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“Silence is a woman’s best garment.”


—SOPHOCLES







“[Kids] don’t remember what you try to teach them.


They remember what you are.”


—JIM HENSON
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Why I Read Beowulf



I STARTED READING Beowulf about a week ago, not because it was on the syllabus, but because I am in love with my English teacher. I would read anything for him. The book’s cover is stark and grayscale, a black background with the title in white block letters. Below the title is the outline of a man, but just his top half—like a passport photo, except the outline is filled with silver chainmail. I keep turning back to this picture on the cover and wondering how they made it look three-dimensional, half expecting the pattern of metal to bulge into discernable features, to turn into a man’s face.


Once I finish the book, I will drop casual references to it in class or at English Club meetings. “This reminds me of my favorite epic poem,” I will say, pretending I don’t know that it’s also my English teacher’s favorite epic poem, and then I will quote from it brilliantly, lingering on the alliteration. Mr. Mackenzie will pause, turning away from the blackboard to face me, still holding a piece of chalk in his hand. Sometimes, in my most reckless moments of imagination, I see him dropping the piece of chalk in amazement.


I am not sure yet exactly which passages I will quote. I’m only on page four, which I reached a few minutes ago, while sitting in the hallway outside the English office with my best friend, Amy. As per our routine, we arrived exactly forty-five minutes before the morning bell, by the side entrance closest to our lockers. We unloaded textbooks and binders and reloaded with different textbooks and binders, then wandered over to the English office, making ourselves comfortable on the ground beside the door while cackling over inside jokes we’ve shared since Grade 6. Today, as usual, I’m reading and Amy is peeling the varnish off the floor. The varnish lies in a loose coat over the hardwood, and cracks as we step over it. In the short time I’ve been attending Sir William Alexander High School, I’ve already seen so much of the building deteriorate; it seems like every day another part of it breaks off. Back in September, I bicycled by and looked at the school—at its heritage red brick and white trim, its tall, narrow windows, its spacious, dandelion-filled lawn—and I thought, with affection, That is my high school, relishing the still-newness of Grade 9. Just at that moment, a piece of one of the window frames freed itself from its hinge and fell to the pavement.


Amy peels the varnish off the floor in patches all over the school. During lunch, she peels the floor of a second-floor alcove, where we eat with our legs crossed in front of us, sandwich bags in our laps, backs against the concrete walls. During fourth-period Phys Ed, she peels the floor in the gymnasium while we stretch, and then leaves the waxy scraps in small piles here and there. Later, when we’re made to do push-ups, people’s hands and shoes sometimes land on these piles and their limbs go sliding sideways. Eventually, the whole floor will be stripped bare.


Today, she’s taking breaks from peeling the floor to peel her breakfast orange, trying to unravel the skin in one long, unbroken strip.


“You’re getting floor germs on your orange,” I tell her.


“Um, excuse me, it’s a tangerine,” she says. “And I’m strengthening my immune system.” She wipes her hands on the pockets of her cargo pants. “I had a bowl of dirt instead of cereal this morning. Gravel instead of marshmallows.”


To the tune of the Cheerios jingle, I sing, “The one and only Gravel-O-oh-oh-oh-oh…”


“What was that?” She looks at me askance.


I cringe. Lately, she’s been resisting my banter. My wordplay and cereal commercial parodies go unappreciated. These days, Amy seems to disagree just to disagree. Already this morning we had a difference of opinion on whether to eat at Tim Hortons or Pizza Corner after school.


Amy: “Sugar beats cheese.”


Me: “Dough beats sugar.”


Amy: “Tim Hortons has both sugar and dough.”


That gave me pause, so we invented a Dough-Sugar-Cheese version of Rock-Paper-Scissors and settled on going to the Halifax Brewery Market, which has all three.


Then we sparred over whether Americans have the right idea about making the drinking age twenty-one.


Amy: “If we were Americans, it’d be seven more years until we could celebrate our accomplishments with champagne.”


Me: “That’s two additional years for us to accomplish something.”


Next, we debated whether a mustache can make someone handsome.


Me: “Maybe… in the right light… on the right face…”


Amy: “No. Don’t be stupid.”


I can’t tell if it’s only in my head that our exchanges have grown pricklier. Did we always fall on opposite sides of an argument? I catch myself conceding, letting her have the power. A month ago, during March Break, Amy got a boyfriend. Now I worry she might drop me, like gym clothes turned pink in the wash, or a hair elastic that’s lost its stretch.


Mr. Mackenzie appears at the end of the hallway. As he walks toward the English office, I turn to page five of Beowulf. Amy deliberately flicks a big piece of varnish at me with her thumb and middle finger. So I go: “Amy, what’s wrong with you? Why do you always have to deface our school?”


Mr. Mackenzie nods down at us, unlocks the office, and shuts the door behind him.


Amy turns to me and says, at full volume, “At least I haven’t memorized every article of clothing owned by my English teacher.”


“Curse you, Amy,” I whisper-shout at her, trying to bury my smile. I cup the shards of floor varnish in my palms and drop them right on her head.


She laughs, shaking out her white-blond hair so the pieces scatter. Amy likes to joke that I spend so much time gazing at Mr. M that I must have his whole wardrobe memorized by now; except it’s not a joke, because I know that he owns six button-downs (three shades of blue, one white pinstriped, one cream, and one gray), and four pairs of beige-ish brown pants, and white athletic socks that show when he sits down. Only once have I seen him wear a pair of jeans, at the English Club fundraiser—a car wash to raise funds and awareness for the literature of the Augustan period. We used the money we made to buy used copies of Gulliver’s Travels and then we just handed them out to people on the street. Mr. M called it “Spreading the Word.” He smiled when he said it, his mouth an open oval, thumbs tucked into his front pockets like he was a cartoon cowboy. It took me the first half of the car wash to adjust to this new, jeans-wearing version of my English teacher, but then his effortlessness charmed me, and I decided that his casual style did not take away in the least from his devotion to our cause.


When the bell rings, Amy gathers her stuff and waits while I write down today’s date and make a note underneath: Cream button-down. One shoelace coming untied. I record these lists of clothing, and other thoughts and observations, in a sleek black pocket notebook like the kind Mr. M says Hemingway used to use.


That afternoon in class, I notice Mr. M’s socks slouched around his ankles. I dream of ducking down to the half-peeled floor, crawling under his desk, and pulling them up for him.


Because of all this pent-up sexual frustration, I’ve cultivated a new hobby: interacting with pedophiles in internet chatrooms. Or not pedophiles, but rather one pedophile in particular. His name is Ronald. We’ve been talking online for about a month. He asked me to think of him as my boyfriend, though he’s really more of a manfriend, because he is forty-one years old. When I told him I was fourteen, he replied, Your age is my age in reverse, as though that’s a sign we are meant to be. He says I’m exotic because of my Indian background, so I haven’t told him I was born in Halifax. Four or five days a week, after I’m done with school and English Club meetings, I go on internet dates with Ronald the Pedophile. We have serious discussions about the pros and cons of Netscape Navigator versus Internet Explorer, and about the proliferation and potential of the World Wide Web. Sometimes I send him neat facts I learned from my dad’s Encarta CD-ROM.


While I’m upstairs crafting chat messages to Ronald, my parents are downstairs praying. They have created a god room in the basement, where Hindu gods and goddesses hang in rows on the blue walls, staring out with placid expressions.


You are as beautiful as a goddess, Ronald wrote to me once, after describing himself as agnostic. I had sent him a link to the GeoCities page where Amy and I had posted photos of ourselves that we took with her dad’s new, outrageously expensive digital camera. We’re posing in our oversized gym uniforms out behind the school, miming model pouts I don’t think Ronald realizes are ironic. He studied the photos and told me that I’m infinitely more desirable than she is. I know this isn’t true. Amy, with her slight figure and fair hair framing her unsmiling face, looks like the young girl on the cover of a V.C. Andrews novel.


I let Ronald know that I regularly watch To Catch a Predator on Dateline, and now he’s into the show, too. There was one segment where the decoy thirteen-year-old invites the predator into a staged family home. The voice-over: “This is a house on an average street, in an average town. It could be your town. But there’s something very different about this place…” The predator enters wearing a large misshapen baseball cap atop his large shapeless head, unaware of the cameraman hiding behind the decorative curtain. The decoy chirps something about going to change into her bathing suit, and the predator smiles to himself and literally starts rubbing his hands together in anticipation, and I bet he has really dry hands. He has this backpack on that’s maybe too small for a grown man, and he takes that off and starts rifling through it. But before we find out what monstrous equipment he has in this backpack, Dateline correspondent Chris Hansen emerges from behind the decorative curtain and introduces himself, and the predator removes his cap and uses it to cover his face.


Don’t worry, my darling, Ronald said, after I synopsized the show, I am ten times the man he is. This made me question if Ronald knew how math works. Ten times a pedophile, I thought, as I examined the photos he’d sent me of himself. They featured no other people. Mostly they were of him leaning against a blank wall, his head distorted in a way that suggested he’d taken the photos himself with one outstretched arm.
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During tonight’s conversation with Ronald, he asks for my phone number. I’ve been trying to read Beowulf but am wondering if there might be a movie version I could watch instead, and if so, whether the script uses quotes from the Seamus Heaney translation. So I’m pushing the Ronald conversation window to the side of my screen to look this up on IMDb, when he types, Are your parents home? Can I call you? What is your phone number? All three questions in a single message. I picture him sinking back into an ergonomic chair in front of his desktop as he waits for my reply. And, maybe due to daydreaming about Mr. M and all my unrequited emotions, I start imagining what would happen if I fell in love with Ronald the Pedophile. He lives in Dartmouth, so it wouldn’t be a long-distance relationship. Instead of internet dates, we could go on actual dates to local hotspots, and events like the Halifax International Busker Festival. We could climb to the top of Citadel Hill and take the historic guided tour—something I have always wanted to do, but Amy refuses to go with me. Would you visit Citadel Hill with me? I type, and Ronald replies, Yes, followed by an indecipherable emoticon. So I type my phone number in one swoop of momentum, without any spaces or dashes.


He dials the number just as quickly. The glossy red telephone on my desk rings, a screaming pair of lips. I let it ring four times, fanning myself madly with my copy of Beowulf, the chain mail face fluttering as I try to decide whether to answer the phone. If I don’t answer, the call will go to the answering machine, and Ronald will leave a message accessible to my parents, because this is our landline—for some reason they won’t get me a cellphone. Also, my parents are not at work or at the store or at a baseball game or wherever it is parents go when strangers call the house. While a weird man preys on their only child, my parents pray in the basement, singing light religious tunes in their atonal voices and clanging finger cymbals that compete with the ringing phone. At any moment, they might put down their xeroxed Sanskrit mantras and unfold their piously curled bodies to get up from the floor and answer it. I wonder if Ronald would pretend to be a salesman. I think if my parents pick up the phone, Ronald will probably never speak to me again. So I answer it.


There is no pause at all as I hear a soft, wheedling voice say, “You didn’t think I’d call, did you?” And then the door to my bedroom opens.


I see a man standing there, peering around the door frame at me with this slow grin and saying, “What do you want for dinner?” because the man is my father. I immediately hang up the phone and tell my dad rice is fine as always for dinner. He asks what I’ve been doing for the past hour, and I tell him I’ve been researching the incarnations of all the various Hindu gods.


“Oh-ho—wonderful, Nina,” he says, clicking his tongue in approval and giving me a thumbs-up. “Surely I believe you. After dinner I will have a quiz prepared, so get ready!” He walks out chanting the avatars of Vishnu.


The next day I’m at the school’s side entrance by 8:15 a.m., waiting to tell Amy about what happened with Ronald. I’ve been practicing telling her the story in my head, adding and deleting details to entertain her. “And then I gave him my phone number,” I’ll say, “and he actually called.” Amy will ask why I expected anything else, and I’ll shrug. She’ll ask what I’ll say if he phones again, and I’ll say I have no idea, and then together we’ll come up with a plan.


I wait until 8:45. Amy doesn’t show. She isn’t in Music either, or in Science. So when I walk into English class, I’m not expecting to see her. She’s there, though, just not in her usual desk in the second row, next to mine.


She’s sitting with her boyfriend, in the far corner, right below a poster that says, I before E except after C, except when your weird neighbor seizes a sleigh with eight feisty reindeer. The boyfriend’s name isn’t even worth mentioning. He was in my Grade 4 class, but everybody avoided him because he was the only kid in Grade 4 who admitted to masturbating. He would try to join conversations, but people ignored him, so he would just give up and stare at the wall. Then one day, he started talking to the wall, telling it things and asking it questions, like “Why won’t they talk to me?” and “All I have is you,” and so on. I bet he and Amy have similar conversations now.


Before Amy started dating him, and before I had fully fallen for Mr. M, we used to spend class time laughing fitfully and soundlessly behind our open notebooks. The first book assigned to us was Washington Square, which we both hated, so we left Post-it notes throughout the pages of our copies to warn off future readers. Our notes said things like I hate this book, and Don’t read any further, and Aunt Penniman is a flat character. Now I feel guilty for writing those Post-its and potentially ruining someone’s unbiased experience of Henry James, and I’ve thought about retrieving my copy from the library and removing them. I won’t though, because that would be like erasing our history, when already I can feel Amy slipping away.


It’s different from that time in elementary school when she dyed her hair with lime green Kool-Aid and turned cool for a week. That whole week she had her lunch on the long, low, mud-colored radiator at the front of the school where the cool kids sat in a stylish row—a gallery of spiked mohawks and half-shaved heads—while I ate in the cafeteria with all the other loser Grade 7s. When the Kool-Aid washed out, she came back. But I’m convinced that the romantic relationships of weird teens last forever. Weird teens know that they’ll never find better than each other. There’s proof of this in yearbooks: if you flip through a four-year set at the school library, there’s always that couple huddled by the lockers with their arms around each other—the gangly guy with the turtleneck and middle-parted hair and the girl with the Black Sabbath T-shirt, holding one hand up in a rock-on gesture. The following years they’re spotted in the backgrounds of other photos but with tighter or baggier pants and longer or shorter hair and more or less rocking on, and so it goes until you read the drippy messages in their grad profiles, announcing that they’ll be attending the same university accounting program. Neither is ever pictured with other friends. It might never be me and Amy sitting together and laughing again.


I sit by myself and spend the class trying to imagine Grendel from Beowulf and drawing pictures of him all over my notebook in red pen. I compile monster parts from fairy tales I’ve read: wide white teardrops instead of eyes; teeth protruding from stretching mouths; heads that nearly aren’t there, dissolving into the lines of the page. Their torsos are blocky six-packs, short and disproportionate to long muscular arms, skin like leaves bulging with visible veins; their legs attached to a pair of skeletal feet, leaving bony, blood-filled footprints. They stalk over the page of notes I’m supposed to be taking. I pencil a crowd of mesh-faced men into the bottom right corner, axes and daggers cast uselessly aside, knees curling under them like paperclips.


Mr. Mackenzie writes Mock heroic on the board and underlines it twice. In the background I hear someone call him “O Captain! My Captain!” because he is one of those teachers who tears up textbooks and says there shouldn’t be a rubric for poetry. Mr. M delivers an impassioned speech about some Alexander Pope poem. He asks me a question, but since I’ve been drawing monsters instead of paying attention, I only know that the poem has something to do with haircuts. I curse myself for not listening and wonder if this is karma for the time I invented a Hindu holiday as an excuse to skip school.


“Disappointing,” says Mr. M, and his head tilts sideways under the weight of his disappointment. “You have to do the reading,” he tells me, “or there’s no point in coming to class.”


I want to tell him that I have done the reading—I’ve done more reading than any of these fools—but he turns back to the blackboard and makes a joke about how his wife never reads any books either, with the exception of Harlequin romances.


Mr. Mackenzie doesn’t seem to notice the romance corner of the room, where Amy and her boyfriend are caressing each other’s faces. I imagine them framed in a circle on a red paperback cover. In an article on the web, I read that if a boy touches your face, it means it’s true love. I read a lot of these articles and they always have useful advice.


The boyfriend bends his neck to lay his head on Amy’s shoulder. With his googly eyes shut, he’s almost handsome. It’s the one time I’ve seen him look anything other than stupid. The only person’s head I can remember being that close to mine is my mother’s. It’s painful trying not to yearn for that peculiar, intimate warmth of a human skull pressing against you. Amy sighs her chin into the boyfriend’s palm. She pulls at his nose and he embeds his fingertips into her cheeks. I worry that they will gouge each other’s eyes out.


I wait for Amy by the side entrance after school as I always do, though I’m doubtful that she’ll show up. After ten or so minutes, I give up and duck into the library. Nobody’s using the computers, so I sign into my chatroom account. My screenname is Hrothgar14, though in retrospect, I probably didn’t need the 14. I search for Ronald.


What a terrible day, I write to Ron1956.


You’re early, he replies. What happened?


Amy ditched me for her boyfriend, I type, and then, because it’s not like I’m in a committed relationship with this internet pedophile, I tell him that I have a crush on my middle-aged English teacher and about my moment of embarrassing inattention in class.


After a pause, Ronald types, Pretend I’m him.


I suppose what Ronald wants me to do is to enact a sexual fantasy I have about Mr. M via the internet. It’s true that I spend much of class time and my own time fantasizing about my English teacher. I imagine us in a warm fireplaced room with burgundy wallpaper and claw-footed furniture, but we’ve disdained this furniture to sit on the floor. We read to each other from a copy of Beowulf—Mr. M holding the book as I turn its pages. Our heads are pressed together, and my hair is draped over one of his shoulders. In this fantasy I have flaxen hair despite being Indian, and I’m wearing an empire-waist gown and a wreath of flowers on my head. Mr. M is dressed similarly in eighteenth-century garb, like maybe a navy waistcoat and white pantaloons. We sip from glasses of wine… no, goblets of wine… no, chalices of wine, and we’re uttering guttural words to each other in Middle English. The fireplace flashes behind us like an unanswered chat window.


The problem with these fantasies is that I never actually get past the reading part, so I don’t know what I’m supposed to describe to Ronald. To diffuse the situation, I type the letters LOL.


What’s so funny? Ronald asks.


I try to think of something provocative to ask him. I write, How old were you when you lost your virginity?


There’s a long pause before he responds, Haven’t we had this conversation before? Which doesn’t make sense because Ronald and I have certainly never had this conversation before, or even this kind of conversation. Our imaginary dates have remained pretty tame and educational, what with my Encarta facts. It occurs to me that I am not the only teenager Ronald talks to on the internet.


He starts typing long strings of barely legible text filled with a shocking number of typos. It’s sort of sickening, and I feel a cloud mushrooming under my ribcage as I realize he’s describing all the things he’s going to do to me, except I don’t understand most of the terms. I open up a separate window to look them up on Urban Dictionary.


He begs for a response. I’m thinking of his pictures and how he could be a guy that works at my dad’s office. My dad could be right there in an adjacent cubicle, entering formulas into his computer with the Lord Ganesha desktop wallpaper, working overtime for the money to send his daughter to medical school. I haven’t yet told him that I plan to get an English degree and specialize in pre-1800 literature.


Ronald’s words grow more garbled. He’s employed the F-word at least four times. Then there’s a pause. He must be waiting for me to say something. I consider the keyboard and then type the letter m repeatedly so it seems as though I’m moaning, and I follow it with exactly seven exclamation points.


You are so beautiful, Ronald types, though he spells beautiful wrong. I assume he’s looking at my pictures. He says, Are you still having a terrible day? Let me come over and comfort you.


Through the library door, I see Amy and her boyfriend in the hallway. They are facing each other, hunched over sideways as they peel the floor together, in a long, unbroken strip. They move slowly, focused on the ribbon of varnish that passes through their collaborating hands and curls and trails behind them.


It’s possible that Ronald is talking to four different girls right now, four different fourteen-year-olds typing covertly in their high school libraries before catching the bus home. One by one they must sign off, until he’s left with a single girl who… does what? Answers the phone and talks to him? Invites him home?


Okay, I type to Ronald, I can be home in fifteen minutes. I give him my address to enter into MapQuest.


I can’t wait to see you, he types. I don’t let myself think about what he means by the word see.


As I leave the library, I spot Amy and the boyfriend turning the corner at the end of the hall. I head in the other direction, toward my locker. On the way, I notice the door of the English office is partway open.


When I knock on the door, Mr. Mackenzie tells me to come inside. I shut the door behind me and begin speaking without making eye contact. I count the posters of authors that line the top third of the room’s walls.


“I just wanted to apologize for class today,” I say to him. He’s wearing one of his blue shirts and standing, half resting on the desk. The other English teachers have all left. I realize I’ve never been alone in a room with Mr. M.


“That’s all right,” he says in his infinitely understanding way. “You’ve just got to stop being distracted in class. I know you love this stuff.”


My backpack almost drops from my shoulders when I hear him use the word love. I walk up to him and say, “I do love this stuff. I love books. I’m even trying to get through Beowulf, though I admit it’s going a little slowly…”


Mr. M has chalk dust on the pocket of his shirt. I reach across the arm’s length between us and brush the chalk off the fabric with my fingers. He frowns in a way I haven’t seen him do before, the skin of his eyebrows pulling together and downward.


Here is where it’s like the CD skips—a glitch in time. He lifts the shoulder straps of my backpack and slides them off my arms. He picks me up as the backpack thumps to the floor, and places me on the edge of the desk. The lights in the room are white rectangles in rows across the ceiling, and I look at them because I’m not sure if I’m supposed to look at Mr. M, whose head I want to hold in my hands, but I have this awful feeling that the second I touch his face, his features will turn to chain mail, the metal cutting the tips of my fingers. He pushes his head close to my neck and when he exhales, he smells like coffee, like cough drops, like an old man. He places my hands on the crotch of his pants, and I realize I am supposed to unbutton them. And so I do, very carefully and very slowly, recognizing the beige-ish fabric of the pants; they’re one of the articles of clothing I have memorized and written down in my notebook, where I also keep track of my mom’s invented idioms and my better homework grades, and where I record when a day is particularly beautiful. He moves one hand to grab my upper thigh, and the other hand under my shirt to grip my naked spine like it’s the spine of a Norton Anthology.


I think of five things: Thought number one is of all the times I’ve seen him pick up a book in class and slam it facedown, pages spread open on the table. Thought two is wondering how far around the school hallways Amy and her boyfriend have gotten, hand in hand and laughing. Thought three is Ronald searching my neighborhood for house number 53, parking in my empty driveway, and pressing the round white doorbell, thinking he’s about to rape some stupid little girl. Four, I hope my parents arrive home soon, so when this is over, I can phone them to pick me up. And five, I remember the time I overheard Mr. Mackenzie saying to another male teacher, “What a dog,” in reference to a girl, an expression I didn’t know people still used. It had taken me a moment to realize what he meant, before I convinced myself that I must have misheard him, before I pictured the head of a dog on a female human body, sad-faced and teeth bared.















The Wave






STUDENT COUNCIL Election Week at Sir William Alexander High School is like Oktoberfest in Munich—total chaos. When I arrive back after a few missed days, the hallways are vivid with neon Bristol board signs boasting slogans like Vote for Brett. He’s a Safe Bet! There’s one that says Free drinks on Sarah hanging over the water fountain. Kids are flinging around quarter sheets in every shade from goldenrod to lilac, printed with their campaign platforms. Suspended from the ceiling is a painted banner announcing tomorrow’s assembly, where each candidate will have five minutes of stage time. From what I hear, much of this is spent lip-syncing.


I’m later than usual. Everyone is hustling down the hallways because the Mission: Impossible theme song has started to play, telling us we have three minutes to get to class. Some shrimp in sweatpants darts in front of me and zigzags down the hallway with his fingers pantomiming a gun; pretending to be a federal agent, I guess.


My first class is Music. I hurry in that direction, past the guidance office and the library, past kids handing out packs of Bazooka bubble gum and homemade buttons with their campaign slogans stamped on them, past Amy and her boyfriend smooching outside the boys’ washroom like a couple of perverts. Her mouth breaks away audibly from his as I walk by, and she calls out, “Nina? Where have you been?”


I think about stopping, but then I see him—Mr. Mackenzie—walking toward me. He’s striding down the crowded hallway, wearing one of his blue button-downs with a white undershirt, and he’s a few meters away and then two meters away and then half a meter and then only centimeters. I could reach up and smooth his collar. I’ve stopped moving, and kids are pushing at my sides in a zombie horde to get to class. He’s a foot or so taller than me and looking directly forward. When it’s clear he isn’t going to make eye contact, I turn my eyes forward, too. Our gazes are two parallel lines. They don’t meet. I remember how his face feels: his stubble at my neck, his cratered acne scars against my skin, my head pushed back—and I want to throw up everything I’ve ever eaten. I can’t stop myself from turning my face just enough so I can see his eyes as he passes by. I’m a pathetic sunflower. A candidate for secretary waves a flyer in his face. Mr. Mackenzie takes it. Smiles. Stares straight ahead to his first classroom. He doesn’t stop.


In music class we practice scales and I’m thankful for the tedium, the clear airy notes, the damp reed between my teeth, the methodical click of my fingers on the keys. The oboe’s black resin is cool against my palms. As I play, I imagine that Mr. M is watching. I’ve been imagining this for days. I don’t think too much about the details and logistics: something involving a hidden camera and him crouched over the computer in his office or house, adjusting the volume and zoom for a closer view, a more precise sound.


When I set my oboe down to hear our conductor chastise the percussionists, Amy, in the chair next to me, leans over and whispers, “What do you call someone who hangs out with musicians?… A drummer!” She waits for me to laugh and so I do, though it comes out sounding like I’m underwater, sucking in liquid as I try to get air. Amy laughs at the weirdness of my laugh, and then I laugh for real. I’m not even thinking about this morning. Mr. M must not have seen me in the hallway. I imagine him watching us laugh, until the conductor throws his baton in our direction.


Second period is Science. The teacher announces that we’ll be doing dissections. The Satanists at the back of the room start cheering. “I’m so glad you’re excited,” Mrs. Oberoi says, wearing her T-shirt with the Periodic Table of the Elements on it and rocking on her heels. “And here’s what we’ll be dissecting…” Suspense as she pulls something out from behind the desk. “A leaf!” Everybody groans. One nerd laughs hysterically, and Mrs. Oberoi dashes over to his row to give him a high five. I’m relieved that for once we’re not doing some chemistry experiment where I have to worry about melting my skin off with sodium hydroxide.


Amy’s my lab partner—we’ve managed to be in all the same classes this term. She makes up a song about xylem and phloem to the tune of the theme song from Sharky & George, a children’s cartoon about two fish detectives who solve crimes in an underwater city called Seacago. It’s like Dick Tracy, but with fish. The summer after we first met, we watched the whole series together on YTV.


“Xylem and phloeeem…” Amy sings, then turns the microphone (a nearby test tube) over to me and waits for me to complete the line.


“… transports water to stems and leaves…”


“… Xylem and phloeeem…”


“… two of nature’s mysteries.” We are excellent jazz improvisers. There is no topic we can’t adapt to the tune of Sharky & George.


“Girls, that glassware is not cheap!” says Mrs. Oberoi.


Amy doesn’t know how to use a microscope (unsurprising—she doesn’t know how to use a Bunsen burner, either). I imagine Mr. Mackenzie watching me slide my scalpel down the leaf’s glossy surface, watching me show Amy how to clip the slide into place. I pose my hands subtly, as though I’m a hand model, feeling the thrill of his approval.


“So I tried calling you all week,” says Amy. “Were you sick?”


I carefully turn the knob to raise the microscope stage. “Yeah, basically.”


“Oh, that sucks. It was bizarre not hearing from you.” She props an elbow up on the lab bench and eyes me, waiting.


I missed three days of school. When you add that to the weekend, that’s the longest I’ve gone without speaking to Amy in almost three years.


“I was calling to check if…” She hesitates, watching as I adjust the microscope focus. The lens is all smudgy, so I wipe it with a scrap of lens paper.


I think she might say she was calling to check if I was okay. I have this feeling like my sinuses are full. Like maybe I really was sick.


“If?”


She says it fast: “So Sam wants to put in a last-minute bid for Student Council. I wanted to see if you’d be willing to be his, like, speechwriter?”


So that explains the hesitation. She knows I don’t really like Sam.


“Why can’t he write his own speech?” I ask. I squint through the eyepiece and start sketching what I see in my notebook.


“He’s just shitty at writing, and his speech really matters, because… you know he doesn’t know that many people.”


What she means is that he doesn’t have any friends.


“The assembly’s tomorrow,” I protest.


“Yeah, but I’m worried he might give up on the speech, because he said something about a skit, and you know if he does a skit…”


“He’ll embarrass himself?” And her, by extension.


“Please, Nina?” She takes the microscope from me, so I have to look at her. She’s holding it entirely incorrectly. “Please?”


“You could just, you know, play a role in his skit.”


She makes this face, like, Really? Would you be in his skit?


I imagine Amy in a wig and makeshift costume, parading across the stage. That would never happen.


When I enter our English classroom, I accept that Mr. Mackenzie cannot possibly be watching me right now, because he’s there, standing in front of the chalkboard. I choose a seat farther back than usual, a few seats behind and to the right of Amy and Sam.


Sam’s lunch is the period before this one, so it’s usually just me and Amy eating in the hallway alcove. But today I can’t stand the idea of eating on the gritty floor while other people’s feet clomp around and past us. I want to go outside.The weather has been warmer than usual for Halifax in spring. Girls at our school are already in spaghetti-strap tank tops.


“Do you want to have lunch at the Wave today?” I call over to Amy.


The Wave is a large sculpture on the Halifax Waterfront in the shape of an ocean wave. You’re not supposed to climb it, but everybody does. On summer Saturdays, children crawl across its surface, their parents anxiously watching to make sure they don’t fall and crack their heads. Amy and I like to perch on the crest of the wave and joke about pushing kids off.


“Aww, that’s a really good idea, but I can’t today.” She mimes a frown. “I have to meet Mrs. Oberoi. She said she’d let me use the faculty photocopier to make copies of Sam’s flyers.” Sam beams as Amy links arms with him. “You can come with me?” she adds.


“Yeah, no thanks,” I say, before turning back toward the front of the class.


Mr. M starts talking about diction, about how some words are intrinsically more beautiful than others: gossamer, iridescent, diaphanous. All these words make me think of dragonflies. I bet he sits at home with his wife on their back porch, a dragonfly flying by as they brainstorm pretty words. She suggests something dumb, like hakuna matata, which she thinks is one word but is actually two. I write down my own list in my notebook: magnolia, quill, peony, lyric, pyrrhic, oboe.


Do I love Mr. Mackenzie? Love is the wrong word in this context. I jot down his positive qualities: he is a very good English teacher; he truly inspires the English Club by reading poems aloud in an expressively modulating voice; he looks like Jason Bateman on The Hogan Family; he has the charisma of a cult leader. What was Mr. M like when he was a teenager? I get this flash of me sitting next to him on his back porch, asking him about his youth and him telling me about Woodstock. It’s possible that as a boy he had keenly anticipated the moon landing. I don’t know exactly how old he is. I do know, from his easy references to places like Polynesia, that he has traveled the world. To be honest, I couldn’t even tell you which continent Polynesia is in.


Mr. M is asking us what we know about meter, and whether anybody can tell him what iambic pentameter means. “Iambic pentameter is totally my favorite pentameter!” exclaims this kid Fergus. Mr. M glances at me—he can usually count on me to answer these questions.


I put my pencil down and focus on my lap and remember the weight of his body, this sudden awareness that he had a body at all. He’d closed the blinds on the window of the English office door with a single, smooth yank.


It’s been almost a week since I lost my virginity to Mr.Mackenzie. I stayed home on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday. My parents didn’t know. My mom would drop me off at school, and after she drove away, I’d take the bus home. I’d disappear into my dad’s armchair, under a bleach-stained Mario Bros. comforter, eating Jos Louis cakes and letting the wrappers pile around me. The TV sang to me and told me stories until I fell asleep with my head on the armrest. On Monday night, when the phone rang and my mom said it was for me, I had thought it might be Mr. M. I imagined his voice, affable, concerned. But when I asked who it was, my mom said, “Amy. Who else?”


As class ends, Mr. M stands at his desk to collect our worksheets and hand back essays. His blue shirt is so crisp. How did he keep it so neat through his first three classes? Last Friday, I’d seen the wrinkles in his shirt as he untucked it. There’d been dampness on his belly and on the cool flesh below his armpits; a vaccination scar on his upper arm that resembled a banana chip. Walking home that afternoon, I thought, How will I ever hand in an assignment to him again? You have to look him in the eye when you add yours to the stack.


Amy and Sam get up right away, having packed up their belongings before Mr. M even finished speaking. I don’t know if I should try to hide myself in the crowd of students or wait until the end. I place my pencils in my pencil case deliberately, one at a time, as though they might break. I put the pencil case in the middle section of my backpack, and my notebook and binder in the largest section. I zip the whole thing closed. This takes about thirty seconds.


He thanks every single student. “Thank you. Thanks. Great, thanks. Thank you—don’t forget your name, Fergus…” It creates a little melody over the racket of bags and pencils. I put my backpack on and walk toward him, holding my worksheet. It feels like a prop. I used to hope he would say something extra to me, like “Have a good weekend,” or “Nice penmanship,” or “Marry me,” but it never happened. Today, though, as he hands back my paper and I try to hide behind a lacrosse player, he says: “Not a word today, Nina?”


My name is a feather in his mouth.


For lunch, I wander over to Park Lane Mall. It’s a city mall, compact enough to be wedged into Spring Garden Road. Its outside is glass, but its inside is a cavern. The stores are a random selection, as though they popped them out of a bingo machine; there’s a place where teenagers can buy cheap jeans, a place where older women can buy expensive cardigans, Things Engraved, an independently owned dollar store, a Famous Players, and a bulk candy store. The candy store employee is packing gift bags behind the counter. I go in and slide my hand into a bin full of foil-wrapped milk chocolates. I buy $6 worth, which is the exact amount of change I have on me.


I take the escalator down to the food court and park myself at a table. As I unwrap a chocolate, I think about Sam’s speech and make some preliminary notes. The chocolate melts, releasing the sugar and fat that will power me through Phys Ed, my last class of the day. At least the health unit is over.


I try to emulate Sam’s voice in my draft, but it’s tough because as far as I know his only interest is Jackie Chan movies. Over March Break, when he and Amy had just started dating, we all watched Rumble in the Bronx in Amy’s living room, and the two of them started making out while I was sitting on the couch next to them. I doubt they even noticed when I left.


Playing a part in the assembly does give me a flutter of excitement, even if it’s behind the scenes, even if my words are coming out of Sam’s mouth. This must be how Prime Minister Jean Chrétien’s speechwriter feels.


The food court is basically an A&W and a Chinese buffet place with green backlighting. I wonder what Mr. Mackenzie would do if I asked him to meet me here. We could meet tomorrow, when everyone who would recognize us is at school, waiting for the afternoon PA system announcement to call their grade to the gymnasium to watch the Student Council election presentations. I could leave him a note. Tuck it between two worksheets. Write it in all caps, like a ransom note: PARK LANE FOOD COURT 2PM.


My mom loves Park Lane. She’s thrilled at the efficiency of having a movie theater and one-stop shopping destination so close to home. When the mall first opened, she found a family doctor and dentist here, and later my orthodontist, her tailor, and my dad’s physiotherapist—pretty much every professional I’ve encountered in the last ten years. So public. Mr. M would never meet me here.


I imagine it anyway: I’m using my pencil case mirror and lining my eyes with the mermaid green eyeliner I bought at the dollar store, when Mr. Mackenzie shows up. It has a detachable pencil sharpener on the end, and I sharpen the pencil right on the food court table, as though I don’t care about anything.


“Good color.” He clears his throat and points to the chair. “May I?”


“Of course,” I respond. I hide the eyeliner in my bag, but the cedar shavings remain on the table between us. “I read that during World War Two they banned pencil sharpeners in Britain to keep people from wasting wood and lead.” Actually, I learned this by watching Jeopardy! I’ve never been on a first date, but if I ever go on one, I will prepare myself with interesting facts.


“That was on Jeopardy! not long ago,” he says. We are star-crossed lovers separated by age and circumstance.


He points his thumb in the general direction of the Chinese buffet place, then pulls out his wallet and gestures mine away. We pile egg rolls and orange chicken into Styrofoam containers. We eat, grease dripping from our fingers, mouths so full there’s no room for words.


At home I look up statutory rape on AltaVista. I’m supposed to be working on my Music 9 group project—a reed and woodwind arrangement of “Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness”—but I keep getting distracted, wondering what happens to fourteen-year-olds who sleep with their English teachers. My internet search yields the recent Dawson’s Creek story line where Pacey sleeps with his English teacher. What does Pacey do? He defends her honor in a school board meeting by denying their relationship ever happened. They stare moonily at each other. She leaves town.


I pack my oboe and sheet music away and close the internet browser. In my head, Mr. M is still watching me. I crawl over to my CD collection—it’s on the lowest section of my bookshelf—and sit on my bedroom carpet, snapping open an Our Lady Peace CD. Mr. M sees me pull the sleeve from the case to read the liner notes. He judges my musical taste. I put the CD in the player and press Play, turning down the volume. There’s a guitar strumming, then Raine Maida’s rasping, quavering voice that begins deep and rises into a wail. Mr. Mackenzie listens.


I get up from the floor and walk back over to my desk to open up my English binder. The returned assignment is on top, and Mr. M’s comments skitter down the margins like blue spiders. I wonder if he graded this before or after that afternoon. I have read over it three times, searching his language for clues. But all it says is comma splice, fragment, good use of personification.


My whole room is painted black, and on one wall I have almost finished drawing a four-foot globe in thick white chalk, Atlas crouching below. I continue working on it now, copying the figure from the cover of Atlas Shrugged. It’s meditative, the shoom of chalk under the pressure of my hand as I swirl an approximation of Africa. Mr. M said reading Ayn Rand would narrow my mind. How does it feel to have your mind narrowed? I pictured my head in a vise. This was back during the first few weeks of classes, when he was just another teacher, and I had the book in front of me on my desk. I was only a couple of chapters in but adored it already, all these heroic people accomplishing great things.


“Wouldn’t it only narrow my mind if it were the only thing I read?” I replied, and his expression turned remote and wary, though I hadn’t intended to be disrespectful.


My mom stops by my room on her way to her own, carrying an armful of items tidied from around the house, as she does every night. She drapes an errant sweatshirt over my chair for me to put away. My hands and carpet are covered in dust. “Waabaah! Very creative!” she says, indicating my drawing with her free hand. Waabaah is the sound she makes when she is impressed. “Next time we have guests, this will definitely be on the house tour.” I notice she isn’t looking directly at it, and I’m pretty sure it’s due to Atlas’s nudity. I’ve placed his knee modestly, so either it’s the juicy outlines of his thigh muscles that embarrass her or it’s his long, knobby feet. “Okay, I’m zonked out like a zomberry,” she says, zomberry being a word she made up at some point. She heads off to bed.


My dad comes by when he’s finished with his nightly prayer ritual. “Still awake, El Niño?” He started calling me that after the abnormal weather patterns of 1997. “Don’t go to sleep too late. How are things going, anyway?”


“Oh, things are okay,” I say.


“Worried about school?” he asks, stepping inside my room. He’s in his pajamas—plaid flannel pants and this white undershirt with a faded bear I drew in fabric marker seven years ago. He looks so vulnerable in a V-neck.


“Something like that. More of an interpersonal issue.” I know he thinks I’m stressed about a paper or an exam. He touches my shoulder. I will away the pressure behind my eyes. To him, I must appear exactly the same as I always did.


My dad folds his hands together. “Make sure you repeat Rama Rama before you sleep. It will help calm your mind.” He believes that saying god’s name can cure you of anything.


If my parents found out what happened: My mom would go through the Kübler-Ross stages, minus acceptance. My dad would disappear into scriptures and silence. When he dropped me off at a three-day Girl Guide camp two years ago, he cried and told me to remember my values. If I told him about Mr. M, he would sob into his hands. He would never stop.


The next day, I go to school with a plan. Toward the end of the lunch period, I head to the English office. I have a copy of the speech I wrote for Sam, and my plan is to ask Mr. M for his opinion, though Sam phoned my house late last night to say he’d decided not to accept my speech-writing assistance after all. He had something better in mind.


The door is closed, so I knock. Mr. M opens it almost immediately, startling me. He’s standing so close.


“Oh, hi,” he says. He doesn’t invite me in.


The speech dangles from my hand. An obvious ruse. It occurs to me only now that the assembly is about to start, and there’s no way I’d be able to give Sam any feedback in time.


“Did you… was there something…” He holds the doorknob with one hand while the other presses against the door frame, his body filling the space in between as though to block my entrance.


“Could we… is it okay if we talk?” I ask.


He lets go of the door, then steps back, crossing his arms and hesitating for a moment before he walks over to his desk and stands behind it. I close the door behind me, though I’m not sure if I’m supposed to.


“Do you want to sit down?” he asks, not looking at me.


“Well, I don’t know how long this is going to take…?” I put my hand on the back of the chair and stay standing.


“Good point,” he responds, making eye contact for the first time, and it’s like my whole body hurts.


The room seems different from how it did a week ago. Brighter. More like an office. I can see the flaws in the drywall application, the bits of tape left behind from posters that used to hang there. I can’t believe it’s the same place.


“Tell me the best-case scenario, as you see it,” Mr. Mackenzie says, glancing away again. He reaches into his pocket to jingle his keys and pushes the fingers of his other hand through his hair. There’s something unexpected in his voice—an upspeak, a questioning. I can’t tell if he’s open to negotiation or if he means, like, how do we maintain a working relationship.


Though he’s standing in front of me, I imagine Mr. Mackenzie watching me as I try to come up with the best possible answer, the one that will influence what he says next. But I don’t know what I want him to say, exactly.


“I know this… thing happened totally unexpectedly, but we could still go… backward? I really… I think…” My words float out like in that PBS show Ghostwriter. Every episode, this ghost helps a group of Brooklyn teens solve mysteries, haltingly spelling out clues in the air. Mr. M would think the show was ridiculous. The teens wear primary colors and backward caps, jackets tied around their waists. They star in their own music videos. They’re nothing like real teenagers, which is maybe why I love the show so much.


“Nina,” he says, sighing, his exhale sending my air-words swirling away. He steps an inch or two farther back, though there isn’t really anywhere for him to go. “You’re a smart girl. It’s a shame…”


I wait for him to finish his sentence, but he doesn’t. Which part is a shame?


My period started yesterday. Last night I spent an hour in the bathtub, refilling it with hotter and hotter water to try to numb the cramps. When my mom came up from saying her prayers, she knocked lightly and left a plate of cut fruit outside the bathroom door. I remembered what we’d learned in health class about ovulation, the teacher standing and holding her arms up and curled on either side of her, wrists and elbows bent to mimic fallopian tubes. I could feel the blood leaving my body, and I hoped it would take with it everything that was wrong.


“I won’t tell anybody, don’t worry.”


Mr. Mackenzie pauses as though he might add something else, but all he says is “Okay. Okay. Thank you.”


I’m trying to think of how to make the conversation last longer. I shrug and my eyes land on the assignments spilled across his desk. “That’s okay.” I think of the next two months of sitting in his class, receiving his taciturn grammar corrections on my essays.
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