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Fall.

Get up.

Fall.

Get up.

 


Hockey is life. Life is hockey.


Prologue

 


Sam was a born hockey player.

That’s what my Dad always says, anyway. When
I was real little, I believed it. It was exciting to think that I
was actually born to do something I loved. Like it was destiny or
something.

I’m eleven now, but I can’t remember a time
in my life that wasn’t filled with the cold air and echoing sounds
of a hockey rink. Skating was something I did as early as walking
and it felt just as natural. By five years old, I was playing games
in the Junior Mite division. Being on the ice felt more like home
to me than the kitchen or living room of my house, or even my own
room. And every time I stepped out on the ice, a tickle of
excitement fluttered in my chest and made me smile for some reason
that I couldn’t quite explain.

Hockey was the greatest thing in my life. It
was fun. It made my Mom, and especially my Dad, proud. My best
friend Jill played with me and every year, almost every kid on my
team ended up being my friend, too. We took road trips to Canada
where we stayed in hotels with pools, so after the games were over
we got to swim for hours. And every once in a while, I scored a big
goal and we won the game.

It was perfect.

Then I turned eleven and went into the
Pee-Wee division. That’s when everything changed and my life was
turned upside down.
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“Summer sucks,” I
said.

“Yup,” Jill
agreed.

Jill’s my best friend and has been forever.
We met at learn-to-skate classes when we were three or four years
old and started playing hockey together at five. She’s been on my
team every year. It’s cool to have a friend you can talk to about
anything.

The two of us sat on the curb in front of
Jill’s house, exhausted and sweaty from a round of street hockey.
The hot August sun beat down on us. A tangled pile of hockey sticks
and gloves lay on the ground off to the side. I moved my foot back
and forth absent-mindedly listening to the rollerblade wheel scrape
the pavement. Jill tore off her elbow pads and sighed heavily,
wiping the sweat from her forehead and grinning a little. We didn’t
usually keep score. Instead, the rule was ‘last goal wins.’ Jill
had just roofed one to the top of the net, so she was the winner
for now.

“I mean it,” I said. “I
can’t think of one good thing about summer.”

“There’s no school,” Jill
offered.

I furrowed my brow. She had a good
point.

“And we get to go to the
lake sometimes,” she added.

“Okay,” I relented. “There
are a couple of
good things about summer, but mostly it sucks.” I didn’t have to
tell her why. Jill knew.

Summer meant no hockey.

Every year in late September, practices
started. By October, we were playing games and the season lasted
clear into April. The end of the season wasn’t so bad, because
there was almost always at least one weekend tournament sometime in
May that we could play in, but once that ended, the hockey drought
began. The NHL playoffs on TV helped take some of the sting out of
it, but that was over by the first week of June, which left a long
three months of no hockey.

“Summer sucks,” I
repeated.

“Yup,” Jill
agreed.

“You two are stupid,” said
a third voice from behind us.

I turned. Nate Bridger stood a few feet away
astride his battered mountain bike. His closely cropped hair
glistened with sweat. He squinted from the sun as he stared in our
direction. He was a grade ahead of us in school. He’d always been
bigger than me, but now I was surprised at how much he’d grown just
since school let out. He had to be twice my size now. The way he
threw his weight around on the ice last season was bad enough, but
now he was a monster.

I swallowed and hoped he wasn’t looking for
trouble.

“Stupid?” I asked
carefully. “What do you mean?”

Nate snorted. “Summer is the greatest
invention in the world. There’s no school.”

“Yeah, I said that
already,” Jill said.

“Also,” Nate said, “you get
to go camping in the back yard, swimming at the pool and you can
ride bikes all day long. There’s no homework and you can stay up
super late and then sleep in the next morning.”

“Yeah,” I said,
“but—”

“There’s barbeques,” Nate
continued, ignoring my interruption, “and baseball games at the
sandlot that go on for way more than nine innings. Plus, on the
Fourth of July, we get fireworks.”

“Sure, fireworks are cool,”
I admitted, “but—”

“And it’s warm out,” Nate
interrupted. “You don’t have to wear hats or coats.”

“That’s true,” Jill
said.

“And that means not getting
sick,” Nate said.

“My cousin Drew got a bad
cold last month,” I said, hoping to poke a hole somewhere in Nate’s
theory.

“Did he get better?” Nate
asked.

“Yeah.”

“Well, if it would have
been winter, he probably would’ve died or something.”

I scowled. “That’s a mean thing to say.”

Nate snorted again. “Mean? I thought you
were a hockey player.”

“I am.”

“Well, if you know anything
about hockey, you know that you gotta be mean to play. And
tough.”

I pressed my lips together, considering.
That wasn’t what any of my coaches have ever said. My Dad,
either.

Before I could answer, Jill spoke up.
“Hockey is about skating and passing,” she told Nate. “It’s about
playing together, as a team.”

Nate shook his head and eyed the two of us.
“Whatever,” he finally said. “Maybe that’s how they play in the
girls league, but in Pee-Wee, there’s body checking. It’s real
hockey, and you gotta be mean and tough.” He jerked his thumb
toward his chest. “Like me.”

“Body-checking?” I asked.
“I thought that didn’t start until Bantams.” Bantams started at
thirteen, which seemed like about a century away right
now.

“They check in Bantams,
too,” Nate said, “but we start
in Pee-Wee.” He squinted at me. “You didn’t know
that?”

I wasn’t about to give Nate Bridger any
satisfaction, so I answered, “Yeah, I knew. I just forgot, that’s
all.”

He smiled. I don’t know how
he did it, but when Nate Bridger smiled, he looked even meaner than
when he glared. “Well, don’t ‘forget’ when you’re on the
ice, Spam. And
keep your head up or you’ll get your clock cleaned.” He stood up on
his pedal and pushed it forward, then turned around. “See ya,
girls,” he said over his shoulder as he rode away.

“Jerk,” Jill muttered after
him.

I shook my head. “That’s one more thing I
don’t like about summer,” I said. “Nate runs loose on his bike,
riding around and shooting his mouth off for three months.”

And calling me
Spam, I thought. Which I hate.

“Yup,” Jill
agreed.

“He doesn’t know anything,
anyway,” I said.

“Not much,” Jill
agreed.

“He’s a stupid
bully.”

“Pretty much,” Jill said.
Then she crinkled her nose. “Well...he was probably right about the
weather. Warm is nice.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, okay. Probably.”

“And the swimming,” Jill
added.

“Yeah.”

“Fireworks,
too.”

Fireworks
were cool, but I didn’t
feel like acknowledging that much of anything smart ever came out
of Nate Bridger’s mouth. So I changed the subject. “Well, he
doesn’t know anything about hockey, that’s for sure.”

“Not much.”

I thought about body-checking and what Nate
said about being mean. I had seen the pros check each other pretty
hard, and sometimes they even got into fights. But youth hockey was
nothing like that. Still, Nate seemed pretty sure of himself. “You
don’t think he’s right about what he said, do you?” I asked
Jill.

Jill took a deep breath and sighed. “Well,
there is body checking in Pee-Wee. That’s why I had to switch
positions to goaltender this year.”

“Really?” I asked, raising
my eyebrows. “I thought you just wanted to wear all those cool
pads.”

Jill grinned a little. “That, too. But my
Dad said that the boys were getting too big in Pee-Wee and that I
might get hurt, being a girl.” She scowled a little when she said
this. I knew she didn’t quite agree with what her Dad said.

“But you’ve been skating
with boys since...well, you’ve always skated with boys. What’s the
big deal?”

She shrugged. “My Dad said
that Pee-Wee is for eleven and twelve year olds, right? But he said
some of the boys are old
twelve year olds.”

“What’s that
mean?”

“I guess it means that they
turn thirteen during the season.”

“Oh.” I thought about it
for a moment. The cutoff for each age level was the end of the
year, but we played until April, so I guess it was possible. Some
kids had to have birthdays in January all the way up to the end of
the season. “What’s the big deal? That happens every
year.”

A bee buzzed by us and Jill took a mild
whack at it with her street hockey stick. She missed but the bee
got the hint and zipped away.

“All my Dad would say is
that this is the age that changes really start happening and some
boys at thirteen are going to be way, way bigger than me. Then he
made me go talk to my Mom about it.”

I cast a sidelong look at her. “Your
Mom?”

Jill nodded. “She wanted to talk about other
stuff.”

“Other stuff?” I asked.
Then I realized what she meant. “Uh-oh. You mean...?”

“Yup.”

She didn’t have to say it. I knew what she
was talking about.

Puberty. The Change-o-rama. The big P. My
Dad had “the talk” with me a few months ago. He didn’t tell me
anything I didn’t already know from the school and from listening
to other kids talk. Mostly, he hemmed and hawed and asked me if I
understood. I said yes as quickly as I could to end the
conversation.

Jill seemed pretty cool about the whole
thing, though. I noticed she’d started looking more like a girl
this last year, but I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about it. I
mean, sometimes I didn’t like the idea, but sometimes I did. It was
confusing. Sometimes it was easier just to ignore the whole
thing.

I cleared my throat. “Uh, so that’s why you
changed to goaltender? So you wouldn’t get hurt?”

Jill picked up a small
piece of gravel next to the curb and chucked it at the nearby stop
sign. Ting. As
usual, she hit it dead center. “That’s why my Dad
made me change,” she
said.

I leaned back, resting my palms on the grass
behind me. “Hunh,” was all I could think to say. Jill was tougher
than most boys in our class, though nothing like Nate Bridger. If
she was worried about body checking, then maybe...

I shook my head at the thought. Jill wasn’t
worried. Her parents were. And parents always worried way, way too
much about things like that.

I picked up a piece of gravel and threw it
at the stop sign. My throw went wide and skittered harmlessly down
the asphalt street.

“Nice shot, loser,” Jill
teased.

“Shut up,” I said, getting
to my feet. “C’mon, let’s play. Shooting pucks isn’t throwing
gravel. Game on.”

Jill smiled. “Okay.”

Body
checking, I thought as we put on our street
gear.

It couldn’t be that bad, could it?

I didn’t know that the answer was – yes, it
could.
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“Skate hard between the
blue lines,” yelled Coach Valka, slapping the blade of his stick on
the ice. “Come on, let’s go!”

My legs felt like a pair of lead weights as
I skated around the rink. Inside my helmet, the sound of my breath
whooshed in and out. I coasted around the back of the net and
glided up the boards, passing Jill in all of her goalie gear. She
looked even more tired than me.

Coach Valka’s stick rapped against the ice.
He stood at the blue line against the boards, watching us approach.
“Let’s go, Parker!” he yelled at me. “You want to play center this
year, you better show me you can skate!”

I lowered my head and pumped my legs as hard
as I could, accelerating past him. Fire burned in my lungs, but I
kept my eyes on the ice ahead of me until I crossed the far blue
line. Relieved, I coasted down the boards and around the back of
the opposite net.

Behind me, I heard Coach Valka barking at
Jill. “Come on, goaltender. You’re skating like you’re towing an
anchor. You think you don’t have to skate because you’re playing
between the pipes? Think again!”

I rounded the turn and glided up the boards.
The blue line always seemed to appear too quickly when we did this
drill. Coach Andy, the assistant coach, stood at his blue line.

“Nice work, fellas,” he
called out as I approached with two other skaters I had caught up
to. “Keep pushing.”

I dug in and skated hard as soon as I hit
the blue line again.

“Atta kid, Sam!” Coach Andy
said from behind me. I heard his stick tapping on the ice. “Now
catch him, boys!”

I smiled and my legs felt a little lighter.
I didn’t think there was anybody on the team that could catch me
once I turned on the jets, but let them try.

A moment later, there was long, shrill
whistle blast.

“Center ice!” Coach Valka
ordered.

Grateful that the drill was over, I swung
around and skated to the center of the rink. Coach Valka glided
onto the face off dot and stopped hard. Little ice shavings flew up
from his skates.

“Take a knee,” he said. His
voice still had the tinge of an accent, even though I knew he’d
been in this country for a long time.

We all knelt down.

Coach Valka looked around at us. Then he
said, “You’re all breathing hard. That’s good. There is a saying in
hockey, ‘the legs feed the wolf.’ What does that mean?”

No one answered right away. We glanced
around to see who might be the coach’s first victim of the
year.

Coach Valka waited a moment. Then he said,
“Okay, so no one is into philosophy today. It means that every time
we skate hard in practice it will pay off come game time. Why?”

Again, no one answered. After a few seconds,
Coach Valka wordlessly pointed his gloved hand at his son,
Spencer.

Spencer cleared his throat. “Uh, is it
because we’ll be in better shape than the other team, Dad...er, I
mean, Coach?”

Coach Valka pressed his lips together and
stared at Spencer.

Spencer squirmed.

“Are you asking me or
telling me, son?” Coach Valka asked.

Spencer cleared his throat again. “Uh, it’s
because we’ll be in better shape than the other team.”

Coach Valka stared at him.

“Coach,” Spencer quickly
added.

Coach Valka stared a moment longer, then
turned his gaze on the rest of us. “Is he right?”

We all murmured a tentative yes.

“Is he right?” Coach Valka
asked again, raising his voice slightly.

“Yes!” we answered in
unison.

Coach Valka nodded. “All
right then. Good. So we skate hard in practice. Every practice.”

I resisted the urge to groan. I thought that
maybe practice was the Canadian word for torture.

“Now, some of you played
for me last year in Squirts,” Coach Valka continued. “You know what
I expect. For those of you who are new to the team, you need to
learn what I expect. The quickest way to find yourself on the bench
or off the team is to not follow some very simple rules. Who knows
those rules?”



No one spoke up.

Coach Valka pointed at Spencer again.

Spencer squirmed. “Uh, show up at
practice?”

Coach Valka nodded, then pointed at me.
“Sam?”

“Work hard,” I said
immediately. I knew it was the Coach’s favorite rule.

“Good,” he said. He turned
to Jill. “Last rule?”

“Listen to our coaches,”
Jill replied without hesitation. We were both up on Coach Valka’s
rules. We’d seen some kids learn them the hard way. Getting benched
stunk.

Coach Valka nodded. “And that is how simple
it is,” he said. He raised a finger and counted off the rules
again. “Show up, work hard and listen to your coaches. Everyone got
it?”

About half of the team let out a weak reply
in sloppy cadence. “Yes, Coach.”

Coach Valka scowled a little. “I couldn’t
quite hear that. Now, does everyone understand the rules of this
team?”

“Yes, Coach!” we bellowed
at the top of our lungs.

“All right, then.” Coach
Valka turned to Coach Andy. “Do you have anything for the team
before we get started with body checking?”

Body checking? A sort of strange thrill went
through me when he said that. I was excited, because body checking
meant we were moving up a level in hockey. We weren’t little kids
anymore. But it was also a little scary, because I was pretty sure
it was going to hurt. Maybe a lot.

I missed most of what Coach Andy said while
I thought about body checking. Then I heard him say, “And the most
important rule that I have is...?”

“Have fun!” most of the
team screamed.

Coach Andy smiled. “Excellent.”

“Now let’s talk about body
checking,” Coach Valka said. “Why do we allow checking in
hockey?”

No one answered.

Coach Valka waited.

Finally, Jake Runager put his hand up
slowly.

“Jake?”

“To knock somebody down so
they can’t score a goal?”

Coach Valka shook his head. “No, not
exactly.”

“That’s a good guess,
though,” Coach Andy told Jake.

“Anyone else?” Coach Valka
asked.

No one answered.

After a few moments, Coach Valka said,
“Andy?”

Coach Andy skated over near Coach Valka.
Coach Valka dropped a puck and Coach Andy gathered it in with his
stick.

“The reason we body check
in hockey,” Coach Valka told us, “is to knock a player off the
puck.” He lowered his shoulder and slowly slid into Coach Andy’s
chest, pushing him back. The puck remained where it was on the
ice.

Coach Valka stopped pushing. He looked over
his shoulder at us. “Now where’s the puck?”

“Right there,” several of
us replied, pointing at the puck.

“And does Coach Andy have
it anymore?”

“No,” we answered in
unison.

Coach Valka turned and glided back toward
us. “That is why we body check. That is why you can only body check
when a player has the puck or is near the puck.” He reached out
with his stick and pulled the puck toward him. “It is all about
getting possession of the biscuit. Got it?”

We nodded.

“All right then. Now, there
are a few important rules about body checking. Probably the most
important is that you do NOT check someone from behind. Why is
that?”

“You’ll hurt them,” Jill
piped up.

“Exactly. It’s dangerous
and someone can get hurt.” Coach Valka looked around at us. “It’s a
major penalty and could get you suspended from the league. And
there’s something else. Hitting someone from behind is cowardly.
And we will not tolerate cowards on this team. Does everyone
understand?”

“Yes, coach!”

“All right then,” Coach
Valka said. “Get up and let’s practice some body
checking.”

We clambered to our feet. Coach Valka had us
pair off and practice pushing against each other just like he’d
done to Coach Andy earlier. I partnered with Spencer. Meanwhile,
Jill and Coach Andy skated to the other end of the ice. Out of the
corner of my eye, I saw him shooting pucks at her. Sometimes she
dropped to her knees, and other times she stayed up. I had no idea
why.

“Elbows in!” Coach Valka
hollered. “Use your shoulder and drive from your hips.”

We pushed each other back and forth for a
while. It was actually kinda fun, like tug of war in reverse.
Spencer was taller than me but I think I was stronger because I had
an easier time pushing him back than he did pushing me. Or maybe he
just wasn’t trying.

When we’d finished the pushing drill, Coach
Valka lined us up near the boards about four feet apart. He started
at one end of the line and skated along the boards in front of
Jake.

“Hit me,” he told
Jake.

Jake stood stock-still, frozen. I knew what
he was thinking. Hit the coach? No way. He’d probably tear your
head off or something.

“It’s all right,” Coach
Valka said. “Just lay a body check on me.”

Jake hesitated. Then he tried to put his
shoulder up against Coach Valka’s chest. His shoulder only reached
Coach’s belly. I didn’t think my shoulder would reach much higher,
and my turn was coming.

Jake pushed.

Coach Valka stood his ground, unmoving.

Jake stopped and backed up. He looked around
at all of us, a little confused and unsure of what to do next.

“Instead of just pushing me
this time,” Coach Valka said, “I want you to skate into me. Drive
that shoulder in just like before.”

Jake hesitated again, but finally took a
strong stride and drove his shoulder into Coach Valka’s stomach
again. This time, Coach Valka slid into the boards, making a
crashing noise as his body hit against the glass.

Some of us jumped, and a murmur of surprise,
excitement and a little bit of fear ran up and down the line. I
winced a little myself – it looked like it hurt.

Coach Valka seemed to read my mind. “Who
thinks that hurt?”

After a moment, a few of us raised our
hands.

Coach Valka waited.

After another moment, pretty much
everybody’s hand was in the air.

“All right then,” he said.
“That’s what I would expect. It does look like it hurts, doesn’t
it?”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “It
does.”

“The truth is,” Coach Valka
said, “that sometimes it does. But most of the time, not very much.
Especially if you know how to take a check.”

He glided down the boards, looking at each
of us as he spoke.

“You take a check the same
way you receive a pass,” he said, dropping the blade of his stick
onto the ice. “You don’t keep your stick rigid and let the puck hit
it, do you? No. If you do that, the puck bounces off your stick.
Instead, you accept the pass.” He mimed moving his stick back slightly as an
imaginary puck arrived. “You cradle it. Who remembers when we
passed raw eggs back and forth last season?”

I raised my hand, along with several others.
That had been fun, especially when Spencer broke his and spilled
yolk all over the ice.

“That drill was to teach
you to accept a pass gently, with soft hands,” Coach Valka said.
“You do the same thing with a body check. Don’t fight it. Relax. Go
with it. Accept the hit.”

I frowned. Letting someone hit you didn’t
sound like a great plan to me.

“This drill,” Coach Valka
said, “is called The Gauntlet.” He pointed to Jake. “Jake, you
start. Come down the line and take a check from each player.
Remember to accept the hit. Let the boards absorb the force of
it.”

Jake skated tentatively in front of a kid I
didn’t know yet wearing a Detroit Red Wings jersey. I figured he
was probably a second year player and already knew how to check.
When he powered his shoulder into Jake and slammed his body into
the boards, I figured I had guessed right.

The glass shook and quivered from the force
of the collision. I expected Jake to be squished to a pulp, but
when the Red Wings kid backed up, there was Jake, still
standing.

“Did that look like it
hurt?” Coach Valka asked.

“Yes!” said the whole team
with certainty.

Coach Valka turned to Jake. “Jake, did that
hurt?”

Jake shook his head. “Not really. I mean, a
little, but not really.”

“All right then,” said
Coach Valka. “Let’s work The Gauntlet.”

Jake continued down the line. When he got to
me, I skated into him and plastered him against the boards. He
absorbed the check with a grunt and moved on.

One by one, we took turns running the
gauntlet. When my turn came, my mouth was dry and I could feel my
heart pounding in my chest. Spencer was the first one to check me
and he pushed me into the boards with very little force.

“Stop!” Coach Valka said,
blowing a short burst on his whistle. He pointed at Spencer. “No
lame checks, Spence. We work hard in practice. We don’t take it
easy on each other.”

“Yes, sir,” Spencer said,
hanging his head a little.

“And you need to loosen up,
Parker,” he told me. “You’re too tense. You can’t take the check
that way. If Spencer had laid an actual check on you, you’d have
gotten hurt.”

“Yes, coach,” I
answered.

Coach Valka blew his whistle again and
motioned for the drill to continue.

I took check after check. Each collision
rattled my teeth, making me glad for my mouthguard. The force from
the initial contact jarred me and hurt a little, but Jake had been
right. It wasn’t much. By the third or fourth time, I started to
relax and it hurt even less. In fact, a couple didn’t hurt at all.
By the time I reached the end of the gauntlet, I was starting to
understand what Coach Valka meant about accepting the check.

We worked the Gauntlet for a long time. I
had the chance to check a bunch of times and went down the line
myself twice more. When we finally broke up for passing and
shooting drills, I felt pretty good about the whole body checking
thing.

In fact, I felt like there wasn’t much that
could knock me down.

Boy, was I wrong.
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Dad was late picking me up after
practice.

I stood out in front of the rink with my bag
over my shoulder and my sticks in my hand. I always took two sticks
to practice or games in case one of them broke. I only learned how
to do a slapshot last year in Squirts and even though it isn’t as
powerful as you’ll see in the pros or at a Chiefs game, I can
sometimes crank it. Of course, you always run the risk of snapping
a twig when you do that. Secretly, I kinda hoped it would happen in
the middle of a game. Everyone would see the stick break from the
force of my slapshot. They’d have to think it was pretty powerful,
and pretty cool.

I was day-dreaming about blasting a shot
from the blue line right over the goalie’s shoulder, just like
Stevie Y did against St. Louis in the playoffs one year, when Dad
pulled up in his Saab. He rolled to a stop in front of me. He
didn’t bother getting out. Instead, I heard the metallic click of
the hatchback popping open.

I tossed my bag into the back of the car and
slid the sticks over the top of the back seat and wedged the blades
underneath the passenger seat.

“Watch the roof,” Dad said.
His voice sounded a little funny. I guessed he was extra tired or
something.

“Got it,” I said, then
slammed the hatchback.

As I slid into the passenger seat and
buckled my seatbelt, I cast a sidelong glance at Dad. He stared out
the windshield with a strange look on his face. I couldn’t decide
what the look meant. I just knew that it seemed...well, kinda
empty.

Dad put the car in gear and drove toward
home. We were both silent for a little while. Dad usually had the
radio on, listening to the oldies station, but today it was just
the digital clock display and no music.

Both of my parents are teachers. Dad teaches
history and Mom teaches math. I don’t know what might make a person
tired or whatever from talking about history, unless maybe even the
history teachers get bored to death with all those names and
places, but sometimes my Mom and Dad both seem really worn out.
Especially lately.

I tried to start a conversation with Dad.
“We learned how to body check today,” I said.

“Hmmmm,” he
grunted.

“It didn’t hurt,” I said,
lying just a little.

“Hunh,” Dad grunted. Then
he glanced over and cleared his throat. “Coach got you playing
center again?”

I shrugged. “We didn’t do any positional
drills, just the body checking mostly.”

Dad grunted again and turned back to the
road.

“The body checking didn’t
really hurt, though,” I said.

He didn’t answer.

I turned away and watched the houses and
yards glide by. If Dad didn’t want to talk, fine. It was just
strange, was all. Usually, he was at practice for at least part of
the time. Even when he missed, he still always seemed to have some
suggestion about how I could do better.

We pulled into the driveway. I expected Dad
to push the remote button for the garage door, but he just sat in
the driveway, idling the motor. After a minute, he said, “You go on
in. I’ve got some work to do at the school.”

I shrugged. Whatever.

I pulled my gear and sticks from the back of
the car. Dad pulled away without waving goodbye.

Weird.

I went into the house. Usually by this time,
the smell of dinner would fill the place, but I couldn’t smell
anything other than the hockey stink from my hands and the bag over
my shoulder.

“Mom?”

I dropped the bag in the entry way and
leaned my sticks in the corner.

“Mom?” I called, a little
louder.

“In here,” she answered
from the kitchen in a strange voice.

I walked into the kitchen. She’d been
sitting at the kitchen table, but stood as I entered. I saw her
wipe at her eyes before she flashed me a tired smile. “Did you have
a good day at school?”

My eyes narrowed in concern. My Mom wasn’t a
crier. If she was upset enough to be crying, then...all of the
sudden, a horrible thought occurred to me.

“Did Grandpa die?” I asked,
fear rising in my chest.

Mom’s eyes widen in surprise. “No! Why would
you ask that?”

“You’re crying,” I said.
“And Dad was acting weird in the car.”

Mom was quiet for a moment, as if she were
considering something. Then she said, “Everything’s fine, Sam. How
was school?”

“Fine,” I
answered.

“Hockey
practice?”

“Good,” I said. Then I
added, “We started body checking today.”

Her eyes widened in concern. “Really? Isn’t
that dangerous?”

I shook my head. “Coach says not if you
check right and if the other guy keeps his head up.”

She pursed her lips. “Is that something you
have to do? Check, I mean?”

I shrugged. “I think so.”

“It sounds
dangerous.”

“Mom—”

“I don’t remember reading
about this in the paperwork they sent home.”

“It was,” I said, though I
wasn’t sure. “But Mom—”

“I just don’t want you to
get hurt.”

“Mom—”

“Is there a league where
they don’t check?”

I felt a little bit of anger tickle my
chest. “Yeah. Baby leagues.”

She stopped and gave me an
appraising look. I could tell I was at a crossroads. Either the
conversation was going to be over or I was in for a one-way
lecture, a la Mom.
I held her gaze, trying not to appear like I was challenging her to
the lecture.

She sighed. “I guess it’s one of those
things,” she said.

“What things?”

“Things about men and
hockey that I don’t get and never will,” she told me. Then she
waved a dismissive hand. “Now, what do you want for
dinner?”

“Anything but mac and
cheese,” I said. “I’m sick of mac and cheese.”

“There was a time when you
could eat that seven days a week,” she said, moving to the fridge
and opening the door.

“That’s probably why I’m
sick of it,” I offered. “Is there pizza?”

She removed a mini-pizza from the freezer.
“Pizza,” she announced. “The new mac and cheese.” She waved me away
with the box. “Now go shower. You stink like a hockey player.”

“I am a hockey player,” I said with a
smile, and headed off to take a shower.
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I ate my pizza in front of the television,
watching the cartoon channel. I didn't like most of the old
cartoons that were on when my parents were kids, but there were a
couple of good ones. Right now, an episode of Tom and Jerry was on.
The silly cat was chasing the mouse around with a hammer, but no
matter how fast he swung it, the mouse moved and he couldn’t hit
him. Then he got the cat to swing and miss, just in time to hit a
trampoline. The rebound pounded the cat into the grass up to his
shoulders.

I smiled. Cartoons never got old.

While I was eating, the door opened. I
looked up to see my Dad walking in. He hung up his coat and gave me
a distracted wave. Then he disappeared upstairs.

I went back to the cartoons and my pizza.
When I'd finished, I took the plate into the kitchen. Mom and Dad
suddenly appeared in the doorway. Dad's expression was still a
little vacant. Mom had a forced smile on her face.

Something weird was going on.

I wondered for a minute if maybe Grandpa
really did die. Maybe Mom was just afraid to tell me about it. Or
maybe I was in trouble. I racked my brain to think of anything I'd
done that I'd get in trouble for, but I couldn't think of anything
recent. Then I figured that maybe it wasn't something that I did.
Maybe we were moving away or something.

“Hey, Mom. Hey, Dad.
Er...what's up?”

Mom opened her mouth to speak, then closed
it. She glanced at Dad. Dad let out a small sigh and motioned to
the kitchen table. “Have a seat, Sam,” he said.

Uh-oh. I swallowed. The kitchen table was
for meals. Any other kind of talk at the kitchen table was bound to
be a serious one.

I sat down and both of my parents did, too.
We were all silent for a few seconds, then my Dad sighed again.
“Sam, your mother and I have something to tell you.”

“Is it bad?”
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