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			Introduction

			In this book, you will learn about my humble beginnings, how I got into chess, and how it then became my life. I will give you insights into my strategies and my mind: covering how I used chess to help me through struggles, my most signiﬁcant chess games and wins, my thoughts about my games, and my chess puzzles.
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			Chapter One

			How Chess Became My Life

			It all started in 2010 when, at age twelve, I would go into the garage and watch my dad and his friends play chess for hours. I would just stand there quietly, watching every move, completely drawn into the game. Then, one day, I thought I could do that too.

			I liked the strategy behind it, and the idea of making my opponent think hard, so I found a chessboard in a cabinet in the upstairs living room. I moved chess pieces around randomly because, at that time, I had no idea what I was doing. Even though I had no idea what I was doing, something about it felt right.

			I lived in Carling, which is a place twenty minutes outside of the town of Parry Sound in Ontario, Canada. While I had been at elementary school, I’d had no time for or interest in chess. What people will know is that I was bullied in school for being a handicapped person, and did not have many friends growing up. It made school feel like a place I had to get through, rather than a place I belonged. I’d had leg surgeries, my ﬁrst in February 2007, then another, in March 2008, though these perhaps meant I was prepared for chess from an early age, in the sense that I had the mental toughness.

			What people don’t know is that I have a unique brain. Most would think I began properly playing chess at home in 2013. But that is not the case. From a young age, I have been able to see things in my head, and so a few years earlier, I’d used that for chess and secretly started moving pieces in my mind. It was like I had my own board in my head, where I could play without limits. This served to my advantage when I entered Parry Sound High School in September 2011.

			My ﬁrst day of high school sucked, as it does for many others also in grade 9. Yet for me, healing from another surgery at the time, there was the added issue of being in a wheelchair. As I was going down the hallway, people would give me odd looks, as if they hadn’t seen someone in a wheelchair before. I felt out of place, like I didn’t quite fit in anywhere. I was bullied throughout that year just for being myself, so I thought, Well, how do I make people notice me for more than a person that walks with a walker, or someone with my disability? That disability is CP, better known as cerebral palsy, which basically, in my case, means my legs don’t work very well.

			I eventually got to thinking What if I become the new chess champion of PSHS? It gave me something to hold onto, something that was mine. And, little did I know it at the time, that would be one of the best thoughts I’ve ever had. In October 2012, I brought an electronic chess board to school with me, the board that represented the start of my chess journey. I would play with people during free time, in the cafeteria, and even in class. I was soon noticed and known in PSHS for my chess, rather than for my disability. For the first time, people saw me for what I could do, not what I struggled with.

			Then, in 2013, my dad helped me further by showing me lots of cool moves. “The best ﬁrst move,” he said to me, “is to always move the e pawn to e4 ahead of the king.” He made me a better chess player, and a faster one too. Those moments meant more than just learning moves, they brought us closer. Although I beat him in the ﬁrst match him and I ever had, his friends would then beat me. I’ve got to keep at it, I determined, and I resolved to practice with him every day after school on the physical board I got for Christmas in 2012.

			I would take that board with me to school, too, so that people could challenge me. I now had two chessboards at hand, so I could play multiple games at once. I could see the surprise on people’s faces, and I started to enjoy that feeling. This blew people’s minds.

			I was in tech class one day when I decided that, since I like WWE and UFC, I would create a title belt. The idea was that I could defend my title against anyone who stepped up to me, whenever, wherever. It made everything feel real, like I was building something of my own.

			As I was the ﬁrst student to ever come up with the concept of a chess title, and because I was undefeated at that time, everyone at PSHS, including the teachers, wanted to see if they could take me down. I gave them the opportunity to, yet they would lose very quickly, time after time. With every win, the pressure to stay undefeated grew stronger. People around the school were either stating, “Devin is unbeatable,” or asking, “How do we stop him?” It was then that I realized that I had something. A gift. A natural talent. And a dedication to chess like no other. That was the moment I started to believe in myself.

			I would take my title home with me for the summer, and then when school started again, I would defend it from September until June. No one had ever declared that they were going to still be the chess champion come June, but I did, and I backed up what I said, achieving this while continuing to be undefeated. I told people I was going to be champion for as long as I wanted to, and that no one would stop me; and that I planned on walking in as champion and walking out the same, no matter how many people stood in my way.

			I had now, coming into 2014, held the PSHS chess title for more than a year: beating people in record time and in a dominating fashion. I would often defeat my opponents in ﬁve minutes or less, making me an intimidating player to go against and the fastest chess player in the school’s history and that of the town.

			In April 2014, a chess club was once again opened in PSHS. I would beat everyone put in front of me in that club, although I did almost lose my ﬁrst match. At least, for my opponents, they found that I might ﬁnally have a weakness, leading people to start thinking Devin can be beaten.

			A fellow student at PSHS, himself a great chess player and a friend of mine, would play me a lot in the hope of ending my undefeated streak. Yet he was coming up short every time. Then, in September 2014, we had one particular match in the cafeteria. With my undefeated streak and title on the line, I was worried because I knew his style and his strength as a player. It was a hard and close match, during which he had help from other students, who would point out moves to him that he did not see. I could feel the pressure building with every move. With this added assistance, he came very close to beating me. Although I eventually won, he had thought he had the beating of me that day.

			For my part, I never took help during my matches. I guess it was a huge compliment to my skill level that it took multiple people teaming up against me in order for them to even stand a chance of beating me in a chess match. In a strange way, it showed me just how far I had come.

			Then, in March 2015, one month before I was to leave for hip surgery, I decided to expand my chess kingdom to include room 249. That room quickly became more than just a place to play, it became a place where I connected with people. Lots of students went there every lunch break, and I would play people two vs one, since, like I just said, it was taking more than one person to stand a chance against me. It challenged me in a different way, and I started to enjoy the pressure. There, lots of students tried to take me down. Although they all came up short, for me, especially with my waiting to undergo hip surgery at that time, it was not so much about winning but the great moments and memories I made with people in that room that mattered most. I was also learning that it’s not all about winning: it’s about how you help people and the impact you make on their lives.

			With my undefeated streak intact, I then had to undergo hip surgery in April. This forced me to give up my belt. Letting go of that title, even temporarily, was harder than I expected. With me not present to defend the title, I would no longer be champion during the time I was away for hip surgery. I proclaimed that, when I returned in late 2015, I would regain my title: earning it back and in the process becoming the ﬁrst two-time undefeated champion in its history.

			I did not like my ﬁrst week at the specialist rehab centre in Toronto, and had a lot of choice words for people, but as the weeks and months went by, I ﬁgured I had to adapt, else I would not last much longer in there. At first, it felt like I was stuck in a place I didn’t want to be. I can either let it control me, or I can control it, as was my logic, and so I adapted to the environment. That mindset shift changed everything for me.

			The PT sessions were intense and very strict, and I was forced to embrace this day in, day out. There were days when I wanted to give up, but I kept pushing through. From adopting this attitude, I had one of the best hospital stays and recoveries of my life.

			It was thanks to my drawing on what I knew from chess to help me through everything in my recovery, and subsequently using what I learned about this recovery to my advantage in my everyday life going forward. It made me realize how much stronger I was than I thought.

			I learned a lot of things during that period such as that I don’t need a title to be on top all the time, and became a less selﬁsh person as I gave more thought to others and about helping them rather than myself. I began to see things beyond just my own journey. So, although in late 2015 I did win back my title and became the ﬁrst two-time undefeated champion, my greater goal by now was to help people become as strong as me, or stronger even, so that someone would beat me and ﬁnally end my streak of pure domination.

			Therefore, in April 2016, I became a chess coach for the ﬁrst time, coaching the Parry Sound Intermediate chess team. Utilizing and sharing my determination and perseverance, I would teach them my winning ways, not only on the chessboard, but also in life. It felt good to pass on what I had learned. I also made great friends in that club.

			They went on to win at The Bobby Orr Community Centre on April 20th, which was a heartening reﬂection on my coaching skills. Seeing them succeed felt just as good as winning myself. That was the launchpad for me getting my own chess trophy on June 30th, 2016, becoming the most dominant champion in PSHS and one of the greatest to ever play chess in there, as well as the birth of the ‘Chess God’ nickname. It was strange to hear, but it showed how far I had come. In PSHS, I was called that because still no one had ever beaten me, making my coaching skills and style of play appear bulletproof.

			I then went on to visit PSHS as the ﬁrst-ever former student to be allowed to coach chess there. I started that in January 2017, and, still putting my undefeated streak of ﬁve and a half years on the line in every match, I would teach people and show people strong and great moves. Going back there in that role felt like everything had come full circle.

			I was fast, maybe sometimes too fast, but it comes with practice. I am a blitz player due to the fact that I have a unique brain and can shoot out moves oﬀ the top of my head, as I have a huge opening repertoire from many years of perfecting my craft. I also began helping coach Nobel School’s chess team in early February that year, and so at that time was visiting two separate schools.

			Later on in 2017, I would run into further health problems, this time with my spine. I found I could only walk shorter distances, and was having a hard time breathing. I thought it must be my scoliosis catching up with me, as by then I had been putting oﬀ spine surgery for four years. Indeed, I still thought at the time that I wouldn’t need it, so instead continued on with my life, still coaching at PSHS and not admitting to myself or anybody I knew that I was going down the tubes physically. Deep down, I knew something wasn’t right, even if I didn’t want to admit it.

			I would go on to play in my very ﬁrst CFC tournament on October 14th and 15th 2017. There I tied for third place, making a very big impact, as I was the ﬁrst person from Parry Sound to play in Aurora, itself a huge accomplishment.

			Then, on October 27th, I went to see a spine specialist. They recommended spine fusion, to which I said yes. I knew by then that I was in more danger than I had thought. Following the appointment, I still continued to coach, but people there noticed that I was slowing down and hurting more during my chess games. Students would ask me, “Devin, are you okay?” and I would say, “I’m ﬁne,” just so people would not know and would not worry about me. I said it more for them than for myself.

			In March of 2018, I would go to what would be my second CFC tournament, thinking that because I performed great the ﬁrst time, I would also do ﬁne on this occasion. But my back was hurting a lot more by this point, and I did not even make it to a second match, which I thought was odd. It was the first time I felt like my body was holding me back. So I decided I would get my spine fusion ﬁrst, before doing CFC tournaments again.

			In May of that year, with less than two months left before my surgery, I was in room 249 at PSHS, and someone there mentioned how they thought I could not do three games at once.

			Well, I did just that. Three simultaneous games, and at blazing-fast speed: beating Colton, Charlie, and River, all great chess players as well as friends of mine, in under ten minutes. It felt like one last moment of control before everything changed.

			However, less than a month later, on June 1st, 2018, River played me in what was an extremely hard-fought and fast match: going over 70 moves, becoming one of the best and longest games I’ve ever had, its ending in his bringing to an end my undefeated streak. In that moment, it felt like everything had come full circle. He thus became the ﬁrst and only person to beat me via checkmate in PSHS history; one-on-one, without any help.

			I had coached him for two years, and so I felt this spoke volumes about my coaching abilities, having taken someone who knew nothing about chess, and developing their game to the level that they were now defeating me.

			So how did I feel afterward? Well, not only did I feel happy for him, but I also felt a kind of relief that, if I ever returned to PSHS after the spine fusion, I would not have the added pressure of maintaining my unbeaten streak. There was a sense of peace in finally letting go of that pressure.
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			Chapter Two

			My Ultimate Nightmare

			It all began in 2013, when doctors told me “You have scoliosis,” which meant I had a small curve in my back that would get worse over time.

			I still remember the way the room felt when they said it.

			I was ﬁfteen when they told me this, still trying to understand who I was becoming.

			They said to me, “You will run into big problems in the future, by the time you turn twenty.” My life expectancy, they informed me, was thirty.

			Their words did not just sound like a warning, they felt like a deadline placed on my life.

			“No,” I told them, “I’m not doing spinal fusion,” partly because I was in high school then and did not have the time to do it; but also because, the way I saw it, I had too many other things that I was already juggling – chess, preparing for a leg surgery, and some personal issues. Deep down, I think I was also scared of what it would mean to accept how serious it really was. And so, being a naive ﬁfteen year old, my spine was not my biggest concern.

			Instead, I would try my best to push through the pain every day. At school, I would hide it from everybody, because if one person found out that I had a back problem, then I was afraid that people would treat me diﬀerently. Every step felt heavier, but I forced myself to act like everything was normal. I did not want to be judged for it. I did not want pity. I just wanted to belong like everyone else. In my lifetime, I’ve always wanted to be seen and treated as an equal.

			I never let the fact that I had scoliosis get to me, and I walked into PSHS every day. Yet what I did not know, and would later learn, was that during the subsequent period, from 2014 to 2018, I could have been permanently paralyzed at any moment during any given school day. Looking back, it feels unreal how close I was to losing everything without even knowing it.

			I’m glad I got to visit PSHS and coach chess and help so many people, because on June 22nd, 2018, my spine was 110 degrees curved (in fact, it was double-curved). My legs were shaking constantly, in the month leading up to the surgery, which itself could have resulted in me never being able to walk again. Each day leading up to it felt uncertain, like I was walking toward something I could not fully understand.
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			Fig 1: The double curve in my spine prior to my surgery.

			On the day of my ﬁrst spinal fusion, I was very nervous, my heart beating through my chest and my body numb, which I guess are all normal signs of anxiety going into any surgery. It felt like everything was closing in at once, and there was no way out except through it. It took them
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