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To hockey kids all over the globe chasing their dreams—or just having fun



CHAPTER 1
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I GAZE AT the tall stairs and pause, gathering my strength, leaning my head back to stretch my neck. The sky’s a little gray ’cause there’s a fire near our house—we live in Canyon Country, near the Angeles National Forest, and the forest is on fire. But this morning the smoke still looked far away, so Dad and I decided to drive to the park and do our usual sixty-minute Saturday workout, just ’cause we’re workout animals. If you make an excuse not to work out one time, that means you can make an excuse the next time too. We’ve brought my Doberman, Sinbad, like we always do. There’re 280 concrete stairs leading from one level of the park to another. Now Sinbad looks at me eagerly, wagging his stub of a tail, but he never climbs up and down the stairs with us. He just doesn’t see the point.

Dad starts running up the stairs, and I follow. “Come on, Sinbad!” I cry out, but even without looking, I know he won’t join in. Dad’s thirty-five and in amazing shape for an older guy. He’s already way ahead of me, so I pick it up. It’s eighty degrees, though it’s only seven in the morning, and I’m immediately sweating. June in Canyon Country can get pretty hot.

My mind is on how my next week is looking hockey-wise. Tomorrow, three and a half hours of stick time with Shu Zhang. Then dryland muscle work with Shu. Monday, power skating and coaches’ time with Aleksei Petrov. Tuesday, pre-tryout clinic with Dusan Nagy. Wednesday, off day. Thursday, lesson with Ivan Bogdanov. He’s a figure skater who competed for Bulgaria in the Olympics. I skate with him to help my agility. Friday, pre-tryout clinic with another club in case I don’t make my first-choice team in almost two weeks. Saturday, three and a half hours of stick time with Shu. Then dryland with Shu. Plus any scrimmage that I can latch onto during the week. Plus working out a few times with my dad. Oh, and sometimes I do stick time by myself, just to get on the ice.

Hockey is in my soul. I inherited my soul from Dad. He made it to the American Hockey League, which is the main development league for the National Hockey League, which is the premier hockey league in the world. He says that when he was twenty-three years old and briefly the best player on his team, the NHL was so close he could taste it. Then he made it up there—to the NHL!—but got sent back down in three weeks. All together he stayed in the AHL for four years, all in Des Moines, Iowa. That’s where I was born, a million miles from here.

We sprint up and down the steps for fifteen minutes, then trudge up and down for another fifteen. Afterward—soaking wet—I lie on the grass to rest by the steps. Sinbad sniffs at me.

“Enough relaxing!” Dad says, but I’ve only been lying there for maybe one minute!

“Seriously? I just laid down!” He looks at me with zero sympathy. That’s the way it is with hockey. Nobody has any sympathy for you, not one person.

We do push-ups—I can do thirty-three perfect ones and a few more half-baked ones. But I’m somehow getting my energy back. Then we rest for thirty seconds and do clap push-ups—I do ten. Usually I only do eight, so I’m suddenly thinking I’m pretty beast.

Squats, several exercises with a ten-pound medicine ball. Frog jumps, one-legged slaloms, scissors, double Dutch. Five hundred crunches. I’m an animal!

We finish with stretching. I’m a flexible kid, but for some reason I hate stretching. I just go through the motions.

Then Dad takes a break with his phone while I walk off with Sinbad. There’s hardly anyone in the park. Dad lets me go off by myself with Sinbad ’cause my dog’s really muscular and really protective. Dobermans stick to you like superglue. Otherwise I’m not allowed to be out alone. Dad’s a cop, so he’s seen a lot of bad stuff—he knows what can happen to a kid on his own, even in Canyon Country. Sinbad and Dad are my only family. I mean, I have an aunt and my grandparents, but I don’t have a mom or sisters and brothers and cousins. My mom died when I was two. I can’t remember her at all, but Dad says I was so close to her that for my first year nobody else could even hold me. Then my dad was married for eight years to another woman, but it didn’t work out for a bunch of reasons that I’ll get into at some point. One reason was hockey—when a kid plays travel hockey, it takes up a lot of space in your life. Some people don’t like that.

When I started playing, it was like Dad was living through me, but not in a bad way. It was more like him and me got so bonded he was out there with me on the ice during games. Even though I play defense, I got the winning goal in one playoff game, and later in the car he was tearing up about it. Getting that goal was pretty much the best moment of my life. Everybody was jumping all over me and pounding my helmet so that my brain was ringing and I was in a total other, like, awareness plane. When I told Dad about that later, his eyes got a faraway look, and he said, “Yeahhhhhhhh . . .”



CHAPTER 2
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HEADING HOME, AS the car drives along the 5, I see smoke billowing over a long stretch of hills and rising into the sky, so that it looks like evening—even though it’s nine a.m. The sun is red. The fire just started Thursday, but it’s already at fifteen thousand acres. Fire’s scary, but not totally unexpected—we’re in Canyon Country, man. Thing is, I love our house. It’s not a nice house or anything compared to the houses of a lot of the other guys in hockey. But I love it. I love seeing the hills in the mornings and walking Sinbad before school on the path just a mile from where we live. I was pretty much born to live here in the middle of all these hills and woods. Even if I make the NHL someday, I’m staying in Canyon Country.

A few streets over from where we live are some fancy-schmancy houses, nothing a cop like my dad would ever be able to afford. But he loves his job. He can’t believe anyone pays him to do it. Our house is tan, a thousand square feet with two small bedrooms, a tiny dining room, a living room, and one bathroom. The backyard’s just dirt and yellow-green patches of grass. Dad doesn’t like to water a lot ’cause water’s so expensive. I mean, I feel guilty every time I flush the toilet. I just see dollar signs going down the drain. I go out back every couple of days to clean up dog poop, but otherwise we don’t use the yard much.

When we pull onto our street, we see fire trucks at the end of the cul-de-sac. It feels like it’s already a hundred degrees. There are no flames, but a lot of smoke rises just over a ridge. It’s hard to think at first—the smoke just seems so big that all I can do is stare.

“Maybe we should start loading up the truck,” Dad says.

We packed up yesterday, just in case the fire got close, so loading won’t take long. Dad’s a motor cop, and yesterday he took his police motorcycle to a friend’s house. We also have a fifteen-year-old Volvo that’s our primary car. But we’re leaving that behind.

I go in, grab my hockey bag and two sticks, and load them into the truck, Sinbad following me in and out again. I look at my hands a second, not sure why. Maybe just to make sure I’m really here. Like is this all real? Is that big fire really coming?? So. Sleeping bag, hockey gear, hockey and skating trophies and medals, luggage with clothes, dog bed, ten pounds of dog food, and Sinbad’s water bowl. I finish loading up. Aunt Mo, who lives all the way in Long Beach, has offered us her place to camp out at. Dad carries boxes of photographs, his old hockey scrapbooks and trophies, and boxes of documents. He squints out at the smoke, and for the first time I see a flame. “Dad!” I say. “Dad!” But I don’t move. I can’t.

“You better disconnect your computer,” my father says calmly. His calmness makes me able to move again.

I rush in and unhook my computer, my fingers shaking a bit. In this area, you always know a fire is possible, what with the drought and living near the tree-covered hills, but somehow when it’s here, you just want to panic, even though you know you can’t. But the urge to panic is strong—I just want to scream and run away. “Gotta get my stuff,” I say out loud. I trust my dad 100 percent, so if he thinks I have time to get my stuff, then I have time to get my stuff, period. I pack my computer, monitor, speakers, and keyboard into a box, then carry it all out. Dad is just placing his own computer into the truck. The flames have expanded into a whole row, and a flame jumps about ten feet, exactly while I’m watching, so that the fire’s maybe two short blocks away.

“Dad! Dad, shouldn’t we go now?” I ask, my voice sounding squeaky.

A flame jumps another ten feet, and Dad says casually, “Yeah, we better just leave everything else and get going.”

Sinbad is upset and starts barking at nothing in particular. The firemen spray at the flames, but suddenly the fire springs down the hill, and Dad and I jump into the truck. Sinbad barks more before hopping in. He snarls from inside.

Dad drives to the end of the block, and we sit in park for a few minutes as the flames grow larger. Dad just wants to stare back at our house. Then a fireman starts yelling at us, and we drive off. I open the window and yell out, “Thank you!” to the fireman, who holds up a hand in acknowledgment.

“Dad! What if we never see the house again?” I ask.

“We’ve got insurance,” Dad says, but I can tell he’s worried.

A huge roar fills the air, and a jet passes low over the hills while dropping a load of red chemicals, some of which end up on the houses at the end of the road. That’s called Phos-Chek—Dad told me last year when we happened to drive by a big wildfire in San Bernardino. It’s colored fertilizer and water, and you drop it on trees. It insulates the trees from the heat, and after the fire’s put out, the fertilizer helps the vegetation grow again. Dad knows some stuff about firefighting ’cause he once thought about trying to become a smokejumper or a hotshot after his hockey career ended. Then he had me, and he didn’t want to travel away from home, like he’d have to during the fire season, in case I grew up and wanted to play hockey in the summers. A couple of years back, when those nineteen hotshots got killed fighting a fire in Arizona, we went to their 125-mile funeral procession with about a dozen of Dad’s cop friends and their kids. Thousands of people lined the roads. It was July—hot as frick—and many people were crying. We all stood at attention as the white hearses passed by, and knowing what was in those hearses, I remember this desperate feeling, like I wished I could go back in time and shout at those hotshots, “The fire’s coming! RUN!” We always take Sinbad on nonhockey road trips, so he was at the funeral too, and I swear that dog knew how serious it all was. He stood there at perfect attention, like a show dog. Going to that funeral is why I always say “hi” or “thank you” to firefighters.

Now I notice Mr. Griffin at the end of our street, standing there in his flip-flops like he’s taking in some scenery.

“Should I tell Mr. Griffin to leave?” I don’t wait for an answer as I roll down the window and call out, “It’s time to evacuate!”

He waves at me like I’ve only said, Hi, how are you?

“Evacuate!” I say again.

He nods, and I keep watching him stand there until we turn the corner. He’s a Vietnam vet, so maybe he’s not worried about danger? Like he’s seen it all? “Why don’t you call your aunt?” Dad suggests.

I take out my phone and dial Aunt Mo. She doesn’t answer, so I leave a message: “Hi, Aunt Mo. It’s Conor. We’re evacuating. We’re on our way to your house.”

The air’s gotten so smoky, it’s hard to see too far down the street. Dad drives slowly.

“Will we be homeless for a while if the fire burns our house?” I ask.

My dad shoots me a look. “I’m not going to let you be homeless,” he says, like maybe he’s annoyed I asked. The one thing about my dad is that he can get a little sensitive sometimes about certain things, like his ability to provide for me. So now I can feel he might be annoyed.

I hug Sinbad. Dad’s my dad, of course. There’s nobody like your father. But Sinbad’s with me every second I have free. There’s nobody like your dog, either. We got him in a high-kill shelter in Los Angeles. We went to three shelters that day, but we wanted to make sure we got the right dog.

Sinbad’s ninety-five pounds; probably around six years old. He lies across my lap.

When we finally reach the 14, it’s closed to traffic, so we have to take surface streets to the 5. We pass plenty of people driving trailers with horses and other animals. I saw on the news that there’s a large-animal evacuation center set up nearby. We even see a male lion in a cage on a trailer behind a pickup—there are several animal sanctuaries in the area, and a couple of them house big cats. It’s kind of surreal to see a lion like that, practically right in my own neighborhood. It just goes to show what a crazy world it is.

It’s sixty miles to Aunt Mo’s house, and the traffic sucks, so it takes two hours to get there. The whole time I’m thinking about our house—twenty-four hours from now, it might not be there. Everything depends on the firefighters now.

In Long Beach, we unload and say hello to my aunt. Then I go take out the lawn mower. Most people with yards have gardeners, but Aunt Mo has me about once a month, and if I’m not around, she does it herself. It’s cooler in Long Beach ’cause it’s near the water, so the heat is bearable as I work. Sinbad just lies in the shade on the porch. After I’m done, I pull out weeds and cut down dead flower stems. When I’m finished, things look pretty good if I say so myself. Could “gardener” be a good backup if I don’t make it in hockey?

After the yard’s done, I check my phone, see the fire has spread to seventeen thousand acres. One person has tweeted out a picture of a huge cloud of bloodred smoke rising behind some hills. But I can’t tell from the picture exactly where it was taken from. Sinbad stands up and paws at the door, so we go in.

Aunt Mo is tall like Dad and looks just like him—they’re twins—with pale brown hair and green eyes. I’m half-Japanese, so I have dark hair. When I was younger, a couple of times strangers said to my dad, “He’s cute. Where did you get him?” They thought I was adopted.

Aunt Mo is a compulsive movie watcher. She watches three or four hundred movies a year. That would average out to two hours a day, every day. It’s like a part-time job. She never actually goes to a movie, though.

After I get us all drinks, we sit in front of her huge television.

“All right . . .” She picks up a notebook and flips through it. “Next on my list is Brooklyn. It’s about a young woman who immigrates to the US from Ireland in the fifties. Okay with you boys?”

That sounds super boring, but I say, “Sounds great.”

“Sounds great,” echoes Dad.

As we watch the movie, I keep checking my phone, but there are no real updates on the fire except for more tweets with dramatic photographs taken from various areas around Los Angeles, where you can see huge clouds of smoke, and flames that look like the edges of the sun. I think of our little house, sitting there in the middle of all that smoke. In my mind, our home is the size of a Monopoly house, and the fire is as big as it is in real life. Ughhh.
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AT FOUR A.M. when my alarm rings, I’m up instantly. Sinbad doesn’t move—he usually doesn’t get up before nine or ten, ’cause Sinbad needs his rest. That’s his way. I mean, if someone was killing me or something, he’d get up and bite their head off, but otherwise, he needs his rest. I’m in my sleeping bag on the living room floor. I go into the kitchen and study the coffeemaker. It’s easy to figure out, so I start Dad’s coffee, eat some cereal, then go into the guest room. “Dad!” I say. “It’s four ten!”

“I’m up!” he says, which is usually the first thing he says. “Did you pack your hockey bag?” he asks, which is usually the second thing he says.

“Yeah, I’m good to go.”

He’s dressed in about one minute, pours coffee into his thermos cup, and we’re off. In the car he turns on the country music station, which plays songs about drinking, falling in love, and losing love. We’re both naturally early risers, but today he looks like he got about an hour of sleep. Full-on bags under his eyes. I mean, he’s old, but he’s not that old.

“Dad,” I say.

He comes out of a daydream and asks, “What is it, Conor?”

“You okay? You look real tired.”

“Just thinking about the house. I remember how cool it was to buy my first house. Do you remember that? But it should be okay. Mr. Griffin is hunkered down—I called him last night after you went to bed. The fire seems to have passed, but it’s not far away enough yet for us to go back. The wind could change.”

I look at my dad. Something doesn’t feel right, so I ask, “Is that it, just the house?”

“Let me tell you something. Divorce kicks your butt. I’m still healing,” is what he says.

Dad and Jenny have been divorced for only seven months. I nod, but he doesn’t see. “Okay, man, I was just asking. Just making sure you’re, you know, okay.” I pause, then guilt washes over me. “Are we okay for money? I know all this hockey stuff costs a lot.” I ask this ’cause Jenny received a load of money when they got divorced. She was mostly going to school while they were married, but she got half the money Dad earned. She’s getting a PhD in English, specializing in Milton, who is some famous writer guy. Dad also pays her alimony, which is money he gives her every month.

“Conor, I’ve told you this before. If you want to go for this, I’ll find the money. I’ll work two jobs if I have to, but one way or another, you’re going to skate as much as you want. Got that?”

“Got it. But I don’t want you to work two jobs.”

“I was just saying. I’m not really going to work two jobs. We’re okay for money. We just can’t buy groceries.” He tosses me a look. “That’s a joke, Conor. Lighten up.”

What can I say? When he’s right, he’s right: I thought he was serious when he said that about groceries.

I’m pretty sure my stepmom leaving grew out of me playing hockey so much, and now my dad never has money ’cause he got divorced and ’cause I play hockey. So I say it out loud.

“So is it the money that you’re crying about?”

He looks at me, confused. “What do you mean?”

“I heard you crying a couple of times at night. And I just mean she never would have left if I didn’t play hockey.”

He doesn’t deny it. Instead he says, “You know what? Jenny was all about going to school, and that’s okay. You were her second, or maybe more like her fourth, priority. But you’re my first priority. That’s just the way it is. I would never cry about money. Never. I don’t know what I’m crying about, to be honest.”

I can see Dad’s getting riled up. He wants me to chase my hockey dreams in the worst way. He spent his childhood playing hockey even more than I do, and it’s all he wants me to do—so that I’ll be able to compete with kids from cold climates who skate constantly. When he was four, his parents made a rink in their backyard for him to skate in for hours every day during the winter. They wanted us to move to their town in Iowa so they could remake the rink for me, but California has become a hotbed for youth hockey, and Iowa, not so much. There are some California midget and bantam guys who are some of the best youth hockey players in the country. Bantam and midget are the next two older levels after mine. We don’t have as many great hockey players as in cold states like Michigan and Minnesota, but teams from my club have gone to the national championships three times. That’s one of my dreams. I got lots of dreams.

I actually know there’s another reason Dad doesn’t want to move to Iowa. It’s a pretty safe state, but there were those two Iowa boys who got kidnapped during their paper routes and were never found. It was a long time ago, but I heard Dad talking about it once when his parents were visiting. I could tell something about those two cases just stuck under Dad’s skin. That’s why he got me Sinbad, so I could go out into the world and grow up, but I could stay safe, too. Dad and his friends always say that the hardest part about being a cop is when something happens to a kid. Basically, you become a cop thinking you’re gonna save the world, and then you find out you can’t save everyone. Some days you can’t even save anyone at all . . . some weeks . . . some months.

When you’re a cop’s kid, you kind of realize things about people that are maybe darker than what most kids realize. My dad sees a lot of bad stuff at work. I mean, he’s seen a seventy-five-year-old woman with her chest sliced open, he’s seen a two-year-old who’d drowned, and he’s seen five dogs dead in someone’s garage. I hear all this stuff listening to him talk with his cop friends when they play poker. I accept what I know—it’s just part of my life. Maybe, in a way, that’s why I’m so close to Sinbad. I love my dad more than anyone in the world, but sometimes I can feel something kind of emanating out of him. It’s a darkness or a sadness or something, and as much as I love him, I just can’t be around him sometimes. But then, when I’m with other kids who don’t see what I see, that can be hard too. So I just want to be with Sinbad. He’s so happy, and he makes me happy.

And see, just like Sinbad gets me away from the darkness, my hockey gets Dad away from his darkness. He even said so one day when he’d had three beers. I see how proud he is of me, and I know the only way to make everything right is to work as hard as I can. It’s a lot of responsibility for me, but I don’t mind ’cause like I said, hockey is in my soul.
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IN HOCKEY I’M what’s called a peewee. That’s eleven- and twelve-year-olds. I’ll be twelve next month, so this is my last year in peewee. I’m trying to make the jump from peewee AA to AAA next season. Tryouts are coming up in less than two weeks. The AAAs are kids who skate fast, pass good, hit the puck hard, and want the puck more than life itself. That’s me, I know it. I know it, but I got to prove it to Coach Dusan in the tryouts. Just thinking about this makes my stomach turn. Dad keeps saying, “Don’t worry about being worried, worry about getting the puck. Don’t think about anything but the puck.”

When we get to the rink forty minutes later, Shu, in cargo shorts, is just unlocking the front door. He’s sixty, but his calf muscles are still as big as grapefruits. He was on the Chinese national team when he was young.

Shu doesn’t say hi. He says, “Last time you lazy, this time work hard.”

“I had a stomachache last time.”

“I don’t care, skate hard or I pinch you.” Then he reaches over and pinches my neck, I mean, really pinches HARD.

“Ow! I haven’t even done anything yet! How can you pinch me?”

“I forget to pinch you last time,” he says, walking away.

Dad heads to the ice, and I head to the dungeonlike locker rooms. Even at this hour, the dungeons are overly warm. I strip and put on my socks, leggings with cup, shirt with built-in neck guard, elbow pads, shin guards, shoulder pads, hockey pants, pants shell, mouth guard, and jersey. Then I focus on my skates. They have to be tied just right, or I’m no good. I pull the laces taut on the bottom eyelets, and then on the top, I wrap the laces twice around my ankles and pull tight but not too tight, then knot them. I stand up and concentrate on my skates. All good.

I’m already sweating as I take off my skate guards and grab my helmet, stick, and water bottle. In the hall I pass Rocko rolling in his hockey bag. “Hey,” I say.

“Hey,” he says.

That qualifies as a long conversation when it comes to Rocko and me. We used to be good friends—he was in my class in third grade, but he moved to Glendale that summer. Later, by coincidence, we started hockey together, ending up on the same team for two years. Then when I made AAs, and he didn’t, he stopped talking to me, even when I said hi. And his mom and dad stopped talking to my stepmom and dad. Some of the kids and parents are like that. Not a lot of them, but some. Maybe we would have drifted apart anyway. He just seems way younger. Like, his dad still ties his skates, even though that’s against the rules for peewees. Also, Mr. Rockman likes to complain to the coaches, which doesn’t even seem to embarrass Rocko. He complains if he doesn’t like the way practice goes, if he doesn’t think Rocko played enough in a game, etc. Everybody at the rink knows who the crazy parents are. Some are crazy in a kinda funny way, and some are crazy mad like Mr. Rockman. You gotta have an incredibly talented kid for a coach to take on a parent like that, though some coaches are more tolerant than others of screaming parents. Still, I’m basically cool with Rocko, just don’t see the need to try to escalate back into friendship.

Now my dad, even though he knows a lot about hockey, never complains to the coaches. Once in a while, if he has a suggestion, he says he politely shoots the coach an e-mail, but he won’t confront a coach like Mr. Rockman does. Dad’s main focus is not on the coaches but on me. Dad says you have to work hard to dig every ounce of your talent out of yourself. “You can’t be sure how much talent you have until you hit a wall,” he told me once. Now and again I think I’ve hit a wall, and sometimes that gets me so upset I cry, but I push through it and get better.

I stomp down the hall with a bunch of other skaters. Until I step on the ice, I feel like I’m kind of a regular kid. Then I step on the ice, and the world changes. All my working out, all my skating lessons, all my hockey practices, all the time I spend hitting the puck in my driveway—it all comes together and makes me feel like a gladiator or something as I sprint once around the rink with my stick, stopping to slap a puck into the net. I had my skates sharpened yesterday, and they feel great!

A few midget AAAs are among the group here to skate with Shu. Midgets are fifteen to eighteen years old. I’ve talked to the guys here before. They’re seventeen, and they’re awesome. They’re here ’cause they’re reaching for the brass ring. The brass ring is either college or major junior or the pros. Anything, as long as you can keep playing at a high level. Except for Rocko, that’s the only type of player who shows up at five in the morning to skate with a sixty-year-old Chinese man who pinches them hard on the neck when he gets mad. I’ve heard “Don’t be lazy, I pinch you” about, I don’t know, fifty times. And I’ve been pinched maybe twenty times, including today.

“Don’t be lazy!” I shout for no reason, and skate at top speed halfway around the rink and come to a quick stop, spraying ice into the air.

Fifteen guys and one girl show up. Except for the girl—Ji-Hye—Rocko and I are the only ones who haven’t made AAA yet. Ji-Hye plays college hockey, and she’s super mean. Me and Rocko usually just try to avoid being in line near her so she doesn’t beat up on us.

Shu appears and says, “I time you.” He swings his stopwatch around in the air, and we all get in line. I get in front of Ji-Hye, but she pushes me out of the way and says, “Move over, or I’ll sit on you.” She’s serious. She pushes and trips boys who are smaller than her, and then she sits on them. I let her go in front of me, since it’s pretty embarrassing when she sits on you. You can’t get up. You’re only set free when Shu decides to make her get off. She lives in Koreatown near Jae-won, my best friend from last season’s team. When I’m over at his house sometimes and she’s home from school, we troll her just to get on her nerves, like we go to her parents’ place and ring the doorbell. I don’t remember if she sat on me first, or if Jae-won and I trolled her first. The funny thing is, at the same time, we all respect each other.

One by one, Shu times us. The fastest guy around the rink clocks in at 14.45. That’s blazing for a seventeen-year-old in full gear. Ji-Hye’s lap is 16 flat. Mine is 16.21. I’m fast for a peewee. But I know I still need to learn to get into the hockey zone, like how it happens sometimes when I feel like I can see half the ice at the same time, my peripheral vision as good as my forward vision. Like how it happens when I know what a player is going to do before he does it. “That’s a hockey player,” my dad likes to say.

Shu pinches no one, so we all clocked pretty well for us. Next we zigzag through the cones while touching one of our hands on the ice. Then Shu runs a full-ice scrimmage. I manage some good moves and even dangle a midget before getting off a slap shot. During a break, Shu says approvingly, “You make AAA. You AAA.” Really?? I stand there for a moment, letting his words wash over me, inside me. That’s the first time he’s ever complimented me! I look over to my dad; he’s talking to the other parents. I’m pretty much 100 percent certain all they talk about is hockey. Maybe they throw in a few sentences about golf or politics or whatever, but basically they talk about hockey. Then it’s like whoosh, as soon as I take my mind off the ice, I think about our house. In my mind the fire’s huge, and the houses and firefighters are tiny. I see the flames lick at the sky, but I shake the image out of my head and turn to Shu, aware that I’m frowning. Focus. There are a million things that can distract you every time you’re on the ice. Sometimes big things.

So: focus.

After three and a half hours of alternating drills and scrimmages, one of the workers revs up the Zamboni to level the ice. We change and go outside to do muscle work.

Muscle work starts with frog jumps up and down the big garden. The parents are watching, even though it’s hot outside. My quads are burning. Rocko collapses, but I keep going. A couple of other kids collapse. I keep going. Ji-Hye hasn’t stopped either—she’s stronger than some of the boys. Finally it’s just me, her, and the midgets. Two more jumps, then with a groan I collapse to the ground and breathe hard. I groan again. Can’t move my legs. I don’t even watch what’s going on, just wait for it to end. After a minute, Shu taps me with a foot, and I just look at him as he skates away. Next is push-ups. I do my thirty-three. Then everybody’s counting as the midgets keep going and going and going. The world record for nonstop push-ups was set by a Japanese guy who did more than ten thousand. But Shu tells them to stop at two hundred. So that’s about six times more than me—means I need to work harder. Me and Ji-Hye get pinched at the same time. “Lazy, you both lazy.” Ouch—it feels like he’s just torn off a piece of my flesh. In fact, it makes me almost dizzy for a second.

A few more exercises, and thirty minutes later Shu sets us free. When Dad and I walk back through the rink, the figure skaters are on. Ivan’s out there working on spins with a girl. I’ve seen her around, and her skating is as amazing as frick. You concentrate on eight edges when you figure-skate—front left outside, front left inside, etc.—and she works her edges perfectly. She’s like a frickin’ brain surgeon at ten years old.

I stop and drop my gear, then hop up and down on a bench up to thirty. Then I pick up my gear and continue. Dad doesn’t say anything.

I take a moment to transfer my mind from the rink to the rest of the world. The rest of the world where you get in cars and drive around to places that aren’t rinks and communicate with people and eat something besides buffalo wings and soggy salad from the rink café. It’s hot here in Burbank, and I think about how hot and dry it’ll be by our house today.

“Dad, can we drive by the house to see if it’s okay?”

“Read my mind,” he replies as we walk across the parking lot. “Taco Bell first?”

“Sure,” I reply. As far as I’m concerned, someone should declare Taco Bell a national treasure. You know what I’m saying?



CHAPTER 5
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WE’RE ABOUT AN hour from home. I eat my tacos over the bag, trying hard not to spill. Weekends, I get to eat junk food one day, and this is the day. But thinking about our house, I don’t really enjoy my tacos as much as usual. The lettuce feels like paper in my mouth, and the meat tastes more like clumps of seasoning than actual beef. I eat everything anyway, ’cause I’m food-driven like Sinbad. Half an hour later I can see smoke in the distance. As we get closer, the sky’s dark like yesterday. It’s unbelievable, actually. I check my phone: the fire’s at twenty-two thousand acres, but I can’t find anything about houses burning down. I try to search my instincts, to see if our home is within those twenty-two thousand acres. But I come up blank.

The 14 is open, so we get there fast. Our street is silent, empty. There’s smoke and flames way in the distance but nothing nearby. All the houses look intact, but there’re signs of a fire: a car that looks burned out, a blackened tree, the charred front of a neighbor’s house. I spot our little house! I feel like it’s so beautiful, it’s practically shining. I smile at Dad, and he smiles back. A man in some kind of uniform-like shirt walks up to the window and knocks. Dad lowers the glass, and the man says, “You live on this street? We were just about to lift the evacuation orders. The fire’s heading in the opposite direction now.”

“Thank you. Appreciate you taking care of our street,” my dad says.

“Sure thing. I heard it wasn’t so bad on this one. Next street over, there were some problems. Have a nice day.”

“Thank you!” I call out, and he raises a couple of fingers in the air in reply.

We go to check out our house. The backyard is blackened, and the outside wall is charred. The avocado tree looks dead, the leaves in a circle on the ground. I push at some crunchy leaves with my foot. No more guacamole for us—we can’t afford avocados from the store. “All that guac was fun while it lasted,” I say.

Dad just laughs. “We got someplace to stay tonight!” We high-five. We still have a house! I go check my room, and everything is completely, completely normal. Yes!

We head back to Long Beach to get our stuff. I zone out—you get expert at that when you play travel hockey, ’cause of all the driving you have to do. When we get to Aunt Mo’s place, Sinbad is sitting on the sidewalk as my aunt seems to be trying to entice him back into the house with food. I get out of the car, and he trots over to me.

“He ran out when I opened the door,” she says. “I’m sorry! He was upset that you weren’t here. He started whining.”

“How long has he been out here?” I ask, rubbing his head. He sits extra straight in front of me, like he’s some kind of perfectly behaved dog.

“You’re going to be mad at me,” she says.

“No, I’m not.”

“Two hours. Every time I tried to get close to him, he stepped away.”

“No prob,” I say, ’cause I can see she feels bad. Of course, inside I have to admit I’m kind of upset with her. I know a kid from school whose dog got out the front door, and she never saw the dog again. But Dad flicks a finger on my back, like a warning, so I smile and say, “Thanks for taking care of him.”

“The evacuation orders are lifted,” Dad tells her. “We went by the house, and it’s fine. The avocado tree looks dead, though.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” my aunt says. Then she brightens. “But come in and watch a movie before you go home.”

So we go and watch the original Star Wars. It’s her second-favorite movie, so she knows all the words. Honestly, none of the Star Wars movies would make my top hundred, but I’m always happy to watch whatever Aunt Mo wants, ’cause she’s such a cool person. I’m already over the Sinbad-getting-out thing. Dad says she put her whole life aside when my mom died and he needed someone to babysit me after he quit hockey and got a job with LAPD and Jenny was going to school. Aunt Mo worked weekends and nights so she would be free during the weekdays. Then she did it again for a few months after Jenny left. So Dad and I pretty much watch whatever she wants, even the super-girlie stuff that makes me want to pull out my hair, like all that Twilight crap. But her favorite movie is the original Terminator, which I’m not allowed to watch yet. Looking forward to it, though. We went to a team dinner once after a game, and Arnold Schwarzenegger was there at the restaurant. He let the whole team take a picture with him, even though he was in the middle of dinner, and then he signed my shirt and wrote To Aunt Mo. From the Terminator. When I gave it to her, she said, “Good times!”
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AT HOME AGAIN, I water the avocado tree, just in case there’s still some life in the roots. I know a little about plants, and you gotta be hopeful about them even when they look dead. ’Cause plants just have this special kind of life force. They want to grow again. That’s more important than spending money by using too much water, so I let the hose run a long time before I stop. There’s a little Phos-Chek on one of our walls, but Dad says we’ll need a professional to remove that. So I go inside, set up my computer, return the trophies to the shelves. Somewhere out there, the fire is still burning, but we’re safe now. I think about how nature’s bigger than anything. It’s the number one thing in the world, really. No matter what’s going on in anyone’s life, if nature wants you to stop what you’re doing, you have to stop what you’re doing. Here in Canyon Country, nature can slap some perspective into you whenever it wants. You’d think knowing how much you can lose and how quickly, you would feel like, Why should I do anything when I could lose it all tomorrow? But actually, I feel the opposite. I mean, I’ve known for a long time that you gotta be intense about stuff, since anything can happen in the future. I remember when I was six, I overheard my stepmom telling Dad that she wanted to have a “real child” with my dad, meaning a kid from the two of them, like I wasn’t her real kid . . . which I guess I wasn’t. So I went to my room and thought about my mother, who I couldn’t even remember, and I felt like maybe my dad didn’t love me anymore, and maybe all I had left was my mom. And maybe I had to take care of myself. I didn’t cry. I just sat there on the floor in my room—the room I have now—and stared straight at a blank wall until my dad came in and asked what I was doing. Then in a few months, my dad kind of asserted himself, plus he got me Sinbad, and things settled down. But I never forgot that sometimes you might end up alone—like what if something had happened to my dad at work and I ended up with my stepmom? So the moral is that family is the most important, but you also gotta have your dog, you gotta have your hockey, you gotta have these super-important things in your life, ’cause it might turn out that you got nothing else.

But. You also gotta do your homework. So I do mine halfheartedly—it’s some equations that I grind my teeth while I do. Then Dad and I do our weekly cleanup. I’m responsible for the living room, dining room, and kitchen. It takes a couple of hours, with Sinbad following me from room to room. I give him a rawhide bone, and he lies down and chews while I work, and then when I move to a new room, he follows with his bone. Afterward I usually open all the windows to get the smell of household chemicals out of the house, but the air outside’s smoky. I decide it’s a bad idea to take Sinbad for a walk with the smoky air. Instead I play tug-of-war with him for an hour. He would go on for five hours if I let him. I pull as hard as I can, and one time he lets go and I fall backward. I can’t tell if he did that on purpose, but I laugh.
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