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Author’s note:

I have changed some names in order to protect the innocent—and more importantly, the guilty. Also, although some characters are composites and the narrative has been compressed in places to keep the story moving, the events portrayed in the book are accurate to the best of my recollection. Finally, in instances where foreign languages appear, if grammatically or otherwise incorrect, sorry—I’m still working on English.

In any event, if you want the truth, as I saw it when I wrote it, you’re in luck. If it weren’t the truth, I’d still be playing hockey, not writing about it.


Foreword

by Adam Graves

I FIRST MET Billy at my summer hockey camp in Windsor, Ontario, in 1993. He even has a Polaroid picture to prove it. I can vividly remember the young, eager, smiling kid from New York City. He was a mere seven years old, and I was twenty-five having just finished my second season with the Rangers. My career has been an open book: I played sixteen seasons in the National Hockey League and was lucky enough to win two Stanley Cups—with the Edmonton Oilers in 1990 and the NY Rangers in 1994. Hockey has given me the opportunity to meet incredible people throughout my journey and I firmly believe that meeting individuals like Billy is truly the highlight of my career. I know you will enjoy his stories and how he lived for the game of hockey.

Hockey took me from a small town in Canada to New York City and the bright lights of Madison Square Garden; it took Billy from an apartment on Manhattan’s Upper East Side to small towns in the European countryside. We are living proof that no matter where you come from, or where you are going, our great sport is the same, and so are the characters you are lucky enough to play with along the way.

Hockey is more than just a game. Hockey is its own culture—a lifestyle, which brings people together from every walk of life. It crosses barriers and transcends social, geographic, and economic boundaries like few other things can. When people ask me what I miss most about the game, the answer is always the same: the friendships, the unique teammates and coaches in the locker room, and the moments away from the ice.

Billy and I have something else in common. He not only came to the rink early but he always lingered late. I recognize this quality in myself, as I never wanted to miss a thing either. Unfortunately, there comes a time for every player when you have to say goodbye. Billy has found a way to preserve his experiences and have them live on. His perseverance was evident, as he continued to pursue his passion for hockey through adversity. If you want to hear about the real characters of the game with no punches pulled and understand the true grit that keeps us coming back to the rink day after day, keep reading. That’s what Billy’s story is all about.



Odd Man Rush

1.   When a hockey team enters the offensive zone and outnumbers the players on the opposing team by one or more players, e.g., two-on-one, three-on-two, three-on-one, etc.

2.   When a young American hockey player from New York City skates around Europe, trying to figure out what the hell he’s doing with his life.


Prologue

Released from the penalty box, I haul ass across the ice as the chanting grows louder.

“KEE-NAN DU ARSCH-LOCH!” Clap, clap, clap-clap-clap. “KEE-NAN DU ARSCH-LOCH!” Clap, clap, clap-clap-clap.

The last time a crowd chanted my name, I was six. And dreaming.

“KEE-NAN DU ARSCH-LOCH!” Clap, clap, clap-clap-clap. “KEE-NAN DU ARSCH-LOCH!” Clap, clap, clap-clap-clap.

Everyone on the bench cheeks to the right to make room. “What’re they saying?” I shout to our hulking Russian centerman over the roar of the 2,000 shitfaced fans, a swell of bright green and black punctuated by waving flags and glowing sparklers. The safest place during Herford games is on the ice.

“Nothing. Zey chant nothing,” Oleg replies devoid of emotion.

“They’re chanting something. I hear my name.”

“You not hear your name.”

“Yeah I do. Hear it? Keenan dooo something.”

“Fine. Zey say something. But I not hear Keenan.”

“Oleg, they’re saying Keenan. Keenan dooo something.” I remove my helmet, spray some water on my head, and run my hand through my hair as I gaze into the crowd.

Oleg sighs. “Fine. Zey are yelling, like, Keenan sucks. Keenan sucks. Keenan …”

“Okay, okay,” I interrupt him, quickly strapping my helmet back on my head. “I got it.”

“Wait,” Oleg says. “Zis is not sucks zey chant. Zis is something more worse zan suck. I don’t know which word zis is in English.” Grinning evilly, he looks up at the ceiling of the arena. “Behind, maybe? Behind circle? Keenan is a behind circle? But something more worse.”

“You mean asshole?”

He bangs his stick on the boards. “Asshole! Right.” Still grinning, he adds, “Zey don’t like you, buddy.”

“Thanks for the clarification.” I pick up a water bottle, spewing a stream of water on a Herford player as he skates by before squirting a few pumps into my mouth and spitting it onto the ice.

The final five minutes of the game are chaos. Still leading 1–0, we exchange breakaway chances with Herford but no one scores. In the last minute, with their goalie pulled for an extra attacker, they blitz our goaltender, Hans, with an onslaught of shots. Hans uses every inch of both his pliable body and his sure stick to deny them. On the bench, even more chaos ensues. Word has it that some of the more hammered Herford fans are in the midst of breaking into our locker room in an attempt to steal our clothes, one of their charming traditions. Making the trip back to Neuwied in my jockstrap—in a bus permanently pumping at meat locker—is not something I’m excited about, but our veterans, having seen this before, assure us that our fans will counter with a strong defense.

Traditionally, after the final buzzer, both teams line up for a civil post-game handshake, but there’s no chance that’s happening tonight because our opponents are a bunch of arschlochs. More importantly, the participants in the Westphalia Regional Figure Skating Qualifier are already lining up to take the ice. We mob Hans in his goal crease and skate towards the Neuwied section of the arena to give our loyal, rabid fans a well-deserved stick salute while a few remaining Herford fans fire empty beer cans at us.

Moments later in the locker room, while my teammates peel off their sweat-drenched equipment—and as Oleg, Mother Russia himself, makes a show of scraping the ice from his skate blades—our goalie receives a big round of applause and a few celebratory tape balls rocketed at his face. Hans nods in appreciation with a wave and a few curses.

Like every other goalie, Hans has his idiosyncrasies. Between periods he takes three bags of gummy bears from his locker, dumps the candies onto the bench, piling the oranges, greens, and yellows into one mound and the reds into another. Then, very gently, with his thumb and index finger, he picks up a single red one, stares at it lovingly, and pops it into his mouth, savoring every chew—must have something to do with red being a power color, like Tiger Woods always wearing red on Sundays.

“Worked again, huh?” I say eyeing the empty gummy bear wrappers.

“What?”

“The gummy bear bullshit you do between periods.”

He shrugs. “I like the way the red ones taste. The green ones and the yellow ones and the orange ones, not so much.”

I stare at him. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“So it’s not like you think the red ones give you good luck or something?”

He gives me a funny look. “Of course not. That would be weird.”

I linger a few seconds, wondering if Henrik Lundqvist eats Hershey bars or bananas or smokes a pack of Marlboro Reds during intermissions, then I tap Hans on his leg pads. “Great game.”

Returning to my locker, I join in the celebration: “Atta way, fellas,” I yell. “Great fuckin’ win tonight! We owed those fuckers after that shitshow against them last month. Fuckin’ great team win, boys! Great fuckin’ win!” As I finish my soliloquy, Willi, with a bag of ice taped to his shoulder, downs his beer, tosses it off the side of the trash can, and tries to fire up the boom box but there’s no outlet in the locker room. There rarely is.

As I pull my jersey off, something cold and round hits me in the nose. Wiping the ice from my face, I make out Oleg’s grin from across the room.

“Nice shot, jackass.”

“Заткнись, иди на хуй.”

I can’t tell if he likes me or not. I can’t tell if I like him.

After a road win, the long bus trips home can be more fun than the game. Victories bring a team together. Also, rumor has it we’re stopping at McDonald’s. The players who tend to keep to themselves in the front of the bus will roam towards the rear where the loud guys rule. Even at Harvard, where the fun times were rare, some of those Saturday night bus trips home to Cambridge from the North Country of upstate New York bordered on fun.

Coach Donato would sit up front laughing like a half-wit watching Family Guy on his portable DVD player, though we wondered which jokes he found funny. Our designated team impressionist would grab the mic and imitate Ervin, our team hypnotist (you read that right). Finally, in the back of the bus, it was all about the “would you rather” game, your typical Harvard intellectual meeting of the minds, most often led by our captain and future Arizona Coyotes defenseman, Dylan “Dicer” Reese: “Would you rather make out with a dude for five minutes or have him suck your dick for one minute?” “Ricky couldn’t last a minute!” someone would shout. “Especially if Stevie was givin’ him the gummer!” another would add.

“Who shit themselves?” Coach Donato would yell from the front row, turning his head and peering towards the back of the bus. “Probably you, Donuts,” the guy sitting in the row behind me would say just loud enough for the surrounding players to hear. “Head’s usually up his ass … shouldn’t be hard for him to crack the case,” another player would add from an unidentifiable seat a few rows back.

After wins, pretty much everything is funny.

“Dumme ziege!” someone yells. It means “dumb goat,” I think, and there’s one in every story. A few guys smile at me so I nod and laugh. It’d be nice to know what’s going on. But for now, I remain on the periphery, not yet in on the jokes and possibly the butt of them.

All that said, at twenty-two, there’s no place I’d rather be than on this bus returning home with my teammates. But that’s the way it works with me and hockey. Even when it’s horrible, it’s wonderful.


PART ONE

FIRST PERIOD


CHAPTER ONE

Canuck to the Core

IT DIDN’T START in a small Canadian town on a frozen pond in a backyard, but rather at Lasker Rink, an outdoor swimming pool located on the northern end of Central Park in New York City. On my fifth birthday, and after a year of pleading, Mom and Dad bought me a pair of skates and a hockey stick, and we ventured a mile up Fifth Avenue to give it a go.

When I set foot on that frozen-over pool, I was gone. It was love at first stride. Skating mostly on my ankles, I chased the puck all over the rink except the corners, not because I was scared to get hit, but because I was afraid I’d get my foot caught in the six-inch rut that separated the boards from the ice surface. The undulations on the non-hazardous portions of the ice rivaled the Augusta National greens, though I bet Augusta is higher on the Stimpmeter.

By the time I was five and three-quarters, I watched all the New York Rangers games on television, and in elementary school, all my writing assignments, regardless of the topic assigned by the teacher, revolved around my favorite Ranger, Adam Graves.

Graves could do it all: score goals, pester opponents, stick up for his teammates, and come through when his teammates and the entire city of New York were counting on him. What he lacked in skill, he made up for with grit. He played each shift with absolutely no regard for the well-being of his body. His on-ice accomplishments, however, were equaled, if not surpassed, by his generosity of spirit and commitment towards helping people off the ice. He was just as likely to be found visiting children at hospitals as he was working on his game at the rink.

Adam Graves was a god. And he had holy hockey hair.1

Once I got my footing on the ice with the help of a few hard wraps of tape around my ankles, I emulated Graves on every level, from his skating style, to his manner of celebrating his goals, to his mullet.1 I decided to adopt Graves’s Canadian accent and spent hours repeating “abooot” and “ooot” in my bathroom mirror. My mom sewed Canadian flags on all my jackets. I paraded around my first grade classroom with Loonies and Toonies jingling in my pockets, proudly displaying the large maple leaf patch. I even insisted that my teachers call me Guy. It didn’t stick but my first grade teacher, Ms. Rhodie, a native Swede, convinced me that Sweden was probably just as worthy of my allegiance as my native Canada. Ms. Rhodie understood hockey was my favorite sport and didn’t mind that I spelled it favourite.

Yeah, I was abooot as obsessed as you could get.

I was so enamored with Graves that I wanted to share his pain. Whenever he was injured or got dinged up in a fight, I’d ice my hands, or my face, or, in one bizarre instance, my balls to get the imaginary swelling down before his next shift. It’s a wonder my parents entrusted my life to that kid.

There wasn’t anything to wonder though. I was Bill Keenan from Windsor, Ontario, the hockey player who was going to play for the New York Rangers. What was so hard to understand about that?

I was six when I played in my first organized hockey game as a member of the North Park Mini Mites—an away game starting at 6:30 a.m. against Beaver Dam (the name warrants applause)—and to say I was excited would have been the understatement of the decade. Instead of scrambling in the morning to put on my hockey gear at the rink, Dad helped me suit up the previous night—we’re talking elbow pads, shin pads, shoulder pads, and neckguard2—pretty much everything. In the morning, we laced up my skates, strapped on my helmet, popped a few hand warmers in my hockey gloves, and off we went, Dad hoping like hell he had the rink directions right.

Someone once said it’s not whether you win or lose, it’s how you play the game. Well, that person didn’t know shit.

In the locker room before we took the ice for our game, I could already tell my teammates weren’t as into it as I was—only six other kids showed up for starters. On top of that, simply buckling their helmets was a major accomplishment for them and their parents who snapped fifty photos of the feat. I stared, appalled, as none of these kids even knew how to hold their sticks properly.

There were a couple guys who at least appeared to like hockey. Winston had almost every Rangers player’s rookie card and his dad had season tickets. But on the ice, Winston was scared shitless of the puck. He’d scurry away whenever it came near him, usually tumbling to his face within the first two strides. It was remarkable he could even see the black disc considering his Rec-Specs fogged up right after his last gulp of hot chocolate before we hit the ice. Winston was our goalie.

Our second game at Lasker had a better turnout of nine kids, including one girl. I thought it was embarrassing that my right-winger had on double runners until I found out my left-winger was wearing figure skates. Neither one was the girl.

Before the game, Coach Randall gave us the first, and still one of the worst pep talks of my life, the highlight being his declaration that, “Winning doesn’t matter. Good sportsmanship and having fun are what matter. Besides, none of you are going to play in the NHL.”

I stared at his hangdog face and thought, Sportsmanship? Fun without winning? What drug was this guy on? Why can’t I play in the NHL? Somebody has to be on the Rangers in fifteen years. Why not me?

The November air was crisp that Saturday morning as snowflakes seemed to hover weightlessly in the air much like the pungent smell of pot that originated from the group of hooded guys huddled on a Central Park North bench. The game was delayed due to yet another Zamboni malfunction so opening faceoff was just before sunrise around 6:23 a.m. Winston was stellar in net, playing mainly on his back, a highly unorthodox and ineffective style. After his mom laced up his skates and wiped his nose, he had an uncanny ability to avoid the protective rubber mats and stomp solely on the pavement from the locker room to the ice surface.

Coach Randall’s next piece of wisdom for the team came after the first period. “Play till you hear the whistle.” Sound advice, I admit, but with both rinks at Lasker hosting games simultaneously, it was damn near impossible to decipher which ref (re: over-involved dad holding onto the boards) was blowing his whistle to enforce whatever rules he decided to invent.

After the game, I approached Coach Randall and asked if he was ever going to assemble a power play unit instead of just sending out the next line. It’s not like I was suggesting we run the umbrella PP with me quarterbacking it. But when half your team uses masking tape on their stick blades, I probably should have known better. “Bill, I know you want to win, but remember, there is no ‘I’ in team,” he told me following our 7–0 loss. No “I” in team, I thought as Coach Randall went around congratulating us for our effort. He’s right, but there’s definitely a “you” in dumb.

Once out of my gear, I sulked down Fifth Avenue with Dad as I watched my two linemates skip together, hand-in-hand, a block ahead of me. “I don’t want to play on this team,” I told him.

“What?” he responded, certain he’d misheard me.

“Coach said winning doesn’t matter, and that I’ll never play in the NHL, and that he doesn’t want to do anything too complicated because he doesn’t want to confuse us, and that we shouldn’t go too hard because he doesn’t want to be responsible for us getting hurt, and that girls can play hockey with boys and …”

“Okay, okay,” Dad said. “Understood.” He couldn’t have been too shocked though. Just the other day, a mother had confronted him because she was concerned about me always yelling for passes without saying “please.”

When we got back to the apartment, we started researching higher-level youth leagues in New Jersey and Long Island. Unfortunately, by that point, the rosters for all those teams had been finalized, so I was left to play the season with the North Park Mini Mites, and all I can say is it’s a good thing winning didn’t matter to Coach Randall, as our 1–14 record was good for last in the league. We were bad—probably would’ve gotten spanked by the original District 5 Mighty Ducks team. Christ, Winston had a bottle of Perrier on top of his net.

But despite our abysmal performance, it wasn’t a total loss for me. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, I scored 23 goals (only two on my own net) and notched a couple of assists, both of which were shots that deflected off one of my teammates who was doing snow angels. Admittedly, I wasn’t much of a passer, but that wasn’t because I didn’t want to share the puck. I didn’t pass because most of my teammates collapsed to the ice, inexplicably, within moments of coming into contact with the puck, or even the thought of it.3

Our season concluded with a pizza party during which Coach Randall doled out team awards. One kid got the sportsmanship trophy, one kid got the most improved player trophy, and every kid got a participation trophy (which was more about parents participating by writing checks than it was about the kid participating in any practices or games.)

Anyway, I threw mine out when I got home.

Following my season with the North Park Mini Mites, I landed a spot with one of the top youth travel teams in the area, the New Jersey Rockets.

The anticipation built all summer. NHL stars like Jeremy Roenick and the Mullen brothers had played their youth hockey for the Rockets. The team played in the Atlantic District Minor Hockey League, not one of those scam leagues where every player gets a trophy at the end of the season.

The organization took the game seriously: All teams had home and away jerseys; plus, each jersey had a fighting strap and the player’s last name stitched to the back—stitched, not iron-on. And according to team rules, game jerseys were never to be stuffed in our hockey bags but instead always placed on hangers. And no player was allowed to wear 66 or 99. It was like a mini-pro team if you saw us skating around in our game uniforms. You’d never even know our starting goalie’s mother pawned her engagement ring to pay for her son’s equipment and travel expenses.

But my excitement soon turned to anxiety after my first practice. At St. Bernard’s School, we got dismissed from second grade at 4:00 p.m., giving Mom an hour and a half to make the two-hour trip to central Jersey. As I raced into the locker room still dressed in my school uniform (khakis, collared shirt, and loafers), the room fell silent. No one talked to me that day, or that week. I made the embarrassing trip to the coaches’ room to get my skates tied (the only guy who couldn’t do it himself), and returned to find the three rolls of black hockey tape in my hockey bag gone. I might not have contributed to the team on the ice that day but at least I did in the locker room.

Back at Lasker I was the big fish in a small frozen over pool, but those days were over and not being The Man took some adjustment. I wasn’t an outcast but I never quite felt at home. In the locker room, there were no figure skates, girls, bottles of Perrier, or Rec-Specs but there was a lot of cursing and spitting. This was a real hockey team.

On the ice, everyone could skate forwards and backwards; do hockey stops in both directions; and everyone, even the goalies, could lift the puck all the way to the crossbar. On top of that, the Rockets played at Bridgewater Sports Arena which had two regulation-sized rinks; Lasker, on the other hand, had two separate ice surfaces (re: two pools), but combined, they weren’t half the size of a real hockey rink. At North Park, there was a buzzer sounding every minute-and-a-half (even on breakaways) to signal a line change. On the Rockets, shifts were forty-five seconds and changes were on the fly.

Winning mattered to the Rockets—a lot. That meant I spent most games at the end of the bench, handing guys water bottles and opening the gate. But while I didn’t receive much ice time in games, practices were a different deal. Our head coach, a recent Princeton graduate who had captained the Tigers hockey team his senior year, showed me a whole new part of the game I had never learned while playing with North Park—it was called defense. While it wasn’t much fun learning to backcheck, I felt an allegiance to work hard for Coach Scowby. After all, he was from Saskatchewan and I didn’t want to let down a fellow Canuck.

But it wasn’t just the players and coaches on the Rockets who took the game seriously. The North Park mothers wore mink coats and sipped coffee from thermoses, offering plenty of encouragement to their sons (and daughters) regardless of play. Meanwhile, the fathers would spend their time shaking the hell out of each other’s hands, exchanging business cards, and talking about country houses and the stock market. Hockey’s a physical sport, but the only body contact at Lasker was that of a mother’s consoling arm after her kid got a bloody nose from “dry air” or a father’s tap on the helmet after a game. Rockets parents were more into it. One group spent games leaning precariously over the balcony, hands cupped around their mouths, barking instructions at their kids (and other kids) like “Pick it up, Joey!” “Move the puck, Bobby!” “Play the damn body, Billy!” The other group was quieter but just as intense. They stood by the glass wearing their leather Rockets jackets with their kid’s number pinned to their Rockets hat. One hand held a stopwatch timing their kid’s shifts and the other hand held a whiskey nip.

Coach Sowby always told us to play hungry.

“I gotta score today,” said our chunky but skilled centerman, Joey, as he reached in my bag to get some black tape for his stick.

“Me too,” I replied, hoping he wouldn’t use the last of my tape again since I needed some too.

“Nah, you don’t understand. I need to score today. My pops said no dinner for me if I don’t get a goal.” Big Joe, a retired Jersey cop living off disability payments, took eating as seriously as he took his son’s hockey. Big Joe must have been three bills easy. One game when Joey got a ten-minute misconduct, Big Joe brought him a sub to eat in the penalty box.

I knew from watching Gravey that toughness was a key part of hockey. I also knew how to deliver a knockout blow to my teachers at school—end a sentence with a preposition. But the hockey world saw body blows differently. Thankfully, I never had to deal with the dinner deprivation technique. That probably wouldn’t have worked anyway.

After receiving an inadvertent slash to the wrist in a game against the Philly Junior Flyers—a miniature version of the Broad Street Bullies with rat tails—I fell to the ice and stayed down, clutching my wrist and waiting for a coach. That’s the way it worked at North Park. But no coach came this time. I did, however, hear a voice shout some instructions as I writhed on the ice. “Get up, pussy.” I turned on my side searching for the Junior Flyers player. “Seriously, get the fuck up. We got a game to finish.” It was my teammate, Zandy.

I knew the only way I’d be accepted by my teammates was if I played hard, acted more like them, and learned more bad words. While the St. Bernard’s School motto was explicitly stated on our oxford shirts, “Perge Sed Caute” (Proceed but with Caution), I had finally learned the implicit motto of the New Jersey Rockets, “Don’t Be a Pussy.”

By the time my second season with the Rockets rolled around, I had Mom pack a pair of JNCO jeans (with a chain wallet and non-functioning beeper), a No Fear shirt, and some BK Dymacel kicks that I could change into before arriving at practice, leaving my school uniform, or “tuxedo” as my teammates called it, in the car. I could finally tie my own skates and knew how to fuckin’ curse.

Before a game at the halfway point of the season, my teammate Zandy yelled across the locker room, “Dilly, gimme some of that black tape.”

In hockey circles, adding the letter “Y” to the end of either your first or last name is a rite of passage—Adam Graves’s teammates called him Gravey—and even though Zandy (and eventually the rest of the guys and parents) called me Dilly rather than Billy, I knew I had earned my spot. Dilly became my alter ego, the version of myself that I liked the best. I masqueraded as William Howard Keenan III on the Upper East Side. But on the ice, I was Dilly the hockey player. I changed my AOL screen name to Dilly9.

I wasn’t even fazed when I found out what Dilly was short for.



1     “Hockey hair” isn’t quite a mullet. It takes on many forms but the common theme is long flowing locks. Synonyms include salad, sal, bucket, lid, and flow. Graves had sick flow. Early ’90s Jagr had something else that might very well account for the break-up of Czechoslovakia.

2     Looked like a neck brace.

3     Any youth hockey forward who claims he cares about assists is lying.


CHAPTER TWO

Junior Hockey Circus

THAT SUMMER AFTER my second season with the Rockets, Mom, magician that she was, got me a spot in Adam Graves’s summer hockey camp. My head practically exploded. It was a homecoming of sorts. I was going to Windsor, Ontario, Adam’s hometown, to learn the game at the feet (or the skates) of the master.

I sat shotgun the entire ten-hour drive, my nose flattened against the passenger side window barely able to stay in my seat, the seatbelt digging into my shoulder, as we crossed the Ambassador Bridge over the Detroit River. I don’t think I blinked once when we finally made it onto Canadian soil—farmland as far as the eye could see in every direction. I had never seen this many miles of crops in my life. Hell, I didn’t know what a crop was. When we made our first pit stop north of the border to fill up the gas tank, I rushed into the convenience store, found a distinctly Canadian looking candy bar called Caramilk, and finally used the Canadian currency I’d been carrying in my pocket for the past three years. It was abooot time.

It was on this trip that I discovered it—TSN, Canada’s version of ESPN. On ESPN, the day pitchers and catchers report for spring training trumps coverage of the Stanley Cup Finals. TSN, however, ran nonstop coverage of NHL pre-training camp stories while MLB scores were relegated to the ticker on the bottom of the screen.

The Sunday night before my first day of camp as I was stickhandling a golf ball in the hotel room racking up damage charges, Mom warned me not to get my hopes up.

“What do you mean?” I got nervous. My hopes were about as up as they could get.

“Well, Adam will show up once in a while, but he’s most likely going to be busy getting ready for the season. You might not see him much.”

For one of the few times I can remember, Mom was wrong. Adam Graves was there every day.

I knew Graves was big—I had a life-size poster of him in my room at home—but in person, he was massive. It looked like he had his shoulder pads on underneath his white T-shirt. I hung on his every word as he delivered the Gospel of Graves. “Shoot pucks, boys, eh. Any time you have a chance to work on your shot, make the most of it. It’s a privilege to play this game. You’re all lucky you have the parents you’ve got. If you want to play this game at a high level, you’ve got to always be looking to improve. And if you want to score lots of goals, shoot biscuits every day after school. Build yourself a net in shop class if you have to. Whatever it takes.”

It was the first time I enjoyed having an older person stand above me and tell me what to do. I took scrupulous notes in my notebook: “Shoot biscuits all day. Find out what shop class is.”

“Your driveway, backyard, basement … doesn’t matter where, boys. Set up a net and fire pucks,” Graves instructed.

Driveway? Backyard? Basement? I was going to have to improvise.

Meanwhile, it was also nice to be around other kids who were actually Canadian.

CANADIAN KID: How many goals you score last year?

ME: Twenty-three. You?

CANADIAN KID: Twenty-four. You related to Mike Keenan?

ME: He’s my uncle.

I wasn’t related to New York Rangers coach Mike Keenan but it was nice to be around kids who knew who he was.

The camp concluded with a scrimmage Friday afternoon. Campers were split into two teams and Graves played half the game with one team and half with the other. During my last shift, Gravey, with nine seven-year-olds draped to his back and another half dozen swarming his ankles, deked through the entire opposing team (and a few of the kids who didn’t know which team they were on), until a dream I’d had finally became a reality—me and Graves together on an odd man rush. Graves faked the shot and the defenseman fell (not because of the fake, he just tripped on his own stick). The goalie didn’t stand a chance—nearly his entire body, all three feet of it, was already well inside the net. As I banged my stick on the ice, Gravey hit me with a perfect pass which I deflected in. I celebrated by grabbing Graves’s shin then collapsing to the ice.

After the game, Graves spent some time talking to me and Mom. It took Mom about ten minutes to explain to him that we came to Windsor, Ontario, just for his camp—no Canadian relatives to visit, no cross-country vacation. He gave Mom a look that translated roughly into you must be nuts. He then gave me the jersey he wore that day in the scrimmage. It was darkened and heavy from his sweat which came not from the scrimmage but rather the three hours he spent outside in the August heat talking to each camper that afternoon.

On our drive home, Mom suggested I put the jersey in my hockey bag and she could wash it when we got back home. Wash the jersey Adam Graves took off his back and gave me himself? Maybe Gravey was right. Mom was nuts.

When I returned home armed with the skills, knowledge, and jersey that I believed I’d take right to the NHL, our apartment was undergoing renovations. Kids who play hockey have an uncanny ability to make any space into some type of rink, whether it’s playing knee-hockey in the hallway of a hotel with a group of teammates at a tournament or using the kneehole of a desk as a goal. Most of the time, these games involve mini sticks and a small ball.

Mom and Dad saw the large vacant room with columns and a newly completed fireplace as our future living room. Me, I saw a hockey rink—an actual one. Because my parents supported their children’s dreams, and they knew I wouldn’t shut up about it, the rink won.

“You’re crazy, buddy,” our doorman Eugene said as he helped me haul the regulation-sized hockey net to our seventh floor apartment. But I made great use of the net. Every day after school, I strapped on my rollerblades, grabbed my stick, and honed my game. I wore the jersey Graves had given me hoping something would rub off: His goal scoring touch, his intimidating toughness, his incredible hockey hair.

The smell was the only thing that stuck.

After two weeks of errant wrist shots, the inevitable happened. My parents couldn’t believe my poor judgment in taking high shots. I couldn’t believe my shot was hard enough to break the window. Once all the shards of broken glass were picked up that Monday afternoon, Mom and Dad had double-paned glass installed on all the windows, and I was back at it, firing fluttering low shots into the net.

In my mind, the Rangers announcers, Sam Rosen and John Davidson, narrated every play.

SAM ROSEN: Keenan steals it from Daneyko, and the Rangers have a two-on-one … Keenan streaking in … over to Graves—

MOM: Bill! Time for dinner!

SAM ROSEN: The crowd is going wild. Graves … back to Keenan … GOAL! It’s a power play goal!

MOM: Your food’s getting cold!

JOHN DAVIDSON: Keenan and Graves! They do it again! What a play, OH BABY!

MOM: Bill. Dinnertime. Come on!

After the game, I’d head to the mirror in my room where imaginary Stan Fischler, The Hockey Maven himself, would interview me.

Gravey and I had undeniable chemistry in those games in my living room.

MOM: Bill, Get to the table NOW!

Cranky Mrs. Healy, who was a hundred and fifty years old and lived on the floor below us, called Mom one day complaining of a leak in her ceiling that she was convinced was coming from our apartment. She was always complaining about something. The shriek from Mom’s mouth when she saw me trying to make ice in the living room rink about broke the new window she’d just replaced. The line had to be drawn somewhere.

At school, I saw life through a hockey prism. Multiplication and division weren’t too bad: The Rangers have four lines and three forwards on each line, so three times four is twelve forwards … The Rangers have fourteen total forwards and only twelve play in each game, so that means there are two extra forwards who don’t play each game—usually a fighter and a guy just called up from Binghamton in the AHL—so twelve goes into fourteen one time with a remainder of two … And so on.

Anything beyond basic arithmetic though, I was screwed.

The 1994–95 NHL season was marred by a lockout which wiped out the first half of the schedule. What’s a lockout? I couldn’t figure out why someone couldn’t find a key.

But the good part was that the Rangers had won the Stanley Cup the year before, ending a forty-four year drought, which meant they had even longer to parade it around New York City. Mom found an event where fans could to take pictures with Lord Stanley’s Cup. When it was my turn to pose for a photo, Mom nudged me forward, “Go ahead, Bill. It’s okay. You’re allowed to touch it.”4 I know, Mom, I thought, but it’s a well-known fact if you touch the Cup before you actually win it, you’re jinxed forever. If I put my hands on it, no team I ever play on will win one. Jeez, Mom, don’t you know anything?

When I was old enough, I enrolled in a summer hockey camp in Massachusetts called Paul Vincent’s Dynamic Skating School. The camp’s motto, 100% OR NOTHING, was enforced to the point that if campers weren’t trying their hardest, they were escorted off the ice and, periodically, told to go home. (The counselors weren’t spared: Paul Vincent was known to throw them off the ice if they did a poor job of demonstrating a drill.) Unparalleled in its approach to teaching hockey, PV’s, as I so fondly called it, was the highlight of my summers.

Paul was a New England hockey legend who had helped develop countless college and professional players, and for some reason, he took a liking to me. “Willy, yah’re a good kid and a good hockey playah,” he’d tell me in his thick Boston accent. “Yah can play as high as yah want in this game. Just keep workin’ hahd.” He saw something in me that I never saw in myself. “Thanks Mr. V. That means a lot,” I’d respond. He’d smile, whack me on the shin pads, and then proceed to skate us campers into the ice for the next five hours with parachutes strapped to our backs.

Hockey is a cold-weather sport for most normal people, but for us obsessive-types, it was a year-round deal. While my classmates at school lived from vacation to vacation, I lived from hockey tournament to hockey tournament. During the fall and winter, I played on the New Jersey Rockets. Then, in the spring and summer, I played on one of the handful of select teams that offered kids an opportunity to stay on the ice for 365 days—a spring team based out of Stamford called the Connecticut Yankees. The Yankees were one of those select teams with nine first line centers, five number one defensemen, and two starting goalies.

One of my linemates, a big forward (and future NHLer), appeared to have two last names.

“Hey Jordy, why’s the roster say your last name is Smotherman but your jersey has LaVallée on it?” I asked.

“My dad’s last name’s Smotherman, but my Mom is French-Canadian and her last name is LaVallée so I wanted to change it for hockey—more Canadian sounding.”

Guy Keenan wasn’t the only crazy one, eh?

The majority of my Yankee time was spent at tournaments throughout New England and Canada, and the rigorous schedule meant missing more class than St. Bernard’s School allowed. My parents thought they had hid all the hand-delivered notes from the school questioning their decision to permit me to miss school, but I saw them. I must have contracted about sixteen different flu viruses and attended nine grandparents’ funerals during my elementary school years. Eventually, the school brass accepted they were dealing with a temporarily-insane kid, and did their best to meet me in the middle, or at least what they deemed to be the middle. Mr. Johnson, our headmaster, would sidle over and ask in his affected English accent with one eyebrow raised and his lips pursed, “Feeling better, Mr. Keenan? Another bout of influenza last Friday, I presume?” He rarely strayed from speaking in iambic pentameter.

“Yes sir, feeling good … well. Thank you for asking.”

“You know, Mr. Keenan, perhaps you could be the team physician for the New York Rangers one day.”

“Never thought abooot that,” I’d respond in my affected Canadian accent.

“Or, your English teacher, Mr. Austin, mentioned you seemed to enjoy writing. Mr. George Plimpton, a St. Bernard’s lad himself, who grew up right across the street from you at 1165 Fifth, experienced great success as a sports journalist. He even wrote that book, Paper Lion, where he played for a professional football team. That might be something to consider as you get older.”

I’d nod at him, thinking, Who the hell is Mr. George Plimpton? And why does he always call everyone Mr.? He just doesn’t get it. Wayne Gretzky’s two sons go to this school. I wish The Great One could knock some sense into him. I didn’t want to be the guy performing surgery on players. And I didn’t want to be the guy writing about the players. I just wanted to be the player.

The Connecticut Yankees dominated the regional tournaments in New England, but we knew our real competition awaited us north of the border; we ran into problems in Toronto, Montreal, Quebec City, Vancouver, Winnipeg, Edmonton, and Calgary. Not only were these teams intimidating on the ice, but their names alone left us wondering if we could compete—how do you beat the Montreal Viper Outlaw AAA Elites or the Pursuit of Excellence 86’s? And then there were the top three Detroit teams with their major sponsors: Honeybaked Ham Selects AAA, Little Caesar’s AAA, and Detroit Compuware AAA. That’s a lot of “A’s.”

It was the Saturday night of the weeklong Calgary Stampede tournament in July. It was one of those tournaments where we’d play three games a day, stripping down to our lower half gear in between tilts with just enough time to refuel—players on Tim Hortons, parents on Jack Daniel’s.

We had just lost in double overtime to the Minnesota Blades, a game that left me despising their number 27 who scored the game-winner. He was the Adam Banks of their team and had scored against us every time we played. I hated everything about him—his dumb face, his incredible scoring ability, everything. I knew I’d be seeing him again but I didn’t anticipate we’d be good friends and college teammates one day. Despite our overtime loss on Saturday to the Blades, we qualified for Sunday’s elimination round.

Our Sunday morning matchup was against the Dartmouth Subways AAA team from Nova Scotia. The night before, a bunch of us decided to take a quick dip in the Flamingo Inn’s pool. While we took turns working on our jackknife jumps and scoring each other’s underwater handstands, what looked like an army of kid soldiers dressed in black marched into the adjacent workout room. Turned out they weren’t soldiers but rather the Subways. Through the glass window, we watched in awe as our opponents ran through an intense workout that had them lifting, jumping, pushing, pulling, sweating, and screaming. Until then, I thought I’d taken the game seriously.

Later that evening, one of the parents organized a team dinner at a nearby tavern. Even our first-line centerman, Robbie Schremp, who somehow traveled to all the tournaments without a parent, came along. Robbie was arguably the top 1986-born player in the US at the time, and, physically-speaking, was far more mature and stood head and shoulders above us (and even some of the parents). It was at these “Triple A” tournaments that Robbie introduced the rest of us players to movies that were not Triple A. If there was a youth hockey hall of fame, there would be a statue of Robbie outside. No wonder he went on to be a first round NHL draft pick. At dinner, I ordered a Shirley Temple and Robbie ordered a Labatt Blue. The young waitress asked for ID, after which Robbie, wearing his customary wifebeater and scraggly goatee, lifted his right arm, flexed his bicep, and winked at her. She blushed, brought him a beer … and her phone number.

The waitress dropped him off at the rink twenty minutes before the drop of the puck the following day. We were thirteen years old.

The Canadian teams were easy to spot on the ice and the Subways fit the stereotype. They always had at least one player who was 6’5’’ with a beard. We could never verify birthdates even when we asked the guy’s wife and kid who showed up to cheer him on. Canadian teams also had a small red octagon above their jersey numbers with the word “STOP” on it or “ARRÊT” depending on which province they were from. Yet, these same jerseys also had fighting straps. Our Yankee jerseys had neither.

Despite Robbie’s three goals, the Subways devoured us, 8–4. We had Robbie but the Subways had an even more dominant center who either scored or assisted on seven of their goals. There had been a lot of hype around the baby-faced playmaker during the tournament—some were calling him “The Next One” in a nod to Gretzky’s nickname, “The Great One.” Rumor had it there were even a couple NHL scouts in attendance to watch him play. He wasn’t particularly big or strong but his speed and skills allowed him to make opposing defensemen, including ours, look completely inept. He knew every player’s move—picking off our passes like they were intended for him, darting through gaps only he could see. He didn’t anticipate the play; he knew the play. The only time he wasn’t a threat was when he was resting on the bench, and unfortunately for us, that wasn’t often. I was convinced he was one of those kids who had a forged birth certificate, making him younger than he actually was. After all, not only was he dominant in the ’86 division but he was also the standout in the ’85 division. He was born in August 1987.

“Boy, that kid could play, huh,” Dad said after the game.

“Yeah, he was pretty good,” I replied, pretending to be unimpressed. “But I think it’s a little early for all this hype. We’re thirteen and he’s still just twelve, maybe eleven. He’s got a long way to go before he’ll be as special as everyone says.” I rifled through the team rosters in the tournament program until I found him. Hometown: Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia, #87, Sidney Crosby. Yeah, we’ll see how far this little shit makes it, I thought.

And this is why I’ll never be a hockey scout.

The action in the parking lot was often more physical than what took place on the ice, generally taking the form of parent-on-coach violence. After the Subways beatdown, our backup goalie’s mother, pissed that her son was left on the bench in the face of the blowout nearly ran over our assistant coach with her Ford pickup. I shouldn’t have been surprised; after all, she was the parent of a goalie and a goalie’s temperament has to come from somewhere. To be fair, she was out of options. She had already tried the opposite approach to no avail, slipping her room key under the assistant coach’s door the night before the game.

But our terrific starting goalie, a little blabbermouth named Jonny, had potential and rarely left the ice. Jonny rarely shut up, too, but most of the conversations were about the same thing: Jackie, the daughter of our head coach, Mike Backman, and sister of our teammate, Sean Backman.

JONNY: Holy shit, Billy. You see Backman’s sister today? I’m gonna get with her.

ME: She even know you exist?

JONNY (strapping on his goalie pads and finally removing his hat that seems to this day to be perpetually cocked off to the side): Doesn’t matter, I’m gonna get with her.

ME: You talk to her? She probably won’t get with you until you say stuff to her.

JONNY: I IM with her every night.

RANDOM TEAMMATE SITTING NEXT TO US IN LOCKER ROOM: You should try to cyber with her.

ME: Or talk to her first, in real life. Actually, first shower, then talk to her. That’s what Schremp does.

JONNY: I know she wants me. I’m gonna nail her someday.

Turned out he was right: A decade-plus later, Jonathan Quick married Jackie and shortly thereafter led the Los Angeles Kings to two Stanley Cups while earning the Conn Smythe Trophy for playoff MVP.

He indeed did nail Jackie, at least twice, as they have two kids now.

* * *

After achieving some decent success in minor hockey, I decided my next goal would be to secure a commitment to a Division 1 college in the US, where I could play hockey and get a degree, a win-win situation for me and my parents. All of which meant I had to figure out where to play junior hockey, but fortunately, the decision was made for me: After my freshman year of high school, I was recruited to play on a Long Island-based Junior B hockey team called the New York Bobcats.

Junior hockey is open to any amateur aged twenty-one and younger; being fifteen, it was little surprise that I was the youngest and skinniest Bobcat. Keeping on weight had always been a problem for me. In training camp that August, during the first weigh-in of the preseason, I slipped a pair of two-and-a-half pound plates into each of my front pockets. At 144 pounds, I was still more than twenty pounds lighter than the next lightest player on the team.

Coach Creatine, our strength and conditioning guru and part-time assistant coach, who I’m pretty sure didn’t own a pair of hockey skates, was all about dropping words like “lactic” and “physiological” as well as consulting the numbers: “Gentleman, the results are in from the preseason off-ice testing. As you can tell from these sheets I’m handing out, the majority of you degenerates are carrying too much fat on your frames.” The scatter plot of body fat results showed twenty-three dots all situated somewhere between 10 and 20 percent. There were twenty-four players on the team. “And apparently one of you assholes had your ugly, anorexic girlfriend mess around with my calipers ’cause we had one reading show four percent body fat. Fuckin’ gotta upgrade our technology here and quit runnin’ a goddamn Mickey Mouse operation.” With the opening presented to us players to give each other shit about the girls we were (or wanted) to be with, a collective laugh ensued in the locker room as I sat there hoping no one would realize the ugly, anorexic girlfriend was their newest fifteen-year-old rookie winger.

“Bonesy, you got some skill, but you’re fuckin’ skinny as shit,” Coach Marshall told me. “Look like fuckin’ Bambi on ice out there. We need you to pack on some muscle. Gotta get your legs big.” Coach Marshall knew about muscles—his neck was thicker than my quads. “Look at any NHL guy. Check out the guys on the Islanders when they practice here. They all got big legs. We need you up around 165, 170.” I wasn’t a huge fan of checking out guys’ legs, but I knew where he was coming from. Regardless, the only way I was going to get to 165 was if I were weighed with all my equipment on … soaking wet … on Jupiter.

I knew I wasn’t exactly built to be a hockey player, at least not physically. This became clear to me at an early age. It’s never a good sign for an aspiring professional hockey player to have his older sister, an aspiring professional ballerina, look in envy at her brother’s slender frame and wish she had his body. All I could do was eat lot of pasta and hope for the best.

The majority of the guys on the team had already graduated from high school, so, by default, I hung out with a sixteen-year-old defenseman named Jakub Kubrak. Kubes and I differed drastically in body type: If I was built like a dollar bill, he was built like a bank safe. He soon became my best friend on the team.

Kubes was also from New York City, but a different New York City than the one in which I grew up. The son of Polish immigrants, he was born on the outskirts of Warsaw and raised in the Ridgewood section of Queens. If you don’t know where that is, neither did I. All I did know is it was a few blocks from the Brownsville housing projects where Mike Tyson grew up. Whenever we’d drive Kubes home from practice, he’d never let us take him all the way to his neighborhood. Kubes was tough. His head was like a concrete wall, his skin like cracked paint. I only saw him fight on the ice, but he never lost a fight there. Luckily for me, he treated me like a younger brother. He didn’t have much growing up, but he always had my back.

Due to my age and the oddball league rules, I wasn’t allowed to participate in the off-ice workouts with the rest of the team at the local gym, and since I was also too young to get a gym membership, I turned our laundry room at home into a makeshift sports club, where I could work out at all hours. I loved how the distorted mirror in the laundry room made me appear thick and stocky. There was hope.
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