘no’.”

“Right.”

“You did use a condom?”

“Of course.”  

They grabbed their belts from where they had been working on the walls of the bathroom, then made their way back down the ladder to complete their job by the garage.

“You should hear the sounds she makes.”

“Shut up.”

“Larrissa would do you in a second, she said that.”

“Stop it.” Tom shook his head, trying to stop his mind from going there. 

Larrissa played prop for the women’s rugby team and was very popular around the clubhouse, partly due to her freewheeling personality and also due to her two large physical attributes. Connor was in the thick of this world and Larrissa was just one of many. In fact, he was starting to get himself a bit of a reputation. Some of the stories Tom had heard about his brother, he didn’t want to know. There was no good ending to his type of lifestyle. It was a black hole, scratch that, a bottomless pit; quicksand, whatever. It was a journey further away from the mind, and deeper into the body, a place that didn’t possess much common sense.

Especially now that AIDS had been established as a threat to the heterosexual community as well as the homosexual community. Ever since Magic Johnson had been diagnosed, it was on everyone’s radar and there was a risk with every encounter. For some reason, this didn’t stop Connor. He was a risk-taker and always had been. It was just part of the game.

....

When Tom got home from work that night, all he wanted to do was bury himself in thought, focused thought, problem-solving thought. Lately, he was fiddling with a used Commodore 64 computer that he had bought at the thrift store. It wasn’t powering up consistently, so he focused on inspecting the motherboard for burn marks, loose chips, or maybe a bulging capacitor.  It was already obsolete, being ten years old, but there was still life left in it. The new Commodore Amiga 1200 was out now and was rumoured to be amazing.  Tom could never afford a computer like that, but he thought, maybe if this ‘64’ had a bit more life, he could learn as much as he could from it so he’d be ready when he got one that actually worked.

This was Tom’s favorite thing to do these days, other than play sports. Science was his father’s world, and, in a way, he felt like he was reconnecting with his dad when he did this. 

Barry Davidson had introduced his sons to science at a young age. Connor hadn’t shown much interest, but Tom took to it like a duck to water.  The problem-solving involved gave him a sense of connection with a magical world —a world of the mind, the world of absolute order, —that was almost religious in a way —except in this religion, there was an emphasis on proof. 

His father and him had spent many hours together, exploring concepts like photosynthesis, electromagnetism, and natural selection at a very young age.  Barry had a way of explaining science so well that it opened a door to a world that swallowed Tom whole. But when Barry Davidson died in a tragic accident when Tom was nine, cause and effect took on a whole other quality. It took on a ruthless quality that did not seem to have a conscience. Cause and effect became a shallow and pointless grasping at straws that did not provide enough of a justification for him to continue to embrace it.  His father had taught him that every effect had a cause, which was the result of a previous effect and so on and so on. There was an order to the universe. But after that, Tom lost complete faith in this theory's predictability and gravitated more toward the theory of luck and chaos. He abandoned the will to learn and focused most of his time on sports and fun. 

As a result, he barely finished high school. 

This error in judgment was now manifesting itself in Tom’s life. Luck had not worked in his favor either so his future was looking grim as his options lessened with every passing year. He now wanted to explore post-secondary education, use his brain, maybe even get into computer science, but he didn’t have the marks from high school. He had gotten his life back on track and felt he could succeed if he ever got the opportunity, but he now needed to learn more, read more, experiment more. He also needed more money. That was the biggest thing he needed more of.

It didn’t help that much of his spare cash, which wasn’t a great amount, was spent on parts, tools, books, batteries, and whatever else he could buy to explore his interest in computers. He knew computers were the thing of the future, so he thought, maybe if he could learn about them on his own, he might be able to get a job in that field one day.

On a good day, this seemed like a decent plan. On a bad day, when he had to scrape up enough money to pay rent and eat, go to rugby practice, and then study for a plumbing exam, he wondered if he had a hope in hell.

....

––––––––
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Connor took another deep toke from the joint he had rolled up from the leftover roaches in the ashtray on the back porch. They’d had a few people over on the weekend who were all smoking pot out on the back porch. The remains were left in the ashtray, so Connor picked them out and roa11lled them all up into one big joint.

He decided not to offer to share this discovery with his brother because Tom rarely smoked dope and he acted a bit weird when he did. Tom didn’t approve of cannabis and would usually give Connor a hard time for smoking it, so Connor decided to spare himself the grief and keep it to himself.  He and his brother were different this way. They always had been. Tom was cautious and liked to keep his wits about him. Connor found his wits rather confining, so he preferred to get them out of the way every chance he could. 

As Connor held the smoke deep in his lungs, he thought maybe he’d go for a long walk on the beach down the road from the house and think about things. He could review his last game, think about how well he played.  He loved the way his mind worked when he smoked weed. Everything was great. Life was great. He was great. What could be wrong with that? After his walk, he’d come home and make himself a big plate of pasta and cheese, then wolf it down. Every bite would taste so good. 

Connor skipped down the stairs and went around the side of the house. He was looking forward to enjoying the smell of the ocean, the fresh air on his face, listening to the waves lap against the shore. It would be a special moment in time. Then he thought of his Walkman. Having music would be much better than the waves, so he went back inside, through the front door, to his room. 

Tom was still in his own room, probably working on his computer, so Connor didn’t worry about explaining to him what he was doing. That’s when he saw the Nintendo by the TV. He forgot that they had just bought the new Street Fighter 2 video game.  It had just come out and he’d gotten pretty good at playing it at Klingon’s. He wanted to test the new moves he’d learned so he decided maybe he’d rather play that instead. He could absorb himself in competition and beat up some fictitious bad guys in the process.

Connor instantly postponed the ‘walk on the beach’ idea for the ‘sitting on the couch playing Street Fighter 2’ idea. He went to get his Walkman and put in an N.W.A. tape. Connor switched on the 30-inch TV, which was attached to the console, and put in their new video game. He was still learning about this game. He had played Street Fighter 1 a lot at the arcade, but that had become too expensive. Now, he could play this as much as he wanted for free so he could get really good at it.

The screen popped on. The game started. He picked his favorite character, “Guile”, and decided he’d try fighting “Zangief”.  He had usually lost to Zangeif, but this time, he was going to use his Sonic Boom to keep Zangeif from getting too close. He was also trying to perfect his Flash Kick to counter Zangeif’s jumping attack. As the fight started, Connor waited until Zangeif got close, then he held down the toggle for about two seconds and quickly moved up. He pressed the kick button. 

“Yes!” His foot landed square into Zangeif’s mouth and Zangeif was down. That was easy, He massacred that guy. Connor was into it now and ready for the next opponent.  Ryu seemed like a likely candidate, so he chose him for the next battle. It wasn’t long before Connor was completely absorbed in this fighting contest, testing his moves against all of the computer-generated opponents and winning. He was in hero mode and he liked it.
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Chapter 5
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Leaping in the air, Red’s face took on a whole other hue of orange as he reached out with his long arms and swiped the ball back. His fingers caught the seams and redirected the ball into the arms of Cody—a small, muscular, scrumhalf with a mullet. Cody quickly whipped out a perfect spin pass to Tom, who caught the ball and raced towards the goal line. He swerved sideways and then flipped a reverse pass to Connor, barreling through on the inside. Connor’s intensity and speed were enough to propel him through the flailing arms of the break forward who had been fooled by this switch of direction.

Then Connor met up with the sinewy eighth man who had him lined up for a big hit. Connor’s mouth hung wide openand his tongue guided him sideways as he used a straight arm to push the man back. By this time, however, the fly-half and other break converged on Connor from his left and prepared to bury him with arms and shoulders.

“Inside!”

In a split second, without hardly thinking or looking, Connor flipped the ball to Jim Takarangi who was crashing through at high speed. Jim’s eyes lit up as he disappeared through the gap to face an open field. His head was on a swivel and he glanced sideways just in time to see the wing from the opposite side dive for his legs. Jim cut inside instinctively, knowing this man could not change momentum fast enough. Then he fought off the opposing scrumhalf who bounced off his hip and took two final steps for the try! 

The score was tied.

Now it was Tom’s chance to make the difference.

The angle was not severe. It was a kick that Tom normally would make. The added pressure of the Lions’ play-off dreams depending on it, however, called that into question. If Tom made this kick, the next week for the lads would be full of hope and anticipation. If Tom missed, the season would end, and real life would come crashing in on the boys, forcing them to face all their neglected responsibilities and weekend chores.

“You got this, mate,” Jim said as he handed the ball to Tom.

Tom nodded, agreeing silently to himself, but nothing was easy when you had so many people’s hopes and dreams riding on your performance. That was the deal that Tom had signed up for, though. It was all up to him now whether they won or lost. His own ambitions were also riding on this kick. Selectors may be watching and his rugby future was at stake.

Tom placed the ball on the tee and stared at the posts. He imagined himself making the perfect kick, everything flowing exactly according to plan. This was what usually worked best for Tom. Something about putting his imagination through the motions first, not thinking of anything else, and then magically duplicating it in reality was a technique he had read about and proved to himself. It was mystical in a sense. It was also scientific, in a sense—the power of the mind to control the body. 

Today, for some reason, it was all remarkably doable. Tom knew he was going to make this kick even before he hit it. It was a feeling he had experienced many times before and loved. It was probably why he had embraced athletics so much in the first place. It was the feeling of perfect composure, total assuredness. It surfaced every so often throughout his life: playing darts or tennis, basketball, fixing a machine, even solving a math equation. It was when everything clicked and he had the answers.

He wished he could bottle this feeling up and apply it anytime he needed to perform at his top level. Unfortunately, it never quite worked that way. It was fleeting and mysterious. It came and went at random. When it was there, he took full advantage of it. When it was not, he punished himself thoroughly. Today, it was in the mix, and he was glad. Life was as it should be. He stepped back, followed his routine, and kicked the ball right where he directed it with his foot. 

The Lions were in the play-offs. 

....

––––––––
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It was seventy degrees on a gorgeous Saturday afternoon, and the smoking BBQ in the backyard of the clubhouse made the party that much more special. The Lions rugby club was the winner, so everyone involved in the club was a winner too. People streamed into this two-level fixer-upper by the park, ready to get back on the bandwagon and ride it as long as this winning streak lasted.

Since most of the money for running amateur sports clubs came from membership dues and concession sales, when the team was successful, the club was profitable. People would flock to the games, attend the parties, buy the jerseys...drink the Kool-Aid. If the team lost, the crowd would lessen; the enthusiasm would wane. The club then better have something else to offer than beer and good vibes if they wanted to keep their coffers from emptying.

Being one of the original teams on the island, the Esquimalt Lions had a legacy to offer. In the ‘old days, ’ the team was comprised of fishermen and dockworkers, mechanics and farmers, many of them hard-asses who loved to go out on a Saturday afternoon and beat up on the British schoolboy types that introduced the game to the city long ago. These were players of a different era, with a different focus. They rarely lifted weights or watched their diet. They just worked harder and played meaner than the rest. It was more than a game to them. It was their own personal war against the social order and civilized behaviors that had been foisted on them by modern society.  It was a clash of cultures and possibly a clash of classes: rich versus poor, haves versus have-nots, patriots versus invaders, and it seemed to have a distinct expression in this game.

The old guys loved to tell the stories of the epic matches they had where people were bleeding and broken but kept on playing. Be they drivers or ditch diggers, doctors or teachers, they all banded together on the field to give it their all and then shared stories and beer afterward in the bar. It was a time when life meant more than nine-to-five jobs. It was a time when mythology existed, when the actors bought completely into their characters.
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