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PLAYING WITH FIRE



This is why I’m confused. I’m a hockey player—a very good hockey player, not a great hockey player. My brother Duane was a great hockey player when he played, but he gave it up. “If I know one thing in this world, then this is the thing I know,” he told me the day he bestowed his old equipment on me. “The minute you start thinking about the meaning of sports, you’re useless as an athlete.”


But that’s not why I’m confused. I don’t question why I’m a hockey player, I just am one. It’s my style that’s the issue. I play hard. Rock-’em sock-’em, you might say. Yet I always lead my team in scoring. Not because I’ve worked to develop my shot or my puck-handling skills, but because I either intimidate guys into giving the puck up to me or I ram the guy with the puck right into the net.


It works. Coach is always using me for an example in practice. “The guy with the fire in the belly,” he calls me. “If you all played with half the fire this guy has, we’d win the damn Stanley Cup.” But then he’ll turn around and tell them, “He’s cold as ice, this boy. And that’s what you need to do the job. He’d skate right over his own mother, slice her to bits, to get that puck.” And he meant it as a good thing.


Somehow, he was right both ways. I’m known to other players as the Iceman, because I’m heartless. But they couldn’t really know about the burning inside. Could I be both, fire and ice?


Sure, depending on the day.


Opening day this season, in my grubby little league, I was on fire. I don’t play anything, don’t really do anything, in the summer, so I was kind of itchy when the season started. I came out like a pinball, hitting everything in sight. I play defense, but right off the opening face-off I took a run at the center, leaving him flat like a bull’s-eye in the face-off circle. The puck dribbled off to his left winger, who I chased, caught, and body slammed. As I sat on that guy, the defenseman came rushing by and scooped up the puck. Whoosh, he blew by the lame center and lame right winger on my team. Swoosh, he blew by our lame right defensemen.


But by the time he reached the right circle in front of our lame goalie, I was right on his ear. He heard me—I know, because when I come up behind a guy, I use a heavy, pounding stride that cuts the ice so hard you can hear it in the stands. As I hoped, he tilted a glance just slightly over his shoulder in my direction and hesitated before winding up, and he was mine. His skates left the ice momentarily as I drove him with a football-like tackle, past the net and into the boards with a crash of sticks and pads and skates. Almost knocked myself out in the process.


I dragged myself wheezing and hunching to the bench. Less than a full minute into the season, and I was so exhausted I couldn’t speak.


“Sometimes I think maybe you should just leave your stick on the bench when you go out there,” Coach said, laughing, as he passed me the Gatorade squeeze bottle.


That was pretty much how that first game went. I knew that I should have been pacing myself, but it was like I had no control over it. I’d sit on the bench, get my wind back, then go out like a maniac for sixty seconds, destroying everything out there until I could barely crawl back to the bench. Somehow in all that I managed to steamroll a goal in, by slashing at the goalie’s hands so much in a pileup that I swear I heard him mutter, “Screw this,” as he pulled his hands back. We won 1–0, mostly because by halfway through the second period nobody on their team was too hot for holding the puck, and because I was being too disruptive for my own team to get any flow going when I was on the ice. When I wasn’t on the ice? Let’s say my team wasn’t very deep, which is why I had to concentrate on staying on the ice longer, not burning out.


Game 2 was a whole different thing. Pacing was never a problem. It came only three days after that first crazy game, but I felt so different, it was like I was a different player inside the same #4 uniform. I was cool, cold even, as I thumped up and down the ice, doing my job, stopping everybody who came my way, clearing the puck out of the defensive zone, even managing to whistle a few drives on net from the point. But I felt nothing. I knocked some guys down with good clean checks. Some guys knocked me down. But we all went on our way. When the second period came, I had no recollection of the first and had to look up at the scoreboard to find out that we were down 2–0.


The only time I felt a little bit of something was when I had to go with Dice. Darren Dice, a big mother of a guy who had been dogging me since my earliest peewee games, was stalking me for the first of our many annual brawls, but I hadn’t even noticed him. Not much of a talent, Dice, but always with a mean stupid grin that scares people into making mistakes for him. And he could knock out a bronze statue if you let him catch you.


I was a little lazy, carrying the puck up ice early in the third period. Dice must have been in his sneaky crouch, hunting me down from all the way across the ice, because I never even saw him before he blasted me from the side. It was a perfect shoulder check that sent me headfirst into the Plexiglas by my own bench. Nice hit, I thought, and that was it—that’s how dead zone I was. Until I got up and found him right in my face, both gloves off and stretching his fingers out. With the grin.


For the first time, though, I was looking almost straight into his eyes, and I filled nearly the same amount of space as him. In past years, boy had I taken some spankings from him.


The key, with Dice, with big guys, with tough guys, is to keep them off balance. I dropped my gloves and quickly grabbed the neck of his shirt. Using a stiff-arm technique, I jerked him first left, then right, then straight down as if I was going to ram his face on my knee. I got him so that he didn’t know where he was going with each tug. But I knew. When I moved him to one side with my right hand—crack!—my left fist was there to meet his face. When I moved him to the other side, or down, or pushed him straight back, one-two-three-four-five, my left hand was like a baseball bouncing off his cheekbone, his forehead, squishing into his nose. I dissected him, hitting him exactly where and when I wanted to. All the while he had to keep scrambling just to keep his skates under him. The feeling of power, of total control, made me want to do it more, and hit him again, which I did and did.


Finally I knocked him off his feet, not so much with the punches—he was one tough mother—but with the constant shaking and pulling him every which way. He never even got to throw a punch. I rolled on top of him, and when the refs pulled me off, old Dice looked a little stunned. Stunned, but still smiling as much as ever, as he had through the whole fight.


I did my time in the penalty box, and by the time I got out, there was only a minute left in the game. That’s what happens to guys who fight in the third period, they’re basically out of it. But I didn’t mind. I stayed on the ice that entire final minute and didn’t contribute much. I even allowed some weenie, weasly little winger to slip past me and score a goal, making the final 4–0. But after he finished celebrating, on his next trip down ice, I wrecked him. He was flying by me, trying to do the same thing again, only this time I wasn’t asleep at the wheel. I let him think he was past when, at the last instant, I threw myself sideways. I caught him perfectly in the solar plexus with my shoulder, making him suck for air so hard it sounded like a little scream. I followed through on my check, like you’re supposed to, bouncing him off the boards. His stick flew into our bench. His helmet rolled fifty feet away. When the buzzer sounded to end the game, he lay on his side curled up like a cooked shrimp.


That was my job. I was doing my job. Half the crowd whooped—my father being the whoopiest—but the other half booed me. It was a home game, and they booed me. They didn’t understand that even though the game was over, we still had to play these guys two more times this season, and this guy had to remember me. All they knew was that he was smaller than me. I didn’t like doing it. But I didn’t not like it, either.


That’s basically how the whole season went. I’d blow hot and cold all year, from game to game. Some days I wanted to take everybody’s head off and win games all by myself. Other games I just wasn’t there. Thing is, I think on the outside it all looked the same to people, the way I played. I was always the Iceman, and I was the only one who knew the difference, so maybe it didn’t really matter.
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AND SO I RAN



“She knows you weren’t at school again today,” Duane said from the front steps as I walked up. I had my long hockey bag slung over my shoulder.


“I was sick,” I said.


“You played hockey,” he said.


“I was feeling better,” I said. “C’mon, Duane. You were a jock once. You know how it is.”


“Sorry, little bro, I can’t relate. I’m pro-school now. That athletic nonsense was a million years ago.”


It wasn’t a million years ago, it was three. Duane has an exaggeration habit. Everything he’s ever seen or done is bigger, faster, louder, scarier, meaner, daringer, smarter, dumber, funnier, sadder, longer, or purpler than could ever be possible. But I usually understood him.


Sports died for Duane when he went to high school. Everything changed then. At least it did for him and Dad. Almost from the minute he became a freshman, Duane stopped doing anything that made Dad happy. No hockey, no football. And he was good, too. With one leg, he could have played on every varsity team the high school had. But he went to the freshman football tryouts for two days, and that was it. He sold all his gear—Dad always bought us our own equipment, the finest stuff. He sold it to some kid he said probably wouldn’t make the team, but the kid figured great gear would put him over the top. Then Duane took the money and bought a used Fender Stratocaster. That’s a guitar.


“The guitar,” he pointed out to me as he strummed it, his feet on the kitchen table. “Boy, in two days of moronic football tryouts, not a single one of those little frosh boys brought me down. Not one. Back and forth and back and forth I carried the stupid football down the field, then carried it back again. I was dying to have somebody tackle me.”


“Awesome, Duane,” I said. At the time that’s what I thought it was, awesome. I was eleven. It was a long three years ago.


“Awesome, my butt. All I could think about the whole time I was there, running over these spastic pimple cases, was this. Was playing music. It was like some kind of religion thing, because, you know, I never played one of these in my life. But running around on that crappy field they use for freshman football and I don’t know what else—cattle grazing, probably—I knew that I had to play this thing and that all this other crap of football and lacrosse and baseball and hockey was for the damn birds.”


I, being up to my forehead in football and hockey all the very same crap as my brother, with him as my primary model, was pretty well thrown here. He left me like one of those freshman weenies he was talking about trampling against his will. But I was completely cool with it, compared to Dad.


“What the hell is that?” Dad said as he came through the kitchen door. I was looking right into his pale, V-shaped face. Duane’s back was to him.


Duane first yanked his feet off the table, scared out of reflex. Then he stood, turned with the Strat hanging like a shield between him and our father. The guitar was white, with an orange sunburst plate on the front. Duane’s perfect, black, square Marine crew cut didn’t fit the picture quite right.


“Duane, son, where did you get that?” Dad said coldly, dropping his hat and briefcase on the table. I pulled a banana out of the fruit basket on the counter and got busy peeling it.


“I bought it, Dad,” Duane said, friendly, but like he was expecting something.


Even more slowly now, Dad said, “Get the money out of the back, did you? Without discussing it with me?” It wasn’t that we didn’t have money of our own. Dad saw to it that we did, but he had his finger on every drop that flowed.


Duane smiled. It was an unfamiliar smile to me then, but not so now. Just a shade nervous, but a smile that was very real and sure too. “Sold my gear, Dad,” he said.


I took my banana and booted to the living room.


“Your . . . what?” His voice was deep, like a record played too slowly.


“My football junk. Pads, helmet, Nike cleats, all of it. No need for it. I walked. I’m out.”


In the next room I leaned back, trying to bury myself in the overstuffed chair. That was new territory. Duane had never done anything against Dad’s wishes. Neither did I. Neither have I. We had never even considered anything other than what he wanted. Until Duane had his vision on the football field.


I waited for the next sound to come from the kitchen. I expected it to be a loud one. But it was more. After a long, furious half minute of nothing, the next thing I heard was Duane strumming easily on his guitar. I figured that would have to be the detonator. Dad was going to blow. I’d never seen that, don’t know why I expected it, didn’t know what it would look like, but I was certain that was where we were.


No. Next thing, Duane was walking by me, a little more bounce in his step than usual. Right there, that day, that place, Duane somehow had picked up a level of cool, of control, that he’d never had before, and that he’s never given up since. He was finger picking and giving me a wink on the way to his room. When still nothing seemed to be happening in the kitchen, I went in, scared.


I found my father hunched over the kitchen table, starring at his fingers spread wide and flat. He looked up at me weakly, wounded, speechless, paralyzed. I couldn’t understand it, how he looked so broken, like a great friend had been taken from him. Without speaking, he lowered his head again, and I backed out of the room.
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It never seemed to matter that Duane had gone from great athlete/mediocre student to turning that equation on its head. Dad always acted like he was wasting his life. That was why I always felt like I could do anything I wanted to, as long as I kept playing, and everything would be all right. Ma, unfortunately, didn’t quite see it that way.


“Ma doesn’t give a rat’s ass if you went to hockey,” Duane reminded me, even though that thought really never left me. “She knows you need saving, puck head, and she’s gonna save you before it’s too late.”


“No, Duane, don’t say it . . .”


“Oh yes, Godless Iceman.”


“She’s gonna Bible me.”


“She’s gonna Bible you legless.”


I’d just come from an afternoon in which, if you touched the puck, I confronted you. If you checked me, I confronted you. If you tried to skate away from me, I confronted you. Now my mother wanted to confront me.


And so I ran. I dumped my gear on Duane, and in that light breathy rain that always strokes my forehead and calms me, I ran. I ran my regular route, no from and no to exactly, even though I always go the same way. It’s just for the run. Down to the Muddy River, where I travel along the water’s edge where the green pollen washes up like soapsuds, where the willow trees bend right over me like long fingers dipping in the water, where my shoes make a loud sluck-sluck noise as I struggle through the soup, tensing all my leg muscles to the max. Then I turn onto the narrow, twisting parkway, where there isn’t any sidewalk in spots, where every tree has a big fender-height scar, and every driver who speeds by gets a sudden petrified look as he sees me and jerks the wheel in the other direction. I always run against traffic so not to miss that. Then I run through the old abandoned seminary where I used to spend every day playing baseball, but now it looks like a Mediterranean ghost town, overgrown and crackling stucco buildings that now house rats and raccoons instead of short fat guys in dresses. Then I run past the double team that haunts me, always pulls my stare like I’ve never seen them before—the funeral home and the cemetery. Gets to be more of a steeplechase than a marathon as I scale the eight-foot seminary wall and run down through the cemetery, hurdling stone after stone after stone with the names of all the O’Donnells and Machellis and Ortizes flying beneath me until I don’t have enough spring in me to clear even one more. And to the Arboretum, past placqued trees from Japan and Nova Scotia, over hills that are like running straight up the side of a building. When the last, biggest hill crests, I pick up steam and a pack of eight or ten dogs that hang there, until it feels like we’re doing eighty, me and my dogs, and I just explode back through the big wrought-iron gate, onto the street for the last quarter mile toward home again.


I don’t jog this, or cruise, I run. I run every step as if it’s the last leg of the 4 × 100 meter relay. When I’m done, I’m always spent, legs like overdone pasta, my brain humming like an air conditioner. More than hockey, my run runs me down, nice. That’s peace. That’s what peace is
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My mother used to be a nun. She quit after a couple of years to have a family which, to her disappointment, turned out to be: my father, who she sees as a bug; my older brother, Duane, who she sees as Lucifer; and me, who she sees as a project, the way somebody else might look at refinishing an old table or crocheting an afghan—something to get intense about when the mood strikes but most of the time to just let lie there. Duane says she never really quit the nuns but went into semiretirement, since she still goes to mass daily, reads the Bible for fun, and has made herself into something of a theology scholar. I don’t think all that is so bad. Everybody needs a hobby. In fact I wish she’d do more of it so that she could leave me alone. My problem with her is that she says the word LOVE approximately seven billion times a week, and every single time she’s quoting somebody else.


“Your problem, Eric,” she said when I finally came home after running seven miles on top of hockey and blistering both feet, “is that you’ve lost all sense of community.” She starts more conversations with “Your problem is . . .” than she does with “Hello.” She held out her Bible in her left hand and pointed at it with her right. “This is what community is all about.” She thumped the book. “This is where you will learn about the healing power of getting together and sharing yourself with others.” She handed me the book, and, to my surprise, stopped talking.


“That’s it?” I said.


“Read it,” she ordered. “And on Sunday, you’re coming back to the church with me.”


Duane walked in, laughing and strumming his guitar. “He’s got community, Ma. He lives in his room with rodents and reptiles, he is a member with full privileges of the Smithsonian Associates, and he runs with a pack of wild dogs up in the park. They’re very communal, you know.”


“Not now, Duane,” she said. “We’re having a serious discussion here about something that’s of absolutely no interest to you.” She was very intimidated by Duane, which he found very amusing. And he liked to rile her with his guitar playing and singing. He was especially gifted at whipping up songs on the spur of the moment if he was inspired. Or lying motionless on the couch for days at a time if he wasn’t.


He started plucking a light calypso rhythm.


“Once dere was a boy named Eric


Eric, Eric, Er-ic,


His mommy was a former cleric


Eric, Eric, Er-ic,


Mommy brought Eric to the church on Sunday


Eric, Eric, Er-ic


Den Eric he stabbed fifty people on Monday


Eric, Eric, Er-ic.”


“That’s enough, Duane,” she yelled, actually reaching to cover my ears, even though I was already laughing. “Your brother is not a maniac, he’s just a little tense. And you’re not helping him any.”


Yes he is, I thought, but I couldn’t say it. I don’t know why, but once again I just couldn’t pull the trigger on words. Duane could, though.


“Yes I am,” he said. “What this boy needs is poetry to free his soul, not any crappy, phony old community.”


“ ‘Poetry is devil’s wine’—St. Augustine,” she said with a triumphant grin.


“Then ‘Let’s all get stoned’—Brother Ray Charles,” he sang, with the unfair advantage of accompanying himself on the guitar.


Sometimes I enjoyed this, the way the two of them would do battle over possession of me. But it occurred to me after a while that it wasn’t all that flattering since they seemed to relish the battle whether I stuck around or not. The battle was the thing. So I slithered off to my room, leaving them to it. “We’re not finished with this, Eric,” she called as I walked away. But she didn’t tell me to come back.
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