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For my girls.


My daughters Eva, Gabriella, Estelle, and Sofia, I am so blessed to be your dada.


My beautiful wife, Danielle, you are my everything. I love you, honey.





INTRODUCTION: SEEING STARS



The cheering was for me. I couldn’t believe it. I walked into the banquet room filled with other players and their families at the NHL All-Star Game I had just played in, families whose company some cynics said was too good for me. Yet there they were, clapping and hooting for me. I waved the most sheepish wave I could, the kind you give when a room full of friends surprises you on your birthday. And that’s what they were—my friends, my colleagues, people who were happy to see me and happier for me that I had a reason to wave like that.


After a weekend full of firsts and amazing moments, that is the part that I will remember the most. To think that all these superstars and their families would give me a standing ovation was unthinkable and would have been almost laughable just two months earlier. And it didn’t stop with cheering. People wanted pictures. Pictures with me! I posed with anyone who wanted a shot, mostly families and friends, but some players, too. People kept asking for a photo, so I kept obliging. My jaw was hurting from all the smiling I was doing. I would have been honored just to be considered an equal, but my wife and I had somehow become the guests of honor. It wasn’t a formal gathering; it was a celebration of a whirlwind set of hours, days, and weeks that I was just trying to piece together. I barely had time to sit or gather my thoughts—the rest of my extended family was waiting for my wife and me at our table, and I’d kept them waiting long enough. I tried to have a beer and a few bites of food with them, but the constant swarm of people buzzing by was just getting to be too much. Eventually I hit a breaking point, and I needed some space to clear my head.


“Let’s go,” I said. My wife looked at me. The party was just getting warmed up. But in the middle of all the hoopla, all I wanted was to get back to something familiar. We thanked more people. We smiled. We posed. Then we snuck away. My wife and I went upstairs to our room, got the kids in their pajamas, and then ordered room service. It was just us, and it was exactly what I needed. We hung out, we laughed, we celebrated by ourselves. Every time there had been a high or a low, my family had always helped me make sense of it and put it into perspective. That night was no different.


That was the party I needed at that moment. We ate burgers, hung out, and laughed. I looked over and I said to my wife, “You know what? I am enjoying my life so much right now.” It was a perfect ending to a perfect time. There may have been fifty thousand people in town wanting to fawn over me, but I just wanted to go back to the hotel and have burgers with my family. It had been one crazy winter that led to that magical weekend. But it didn’t just happen with the flip of a switch; I’d had a lifetime of hurdles and hard work. There were long odds and doubters. But there were also close supporters, special people whom I could never thank enough.


How did I get from there to here? From the outsider to the star? It’s taken a lifetime to live it, and I’m still sorting it out.





CHAPTER 1



Humble Beginnings


We were survivors. I lived in the Evergreen Trailer Park in Edmonton, Alberta, with my parents, Howard and Marilyn, and my brothers, Jamie and Curtis, until I was five. My brothers and I shared a tiny bed, so there was never much chance to spread out. When my father changed jobs, we moved in with my dad’s mother, who lived out east in Port Dalhousie, Ontario. The move came just in time, too. Soon after we moved, a tornado hit the park area and leveled all the houses except ours. My dad had left behind a ’55 Chevy pickup truck, which he planned to, well, pick up a few months later. It was gone when we got back, and I always wondered who or what took it, the tornado or one of my mom’s brothers, who could have sold it for some extra cash.


Within a year, we packed up shop and moved again, this time to St. Catharines, Ontario, an industrial city about twelve miles from the US border, along the Niagara River. It was the place where I first went to school, and as I settled into the rhythm of my new life, I started to become very curious about my relatives. My parents always did a good job providing for us. They just never really talked much about family history, and they didn’t express a lot of emotion. They always took care of us, but life at home was a little impersonal for us compared to some of our neighbors.


The family history was in my grandmother’s basement. My brothers and I would explore down there for hours, searching through the old boxes she had stacked in nearly every corner. My grandmother had raised five kids, and each of their stories was tucked away in those boxes. She had dozens of them full of toys, photos, and old sporting equipment. My great-uncle, Nick, had a bunch of used hockey equipment that was worn down to the core. There was an old canoe, some pads, a few sneakers. It was treasure after treasure. Most of all, I remember the pictures. My parents never told me about how they met or what it was like when they were dating, nor did I go out of my way to ask them. I found my answers in the basement. There were albums upon albums of pictures. I would sit there for hours going over every picture in every one of them, piecing them together to get a glimpse into my parents’ lives when they were just kids. Most pictures were of them hanging out with their friends. My dad had a big old beard and my mom had long black hair, the kind you would see on Pocahontas from the Disney movie. My parents didn’t have much back then, but from their smiles in those photos, they looked like they didn’t have a care in the world; they looked happy.


Although I never knew my parents’ whole story when I was growing up, I at least knew that there was a story. My mom’s parents met in Saskatchewan before moving to British Columbia. When they arrived in Quesnel, a tiny town in the province’s interior, they had to cut down trees to make room for the house that my grandfather, a domestic engineer, was building. I believe my grandpa still has the mark for felling the biggest tree on record. And that’s back when they used only a saw—none of the chainsaws and harnesses people use these days. My grandpa built the house by hand, so my mom and her eight siblings—including two sets of twins—grew up with no electricity.


Dad was born into a Catholic family in St. Catharines, where my grandparents owned a grocery store that supplied a lot of the local shipping industry. But when my dad was thirteen, my grandad passed away, so my grandma sold the store and moved my dad, along with his three brothers and two sisters, to Bobby Orr’s hometown of Perry Sound, Ontario, where they opened a dairy business. Compared to people around them, my dad’s family was relatively well off. When my dad was twenty-one, he went on a trip to California, where he bought a car to drive around and tour the United States. By the time he made it up to British Columbia, he’d been gone for four months and had drained his money. My dad had a friend in B.C. who was dating my mom’s sister. My mom was eighteen when they met, and she already had a son, my brother Jamie, from a previous relationship. My dad met my mom, and they fell for each other quickly. They moved to Edmonton to join a construction business, and they’ve been inseparable ever since. They didn’t actually get married until I was five. I understood that it was a special day, but I didn’t really know why. There was a nice church and a reception with a lot of people. I remember dressing up in a suit for the big day—it might not have been so comfortable to wear, but I got a lot of compliments about that suit.


My dad was always quiet and reserved. He was like a worker bee: if there was a problem, he’d find a solution. When we moved to St. Catharines, he became a construction superintendent for the Charter Building Company. When I was growing up, he’d wake at 5:00 a.m. and wouldn’t get back until six thirty or seven in the evening. He worked a lot. Dad never smoked and didn’t drink much. His main job in life was to make sure we had everything we needed, and we always did. Like a lot of people in his line of work, he went where the jobs were. If the job was in Toronto, he’d be up extra early, making the seventy-mile drive. He usually had three or four projects going on at once, so he was always on the move.


My parents had very distinctive mannerisms, especially when they were in serious thought. Whenever my dad would start thinking of his work, he’d take both his hands and start rubbing under his chin. He still does it all the time when he’s on the phone, like he’s trying to paint a picture for himself that he can’t actually see. My mom would open her mouth when she was concentrating. When she backed up the car and had to watch for obstacles, it looked like she was at the dentist, saying, “Ah.”


My dad also ran a strict household. When we misbehaved, we took our licking. My dad used to spank us with a hand, a belt, a wooden spoon—different things. One time, my neighbor ten houses down was picking on my brother Curt, so I gave the bully a good kick in the butt. I knew what was coming, but I did everything I could to give my dad a cooling-off period. I went into my room and, like I did every time, built the sturdiest barricade I could. I would move the dresser in my room up against the door, put my feet up against the dresser, and brace my back against the other wall. Waiting to take a lickin’ was the worst part of the whole ordeal. I later came to realize that it’s a lot like a hockey fight. A lot of the time, I would psych myself out so badly that the actual fight—or spanking, as a kid—was nothing compared to the torture I put myself through beforehand. One day, my mom was giving my brother Jamie and me a spanking for doing something bad. She was using a belt and I was taking the worse of it. But when she got to Jamie, he just stood there laughing at my mom. After a while, my mom gave up and let us both be. I asked Jamie how the heck he was laughing while getting hit and he told me he had learned to time mom’s swing, so he could catch the belt before it whipped and stung him. Only Jamie could somehow get spanked and still manage to laugh in my mom’s face while it happened. It was priceless.


My parents were amazing, and they gave me a lot of things, but I don’t know where I got my height from (today I am six eight). My father is six feet and mom is five five. I was always big for my age. Hockey teams usually place racks in the hallways by the locker rooms where guys leave their hockey sticks on the way in and pick them up on the way out. The racks come in different sizes depending on the age—and, of course, the typical size—of the players involved. I can’t recall ever having hockey sticks that fit inside the stick racks my teams used. In juniors, college, even today—I’ve gotten used to balancing mine against the wall next to the rack.


I also don’t know where I got my interest in sports. When I was ten, Dad told me that he was a rower. But later, when I was exploring the photos in one of the boxes, I learned that he wasn’t exactly a rower—he was a coxswain. My dad had never operated a paddle. He’d been the one with the bullhorn, yelling instructions, shouting out number counts to keep the rowers in rhythm or just telling the team to “hurry up and row.” The coxswain is usually as small as possible, taking on as little weight as necessary, since he isn’t actually rowing. On the one hand, he’s an important guy, like the team quarterback; on the other, well, he doesn’t have athletic size or skills that translate into anything other than coaching or becoming hockey announcer Doc Emrick in another life. Those were the genes I had to work with.


But I also had something more valuable. My parents always supported my love of hockey. When they had the means to take a vacation in the winter, they never went to a warm climate; instead they took me to a tournament, a camp, or just a game or practice that happened to be on the schedule. I always knew I had their support, even if they weren’t the types to make a big show of how much they were helping me.


In the summers, we would sometimes go to Snug Haven, a little resort cottage nestled on a beach in northern Ontario. It was awesome. It was right near where my dad had grown up, so he loved taking us for cruises on a little ten-foot aluminum boat with a small nine-horsepower engine, showing us around the rocks and trees that most tourists would never dare to navigate. He would show us his favorite beaches and fishing holes, as though he were sharing a secret with us. That place will always hold a special spot in my heart; I hope one day I can share more of those memories with my kids.


Growing up, I had a lot of friends, but I’m not sure I really had a lot of close friends. I didn’t delve into other people’s lives and I still don’t let people in very easily. Don’t get me wrong, I still had a group of really great friends whom I would have taken a bullet for. I was just a strange kid. I had a hard time connecting with people on a deeper level. I had no problem hanging out with guys and shooting the breeze, but when it came time to open up and let someone in, I just couldn’t do it. That made it hard when my friends would open up to me or confide something to me. I probably came off like a massive jerk to them, because whenever one of them tried to have a real talk with me about something important, I would change the subject as quickly as possible. It’s not that I was trying to be a bad friend; I honestly didn’t have the tools to deal with it.


I was clear about one thing, though: I hated bullying. I was the big kid, sort of popular, the kind of kid who could get away with picking on other guys as a way of feeling better about myself or asserting myself into the hierarchy of the neighborhood. I saw others like that, and I told myself that I would never be that person. There was a kid in our area named Richard. He lived across the street from my school, and our moms were friends with each other. Richard was special, and the other kids saw him as an easy target because he was clumsy and couldn’t stick up for himself. One day after school around Christmastime, some of the other guys in the neighborhood were dragging him along on a sheet of ice. I put a stop to it quickly. The guys gave me a look that said, “Hey, what’s wrong? We’re just having a little fun.” But it wasn’t fun for Richard, and it just had to stop.


My younger brother, Curtis, wasn’t nearly my size. When Curt started high school, he had a broken leg and was in crutches. I was in my OAC year (grade thirteen), and I heard about someone giving him a hard time, kicking out his crutches and such. I happened to see it take place one day in the hallway, and let’s just say the kid never went near Curtis again. I also think he had to invest in some new underwear.


Today, when people look at guys who fight in the NHL, they often don’t understand that we are there to look after our teammates. Our actions are defensive: keeping the peace as much as causing trouble. If one of my guys takes a cheap shot, somebody needs to be there to stop it, so that doesn’t happen again. Somebody needs to look after the speedy thirty-goal scorer who might not be able to fend for himself in a scrap. Somebody needs to look out for guys like Richard.


I probably got that sense of sympathy from my mom. My mom was incredible. She was the one who cooked and put our food on the table. In fact, she really did everything in the house. Because my dad worked so late, we never had a set family mealtime, except on holidays, so most of the time my mom would cook things in large pots, and we’d bring our plates downstairs and watch TV while we ate.


I was a good eater, but I was also a simple kid who liked his mashed potatoes and pork chops. And I had food allergies that drove me nuts. I was allergic to chocolate, fruit, shrimp, crab, lobster, even avocados. Every time I ate something I shouldn’t, I would get a rash on my face or across my chest. I told my mom I’d stay away from chocolate, but the evidence would be right in front of her. “Okay, where have you been?” she would ask. I couldn’t hide it. The problem was that fruit is really in everything. I wasn’t supersensitive to it, but it was just another item in a list of things I had to deal with. I also had pretty bad psoriasis that made me very self-conscious, and on top of that, I was colorblind. I couldn’t appreciate the green of a Christmas tree or the red of a Detroit hockey jersey. It helped that a puck is black and the ice is white, because color distinctions are typically lost on me.


Things could have been much different for me, too. When I was growing up, I discovered that before I was born, my mom had been pregnant with twins but that she lost one of us. I don’t know if it was supposed to be a sister or another brother. My parents never told me, so I honestly don’t know how I found out about it. But I did, and I told a friend. Not long after that, a guy came up to me and said, “Someone said you killed your brother.” It upset me so much at the time that I never asked about it again. My parents didn’t tell me about it, because they just didn’t volunteer a lot of information about certain things. I didn’t like to cause problems, and I recognized that it was an uncomfortable subject, so I just moved along, like I always did in those situations.


My mom was always the one who comforted me when I was in pain, which happened a lot. I had terrible growing pains as a kid. My parents weren’t very tall, but I just sprouted. Between eighth and ninth grades, I grew six inches over the summer. The spurts would make my bones ache and I’d lie in bed crying until my mom would come in and coax me to sleep. She would rub my back and my knees and put hot towels on me. It would be agonizing for me just to fall asleep. I have stretch marks on my lower back from growing so fast that summer. To this day every time I shower after a game or practice, someone always asks if those scratches are from my wife. Regretfully, I have to tell them no, they’re just boring old stretch marks.


I might have been a big kid at school or on the street, but my brother Jamie was the biggest one at home. Jamie was five eleven, so I was taller, but he was really thick and muscular, built just like a door. I also knew how mean he could be, and I didn’t ever want to cross him at all. Jamie and I were playing a makeshift game of baseball in our backyard one day where he was hitting and I was catching. I was always the talker on whatever the field of play was, so when Jamie struck out, I started chirping him. He turned around and smacked me in the face with the stick he was using as a bat. I really wish he had struck out with that swing instead.


Jamie was a tough kid, and a troubled one. Maybe it was because he was the stepbrother and wasn’t sure how he fit in. He ran with the tough crowd and got kicked out of schools for fighting. I think he just felt he had to prove he wasn’t inferior. When we were kids, we would always count the presents under the tree at Christmas to make sure we all got the same number. Most of the time we really didn’t care, but if Jamie somehow got fewer gifts than we did, he really took it personally.


When I was eleven, my parents brought me back from a hockey tournament, and Jamie was nowhere to be found. The house was a mess, too. We had a wood-burning fireplace, and Jamie had burned so much wood that the ashes were spilling out of the fireplace onto the floor. There was smoke in the basement, and the car in front of the house was smashed from what looked like a bad accident. That day, I really thought there was going to be a fistfight in our house. My dad and brother hashed out the details themselves, so we never found out the whole story, but I’m sure it wasn’t good.


Another time, my parents came to visit me at school and left Jamie and Curtis at home. My dad had just installed a new hot tub that fall and was waiting to use it once winter had passed. Well, Jamie and Curtis thought it would be a good idea to fill up the tub, use it once, and then drain it, so no one would know. The plan worked . . . except they never blew out the pipes. It’s simple physics after that: when water freezes, it expands, and boom, the hot tub was toast. I wish I could have seen the look on my dad’s face when he tried to fill the tub and realized what happened.


Sometimes I didn’t even know how or why my brother got into trouble. I’d get home from school one day and my mom would tell me, “Oh, Jamie’s done it again.” It bothered her, but she was a crutch for him. Throughout Jamie’s whole life, Mom always figured he’d get his life together, but years would go by and nothing would change. One day, he took me into the kitchen and told me he had something to show me. It looked like an ordinary pop can until he unscrewed it, revealing a stash of drugs. When I was a kid, I supported him because he was my brother, but after a while I lost patience with him and really reduced my conversations with him. I’ve made mistakes in my life, too—we all have—but I learned from them and started doing positive things. I think my mom always hoped that Jamie would find his own way of doing that, but for the longest time he didn’t.


Thank goodness we never had a knockdown fight. Jamie fought dirty. I remember he once came home all bloody. When I asked what happened, he said, “I got into a fight with the cabdriver and I bit his finger off.” A few years later, Jamie called me from a bar and asked me to pick him up. I showed up and he started yelling, “Okay, here we go! Here’s my backup!” He was lipping off to the whole bar, and I knew I had to get him out of there fast as the guys followed us out of the door. My brother didn’t mind finding trouble, and he didn’t mind bringing other people into that trouble.


But despite all the difficulties, I learned a lot of good lessons from Jamie over the years that helped me on and off the ice. When I was young, it was exciting to have a big brother who was a troublemaker. I got a kick out of his stories and his rebellious ways. Jamie is out west now. He has finally gotten his act together. He has a couple of kids and is a good welder.


Curtis was Jamie’s opposite. He was born two years after I was, the sweet younger brother you always wanted to have. He was constantly on my coattails, following me around, never causing trouble. In a way, we were polar opposites. I was athletic, and he liked to play video games. He tried some house league baseball, but he wasn’t very good, even though my mom always reminded me to make sure we included him in the games. He played the trombone and the guitar. And he liked to try to fix things. If we had a broken radio, Curt would unscrew it, take it apart, analyze it, spread the parts on the table, and try to put it together again. He did the same with engines, motorcycles, anything mechanical he could get his hands on. I was the future mechanical engineer. I should have been doing that. But Curt was our Mr. Fix-It. Growing up, we called Curt “Curtie Burtie,” a good name for a faithful sidekick. Today we call Curt “HoJu,” as in Howard Junior, because he bought my parents’ house, and he works for the same company as my dad, as a construction foreman overseeing building operations.


Curt’s room was full of Star Trek posters and figurines. Mine definitely belonged to a young jock. I had a “No Fear” sign, a poster of Eric Lindros, a poster of Cindy Crawford—I wonder what team she played for—and a poster of Ray Bourque, who was definitely my favorite player.


My first taste of NHL hockey was in Buffalo. My dad’s boss, Don Ward, was and still is a Sabres’ season-ticket holder dating back to their original year, 1970, and my dad would sometimes drive me across the border to see the Sabres with Don’s tickets. It was only about thirty miles away. I didn’t grow up a Sabres fan, though. My team was the Boston Bruins, because my favorite player was Bourque. Yeah, my favorite guy wasn’t an enforcer like Bob Probert; it was Bourque. I played defense because when you’re really young, your coaches usually put the best players at forward. I wasn’t a very good player. I couldn’t skate very well, and I was constantly struggling to keep up, so I usually found myself playing defense.


At every level of competition, I was big for my age. I didn’t really care how tall I was or wasn’t, but at some point, some coach mentioned that tall guys were thought to be slow and awkward. That shook me. I wondered why and what it meant for me. I couldn’t help my size. I couldn’t control how tall I was. Sure, I could work on my skating, my shooting, my passing, but what was I supposed to do about my height? From that point on, I had it in my head that it was a good idea to downplay my size. If I reached six three and someone asked me my height, I’d tell them I was six two. I wasn’t sensitive about certain things, but I didn’t want to be kept off a team or lose my chance to get playing time because I was in the slow and awkward category associated with tall players. The idea stuck with me and it took a long time for me to, well, outgrow it.


That’s why Bourque inspired me so much—he played defense the way I wanted to play it. He had a world of skill and could move the puck really well. To this day, he has more goals, assists, and points than any defenseman in league history. But he also took care of his own end as well as anyone. He was stocky, but he skated really well. He didn’t fight much, but people still gave him a ton of respect. He was a quiet guy, but he was also a great leader. He stuck it out through a lot of lean years in Boston when the team wasn’t very good. At the end of his career, the Bruins traded him to Colorado, where at least he would be on a contending team with a chance to win a Stanley Cup. In his last season, his Avalanche beat New Jersey in seven games, and Bourque finally skated around with the trophy after the final game of his career. Of all the times guys have skated around their rinks with the Stanley Cup after winning a title, I don’t think any moment was as widely appreciated as that one. That was my kind of player. Sorry, Sabres.





CHAPTER 2



Hockey for the Fun of It


I can’t recall much about my first time on skates, but my parents can. I was three years old, pushing a chair around a pond in Edmonton. I guess I took to the ice well, because just one year later, I was enrolled in my first hockey league. I was such a big kid that my parents were able to sneak me into a league for five-year-olds one year early. At times like that, my size was good for me. Playing with older kids helped me to mature athletically and maybe emotionally, too. On the ice, though, sometimes my size was a liability. Some kids were too scared to mess around with me, but other big kids would push me around when we played just to see if I could stand up for myself.


For our first five years in St. Catharines, our house was the center of activity for kids my age. I’d like to think it was because of the stellar personalities of the three Scott boys, but it probably had more to do with the center of our universe: our hockey rink. Some kids needed to go up the road to find a rink or a pond to play on. We had one in our backyard. My dad built it every winter and it was quite the annual project. Dad always wanted it to be perfect, so he made modifications to the rink each year.


Because of his work, my dad had lots of material available from his job sites, and each year he would bring home these long sheets of plastic. We had a good-sized yard, so the first year, he laid down a frame of two-by-fours, tucked in the plastic, put it over the wood planks to form a lip, and stapled it in. Then he would just sit there and water and water and water it. When he was finished, he woke up at four thirty and did it again. The next year, he put up bigger boards. The year after that, he set up spotlights. Then he started buying better-quality plastics for the foundation. Every year was an opportunity for him to tinker with his formula.


We’d have great games on that rink, with ten to fifteen kids. It was the typical Canadian tradition. We’d play all evening, from five thirty or six until ten. We could play that late only because we had two huge spotlights on either side of the ice. They lit up the rink and lit up our lives. Seriously, if we could have been anywhere in the whole world at those times, we would have stayed right where we were playing hockey. It was so refreshing for me to see my dad flood that rink each year. I knew it was his way of showing us that he loved us. My bedroom was at the back of the house, so at night, I would peek out the window and see Dad watering the rink by himself. Those images are the ones I think of when I think of my dad.


Unfortunately, we lost our rink when I was eleven. The guy living across the street moved away and he offered us the pool. Dad wasn’t one to waste anything, so he put a new liner in and made a nice deck to go around it. Of course, he first put it in during the summer so my reaction was, “Pool? Sweet. When do we jump in?” Then winter came around and I wanted to undo the trade. The consolation of losing our backyard rink was that there were lots of ponds in the area. We usually drove to Martindale Pond and played our marathon games there. One downfall was that we would work all day shoveling off the rink and come back the next morning to see someone else enjoying the fruits of our labor. We also didn’t have the spotlights or that intimate setting. The lights made you feel as if you were playing in the NHL. You could think of yourself making great plays like Ray Bourque, playing in front of a full house in the Stanley Cup Finals or on a rink surrounded by all-stars. We would dream about it, because the reality was a million miles away and, for a kid in St. Catharines who wasn’t an athletic star in any sense, that sort of thing just didn’t happen in real life. Of course, I still had dreams about playing in the NHL. Every kid did. I even made it a point to sleep in my hockey gear instead of regular pajamas. I’d brush my teeth and slide on my jersey and pads. I wore every piece of hockey equipment to bed except my helmet and skates.


Although I was happiest on the hockey rink, I certainly wasn’t a bad student. I got good grades, but I didn’t always apply myself the way I did on the ice. The best part of school for me was being able to see all my friends. I really liked being around people and being the center of attention. I was never the supercool kid, and I didn’t really want to be, but I did like being around friends and people who liked to have a good time. I form opinions on people quickly, which can be a bad thing, but I think that, in the long run, it helps me avoid dealing with a lot of people who would eventually annoy me. So in school I surrounded myself with people I liked to hang out with and avoided the ones who bothered me. It was a relatively easy system and it worked for me. It got trickier when I was forced to be surrounded by a group of twenty to thirty guys on a team. There were always a few guys I just didn’t care for, and I really was terrible at hiding that fact.


When I was in sixth grade, we had a typical school assignment that asked the question What do you want to be when you grow up? I answered honestly, “I’m going to be an NHL player.” There were some chuckles and cackles in the room that day. Sure, it was far-fetched, but just like everyone who wanted to be the prime minister or an astronaut, it was okay for me to fantasize a little bit.


I don’t know if I had a favorite class. Okay, of course I liked gym best. Geography was okay, and I didn’t mind writing essays and poetry. And I actually really liked art class. We had to do a big painting in grade eleven, and I put everything I had into the project. It was a guy standing on a rock with a large cityscape behind him. I thought it was pretty cool, because I didn’t know I could put together a work like that that I could be really proud of. My parents still have it hanging in their house.


I wasn’t superartistic, but I didn’t mind artistic things. I was one of the leads for a big production we had in drama class. It was a Western, and I played the sheriff—as I said, I liked being the center of attention. There was a dramatic moment in the play when I was supposed to drink a shot of whiskey. I was in high school, so I just had juice in the glass . . . at least I did until one of my friends switched the juice for a real shot of whiskey. If you don’t normally drink whiskey and you’re not expecting it, when you take the shot, it’s quite the scene. After the show, people came up to me and said, “You’re a great actor. That was so realistic.” I never figured out the culprit who made the switch, but I’d like to thank him. It got me an A in drama class that year.


Although I liked a lot of my classes, I really didn’t enjoy math. I know that sounds strange for a guy who ended up being a mechanical engineer, but I can remember sitting in a high school precalculus class and asking myself, What’s going on here? I just didn’t get it. It wasn’t until I got to university that the lights started going on and I began to understand how to solve difficult equations. It was quick, too. I spent a lot of time struggling with numbers and equations, but once things started to click, I made a lot of fast progress. I went from fearing math class to looking forward to it, because I realized what was going on.


I actually got burned out on hockey for a while in my teens. I was going into my peewee year at age fourteen, and the coaches wanted us to work out all the time and dedicate our entire lives to the game. I was still at the stage where I just wanted to have fun playing hockey. So I decided to quit travel hockey and just play house league and high school hockey. It was a big decision, because I was leaving guys I had been playing with for the past six years. But it was the right choice. I played with all my other friends in the house league, where I dominated and won the MVP. I was hands down the best player, which was a huge change from when I’d been one of the worst players on the travel team. With my high school squad, I was the only grade nine player on the team.


My high school squad made it to the All-Ontarios, which they had never done before. And my own game got a lot better. I developed not by playing in high-level competition, but by just enjoying the game. I knew that if I was going to go somewhere with my career, at some point I’d need higher competition and greater structure, but that wasn’t the time for it. I missed a couple of levels of the Canadian hockey food chain—peewee and major peewee—before playing at the bantam and midget levels. Here’s where playing hockey as a Canadian boy can get cutthroat and complicated. The progression is hard to explain to an outsider, but you really have to commit to things at a very early age. There is a comic strip that depicts a kid in diapers being taken in the NHL draft by a team that has him locked up for the next twenty years. It’s a funny illustration, but there is a lot of truth to it.


I went to a few camps and had a few tryouts at various stages of my early career. The Ontario Hockey League has a great history in Canada. Most of the great Canadian players have come through that minor hockey system, and it would have been an honor to play at that level. Just because an OHL team drafts you, though, it doesn’t mean you actually get to play with them. You still have to impress the coaches enough at training camp to get an offer to stay there. I got drafted by the St. Michael’s Majors, a major junior team in Toronto, when I was sixteen. My dad and I went up there for the two-day camp, and I did really well. The coach told me that I had made the team. I was amazed. I looked up to those guys. I thought it was the best league for a kid my age. But my dad understood enough to ask a few questions. “Would he play?” he wanted to know. “Probably not much,” the coach told him.
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