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  To


  Day School Students Across America — It matters.


  Chapter One


  



  MY VARSITY HOCKEY COACH calls me socially smooth.


  That’s probably a compliment.


  See, I’m a Chicago Jewish Academy guy, and keeping squeaky-clean at CJA requires an insane dedication to behavioral savvy, coupled with a keen awareness of the bearded enemy’s next move. You’re either sharp or you’re doomed.


  I’m sharp. Acutely suspicious. I figure the whole world’s teeming with foe, so I’ve made shrewdness my quintessential style. Seriously, it’s how I’ve successfully dodged Rabbi Klepstein’s religious radar for the past four years at CJA. For me, school’s like hockey—staying safe means playing heads-up. And I play CJA the same way I man the blue line. Steady. Vigilant.


  Like keeping my tzitzis tucked in when I’m hanging out with the public schoolers at DJ’s Rock Club.


  Like never being seen in an empty classroom with a living, breathing girl.


  And never, ever promising Shoshana Kaplan that prep hockey season ends by March, when there’s a spring league starting after Pesach.


  Yeah, my life works best when I keep things simple. Easy. Drama’s for all those other guys who’d rather stay up past midnight pounding the paint off their keyboards for the privilege of spilling these nobody-cares-anyways rumors all over Facebook Chat. I don’t get that.


  Look, I’m not into publicizing emotions. I say blasting your deepest thoughts into social cyberspace is a perfect way to lose control. And that’s definitely not my style. I have to be in control. I’m always in control.


  Until a half-hour ago. That’s when this summer-busting text shows up during the very last period of my very last day of high school. Now, my life is totally out of control.


  And it’s all because of Dad.


  Epic. I’m slogging down California Avenue hauling this backpack crammed with four years of locker crap, I’m sweating rivers through the polyester fibers of my white, long-sleeve button-down, and it’s like I’m not even caring that my face feels like the underside of a greasy Hanukkah latke. Truth is, I don’t care about anything right now. Well, that’s kind of an exaggeration. I mean, I totally care about extricating myself from this early-June nightmare, which is why I’ve got my brain slaving in full-scale overdrive, analyzing a myriad of schemes to buy me some extra time before my butt’s totally fried.


  Seriously, I don’t know how it got to this. I mean, I always figured the last day of Chicago Jewish Academy would be the greatest moment of my life, a final goodbye to years of ten-hour tortures where twelfth period doesn’t even start until the public schoolers are done with dinner.


  Instead, I’m huffing home miserable, like a narcissistic graduating senior whose last summer before college is totally ruined.


  Because it pretty much is.


  I swear, I never saw it coming. But I should have. Dad always said he’d stop at nothing to get me that shot at a full-boat university scholarship. Still, I figured Dad was joking when he told me he dropped by Coach Paulson’s office last week and begged him to tell the Maccabi USA big shots that Ethan Conners was the greatest Jewish blueliner since the invention of the electric Zamboni.


  Guess that’s how this scholarship thing works. You know, Dad gets Ethan’s high school hockey coach to schmooze Team USA’s manager, Ethan gets picked by Team USA to play the Maccabiah tournament in Israel, and naturally, the international exposure makes Ethan a lock for next fall’s roster at Ferris State.


  The roster. Yup, it’s all about free tuition and board for Division-One hockey players. Real smooth, Dad.


  Real painful, Ethan.


  Look, if anyone would bother asking, I’d tell them I need a summer away from the ice, especially after our North Shore Varsity Flyers made a deep playoff run in the Metro Chicago High School League. That, and the Skokie Spring League, which would still be going on if the administrators hadn’t scheduled our second playoff game for the first day of Shavuot, when even the Reform Jewish guys wouldn’t show. I mean, no one plays hockey on the very day God gave us the Ten Commandments.


  But the worst part is gonna be explaining this to Shoshana. She’ll freak.


  Which is why I totally bailed on her by sneaking out of school via the alley door next to the lunch room loading dock.


  “Wait up, Ethan!” hollers my best friend, Ezra Green, his hands waving like an angry O’Hare ground controller as he turns the corner from Maple and races forward.


  “Let’s go!” I holler back, staring impatient with both arms folded. I’ve known Ezra since third grade, and he’s one of those guys who’s late for everything.


  Of course, he’s got no idea that I’m the one who skulked out early. That’s why it’s so hard not to laugh as I watch him bust like a sprinter, his long, tzitzit fringes jetting out of his shirt like kite strings in a March wind.


  “Thanks for slowing,” he huffs. “Never even saw you leave.”


  “That’s okay,” I say, holding back a smile as Ezra uses his wrinkled sleeve to wipe this sheen of perspiration off his pasty forehead.


  “Thank God it’s over, Ethan.”


  “What’s over?”


  “Are you serious?” He gives me this eye roll. “School. The Academy.”


  “Oh.”


  “Waited four years for this,” he says.


  “Yeah,” I grunt with the enthusiasm of a bag of kosher soup croutons.


  “Okay, let’s hear it, Ethan.”


  “What?”


  “Spill it,” he snips. Ezra plans to major in psychology, and he always knows when something’s up.


  “Look, Ezra—” I hesitate, and then suck this long drag of oxygen. “I’ve—I’ve got a situation.”


  As soon as I say it, Ezra furrows his brownish eyebrows like he’s expecting me to spill something heavy. “What happened?” he mocks. “Shoshana changed her status to single or something?”


  “Get serious,” I carp, shaking my head.


  “Well—”


  “For starters, forget about Rivky Sandler’s Fourth of July party.”


  “What?” he quips, his eyes beaming ultrasounds right though me.


  “You heard me,” I say, and now I’ve got four fingers raking like stubby plows through swaths of my wavy, dark hair. “Look, Ezra. I didn’t want to say anything until it was for sure, but my Dad texted me at the end of Jewish History finals. It’s a done deal.”


  “Spare me, Ethan. You’re killing me with the suspense.”


  “Okay—it’s just—”


  “Ethan!”


  “Okay—okay. It’s just that I’m going to Israel next month with Maccabi USA. And not by choice, either.”


  “Cool,” he bellows, and I’m wondering how my best friend the psychology major doesn’t see that I’m totally grieving. “Just look at it as God’s plan for you, Ethan.”


  “Hello. It’s just a hockey tournament,” I snap.


  “In Israel.”


  “Thanks for reminding me.”


  “Seriously, Ethan.” He gives me this extra-long stare. “It’s our religious homeland. Rabbi Klepstein says that even being there for a single day can change everything. Am I right?”


  “No.”


  “Ugh. You’re as stubborn as day-old cholent.”


  I sigh. “Look, Ezra. The only thing that’s gonna change is my standing with Shoshana.”


  “Get real,” he says, then shakes his head like he’s totally disgusted, which he is. “So why did you agree to go?”


  “It’s my dad!”


  “Your father?”


  “I’m serious, Ezra. Dad had Coach Paulson contact Team Maccabi.”


  “Why?”


  “Isn’t it obvious? Dad’s figuring a little more summer seasoning will make me a shoo-in for second-line defense at Ferris State.” 


  “That’s full scholarship!”


  “Bingo. It’s my father’s dream.”


  “Wow, Ethan. Figured your parents could have afforded tuition anywhere.”


  “Yeah, well Dad’s a cheapskate,” I grumble. “Now, my summer’s gypped.”


  He shrugs. “It’s more than the money, Ethan. You’re the object of your father’s athletic fantasies. They say it’s tough being an only child.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “So how long you going for?”


  “Almost ten—”


  “Wait up guys!” shrieks this girl’s voice from behind, and when I turn, there’s Shoshana and Chaya Levy hustling toward Ezra and me.


  “Should I break the news?” whispers Ezra, taunting me with a quick eye wink.


  “Just shut up for now.” I nudge my backpack into his ribs. “Got it?”


  “Okay,” he says, and I’m actually trusting him.


  I scan back and watch Shoshana trot the final thirty feet or so, the bottom of her long, black skirt sweeping grimy dust films right off of California Avenue’s pockmarked sidewalk. The whole time I’m staring, I can’t stop wondering how modest-dressed girls can be so sure-footed. You know, expertly negotiating curbs, driveways and potholes without ever tripping over their hemlines. I remember when I had to dress in a Roman toga for the fifth-grade play, and trust me, every step was perfectly calculated to ensure I didn’t splatter my face all over the freshly-waxed gym floor.


  “Freedom!” chirps Shoshana, as wisps of jet-black hair blow sideways across her mouth.


  The four of us halt at the Lunt Avenue stoplight. “Who’s up for Tel Aviv Pizza?” jests Ezra. “Ethan’s buying!”


  “Something special?” asks Chaya, her fingers brushing a swath of sweat-curled bangs away from her eyes.


  “Ezra’s just fooling,” I grumble, and then stomp the top of his foot.


  “Rain check, anyway,” says Shoshana. “Got a three o’clock scheduled at Madam Pellier’s nail spa.”


  “Pellier’s?” gasps Chaya, her midnight-black eyes perking. “I hear the cheapest manicures start at forty-five dollars.”


  “Fifty, as of June 1st,” corrects Shoshana.


  “Fifty dollars for a finger polish job?” I blurt, like I’m forgetting this is the far, North Side of Chicago. “That’s—”


  “You saying I’m not worth it?” Shoshana’s forehead creases angry. “Thanks, Ethan.”


  “That’s not what I meant,” I protest.


  “Whatever,” she mumbles back, and just as I’m swearing to myself that I’ll never let her dis me again, she nudges close and caresses my wrist with her fingertips. Mind games for sure, but she’s classy and cute. I’m such a sucker. 


  “Hey, Shoshana,” quizzes Ezra. “You working Camp Gan Israel again this summer?”


  “We want Moshiach now!” laughs Chaya.


  “Zip it,” grunts Shoshana. “I am so done with that camp cheer.”


  “So that means you’re touring Italy, again,” says Ezra.


  “No.”


  “Really?”


  Okay, Ezra needs to quit doing this psychologist thing with Shoshana, because I can tell she’s getting pissed, and I’m the one who’s gonna get dumped on.


  “Look, there’s no Italy and no Camp Gan Israel either,” miffs Shoshana, her dark-chocolate eyes drawing my gaze like she’s emphasizing the point or something. “I’ve got my own plans and can’t be tied down for the next two months.”


  Chaya nods. “Makes sense, I guess. You’re leaving for seminary in August, right?”


  “August 22. And trust me, I’m planning to make the most of this summer, if you know what I mean.”


  “Like sleeping in?” cracks Ezra, and we all laugh.


  “You bet!” chirps Shoshana, and now she’s stroking my arm possessively. “Girls don’t have to recite the morning Shacharit prayers anyway, so think of me when you two are donning those leathery tefillin straps at daybreak.”


  Before I can answer back, this southbound California Avenue bus thunders past, belching a sick, dark cloud of diesel exhaust which trails us like an April fog for the next half-block.


  “Gross!” wails Chaya, her flittering hands racing like fan blades to disperse the fumes. “I am so ready for Princeton. You know, the wooded campus and all.”


  “Good point,” I say, nodding.


  “And I am so ready to hang out with Ethan all summer,” declares Shoshana, her charcoal eyebrows slanting serious. “No school, no six weeks of camp brats, and definitely no hockey.”


  “Yeah,” smiles Chaya. “Gonna be sweet having the whole summer off, huh Ethan?”


  “Uh—”


  “For sure!” blurts Shoshana. “Trust me, you’ll never see me set foot inside that Skokie Skatium again.”


  “Guess a break would be nice,” I mumble, and when I turn back toward Ezra, he’s giving me that look, the one that says she’s my problem.


  “See you guys,” says Ezra as he and Chaya bail at Greenleaf Street. So much for moral support.


  “Call me, Chaya!” hollers Shoshana. “Maybe you’ll come by on Shabbat.”


  “Will do!” she answers, and now it’s just Shoshana and me plodding north toward the other side of Touhy, where the houses are bigger and the girls wax snobbier. Yeah, no grungy alleys or dumpy apartments buildings in this neighborhood—just two and three-car attached garages with at least one SUV per family. That’s us. Spoiled American Jews, less the New York accent. Oh sure, my parents would hate me for saying this, but it’s the pathetic truth. Sorry Mom and Dad.


  Shoshana smiles. “I’m so excited,” she says, still clutching my wrist. “I think my parents are gonna say yes.”


  “Yes?”


  “You know, Ethan. The cabin.”


  “Cabin?”


  “Get real. I’m talking Minocqua. North Woods. First weekend in July.”


  “Oh yeah,” I say, stalling for time because I know where this is heading, and it’s not where I want it to go. “So—I’m—coming with you to Wisconsin?”


  “Well, yeah,” she scorns, her eyes spilling anger. “I mean, we’ve only talked about it every day since Pesach.”


  “Uhh—”


  “Calling Ethan Conners!” she shouts, her palms shaking my shoulders like she’s training for the coconut pickers’ Olympics or something. “Do you have any idea how difficult it was to get them on board? I mean, we’re talking Orthodox families here.”


  As she’s squawking, I’m doing the calculations in my head. “Ehh, first two days in July, right?”


  “Something like that,” she shoots back. “What’s the big deal, Ethan? Not like you’ve got a game or anything. Thank God that’s over.”


  “And my scholarship means nothing to you?” I retort. “Look, Shoshana, hockey’s been a blessing for my family, as if you didn’t know.”


  I can tell that flusters her. She’s giving me this pouty look, and then she rakes her hair back so tight that it’s got to kill. Everything’s tense, no one’s saying a thing, and my head’s starting to pound from the rhythmic melody of Nike soles shuffling along this ugly section of crumbling sidewalk.


  “Sorry, Ethan,” she says, finally breaking the void. “Look, it’s gonna be beautiful. Even romantic. Dad’s probably gonna let us take his boat out on the lake. I know you’re excited.”


  “Yeah,” I lie.


  “Now you’re with the program,” she says.


  “Of course,” I say back, and I’m thinking to myself that it really would be cool to hang out with Shoshana in the North Woods, even with her parents hovering.


  Thing is, I’ll be about six thousand miles away, but it’s probably best to spare her that detail for now.


  “Wanna stop by later, Ethan? Maybe you’ll change your mind about Madam Pellier’s when you see the way her artistic mastery transforms my fingers.”


  “I’ll call you after Maariv evening prayers, Shosh. Around eight-thirty.”


  “It’s a plan,” she says, and just as we’re about to split at Chase Street, she stands on her tiptoes and pecks me on the cheek, more formality than emotion.


  “See you,” I mumble, and then she disappears behind Mrs. Saperstein’s symmetrically-trimmed juniper hedges.


  Now, I’m slogging alone. Just another block-and-a-half to Fairfield Lane, and all five-feet-ten-inches of me is being anchored down by a backpack full of emotional anvils. Nice going, Ethan Conners. You can body-check an Evanston winger halfway across Lake Michigan, but you can’t spill the sordid truth to a skinny, seventeen-year-old motormouth who’d sell you down the Skokie River the day she meets a college guy that doesn’t play hockey.


  I turn north on Fairfield and angle a shortcut through the Rosenbergs’ dandelion-infested front lawn. Nobody’s outside right now and that’s a good thing. I’m not looking for company.


  I skulk toward the front door of our four-bedroom colonial, steamed at Dad for ruining the first half of summer and hating myself for stupidly prolonging the misery. Guess that’s why I told Shoshana I’d call her first, figuring it would be better not telling her in person. I mean, if I’m gonna crash and burn, I’d rather not give her the satisfaction of watching me slither.


  That’s not exactly being socially smooth.


  But right now, that’s Ethan Conners.


  
    

  


  Chapter Two


  



  “YOU’RE WHAT?” SCREAMS SHOSHANA, and I’m thinking there’s no way a trill that loud could audibly penetrate my cell’s tiny earhole.


  “Trust me,” I scream back, spraying angry saliva all over my snazzy, new Galaxy S-III display screen. “It wasn’t my decision.”


  “I can’t believe this!” she hollers. “The cabin! Rivky’s Fourth of July party!”


  “Maybe your dad can rearrange it until after I get back from—”


  “Look, E-than,” she interrupts, totally condescending. “October, November, December, January and then all the way till June. Count ‘em, Ethan!”


  “You mean—?”


  “Nine friggin’ months! Never batted a lip, Superjock. Two years—kept my mouth shut.”


  “Look, Shosh. It’s the last thing I expected. But my dad’s right.”


  “Right?”


  “About international competition helping my chances.”


  “I don’t care about—”


  “Well I do!” I scream, and then slam my bedroom door shut, which I probably should have done two minutes ago.


  “Does it matter this is our last summer together?” she scolds. “All you care about is hockey, Ethan.”


  “Oh yeah?” I counter. “For a Jewish girl you’re pretty darn ignorant about cash.”


  “Take that back, Ethan!”


  “It’s not all about you!” I holler. “There’s a full-boat at Ferris State on the line. That’s like twenty-five-thousand a year if I make the team.”


  I hear her huff, and then the phone pretty much explodes in my ear.


  “Shoshana?”


  Total silence.


  “Shoshana?” I call out one last time, like I don’t know she’s already hung up on me. Great.


  Social drama. I hate this. Seriously, I had all day to devise a defensive battle strategy against Shoshana Kaplan, but right now, my chest feels like it’s been splattered by an emotional grenade that just annihilated my summer. Pathetic.


  I exhale deep. I’m so emotionally whacked that I let my body lean backward like a human Eiffel Tower until I finally crash hard into the mattress. Of course when my head hits the pillow, my green, knit kippah explodes off my scalp, goes airborne, and lands somewhere in the dusty labyrinth behind my headboard. Unbelievable.


  Guess what? I’m not budging. My body’s perfectly molded into this spaghetti-stained Macy’s comforter, so I’ll just fish the kippah out with the blade of my hockey stick later.


  Like much later.


  Like maybe tomorrow morning before Shacharit prayers. Better yet, school’s out so maybe I’ll sleep in. Maybe I’ll just blow-off morning prayers altogether. Maybe—


  “Ethan!” hollers Mom from the other side of my door. “You okay? Sounds like a war zone in there.”


  “Yeah,” I grunt, and I’m thinking how would Mom even know what a war zone sounds like? I mean, the closest we’ve ever been to a real war zone was when we visited Ground Zero two years ago, unless I’m gonna count our four family trips to Israel. You know, the kind of trips where these armed tour guides lead a bunch of Chicago big shots in single-file lines from our sleek tour buses to the lobbies of four and five-star hotels, even though everyone knows that local security pre-screens our destinations since the last thing Israel needs is an attack on a busload of snotty Americans.


  “Just let us know if you want to talk,” shouts Mom. “We are your parents, Ethan.”


  “Whatever,” I mumble.


  Of course, Mom knew I was arguing with Shoshana, but I’m not allowed to bring up her name. That’s because Mom and Dad don’t believe in casual dating for religious kids, even though I’ve seen high school pictures of Mom in this sleeveless blue prom dress that would quickly turn Rabbi Klepstein’s beard from coal-mine black to Santa-Claus white.


  There’s something else. Dad hates Shoshana. He calls her The Criminal, and I’m pretty sure he’s referring to that night last March when Shoshana gouged the blades of my brand new Bauer X-40s into the California Avenue sidewalk, just because our playoff game against Lake Forest went into double-overtime and I was three hours late to Elisheva Goldstein’s Purim party.


  Guess Dad’s got a point.


  I’m just too cool to tell him.


  But this time, it’s probably best to let Shoshana stew. That’s because I messed up. I mean, Shoshana’s been talking about Wisconsin forever, and I’ve totally ruined her summer plans, so I’m not gonna blame her.


  Still—we’re talking full scholarship. It’s what every senior prays for. And every parent’s dream, too. The stakes are enormous. Shoshana’s got to understand.


  Or maybe not. Real sobering, I think to myself as I flip on my side, my eyes gazing at these evening streaks of burnt-orange sun peeking through parallel slits of my bedroom’s dusty mini-blinds. Yeah, the cleaning lady’s definitely been shirking.


  Stay on point, Ethan. And the point is Shoshana. I swear my mind’s vacillating back-and-forth, kind of like the way Coach Paulson paces the bench when we’re killing a penalty in a tied game late in the third period. Look, Shoshana’s got every right to be sore.


  Just wish she wasn’t such a bitch about it.


  “Ethan!”


  “Everything’s okay, Dad.”


  “Just checking,” he hollers, and then I hear him hopping back down the stairs. Perfect.


  I figure I’m safe from further parental interrogation, so I reach for my MP3 and jab the plastic buds into my lobes. There’s a Scorpions ballad airing on the Loop. Still Loving You. Real sweet and emotional, the singer exuding this totally insane passion. It’s making me wonder why I don’t feel those kind of romantic earthquakes when I’m with Shoshana. Attraction? Maybe. Ballad-like love? No way.


  But that doesn’t get me off the hook. You know, this Maccabi hockey thing. Seriously, I can’t blame Shoshana for going off the deep end. She’s pissed, big-time, probably kicking herself for letting me buy her that slice of Tel Aviv pizza at the Academy’s Spring Purim Shpiel two years ago. I swear, I wasn’t even thinking about landing a girlfriend that night, though Shoshana looked totally incredible—her tight, black sweater and gray, knee-length pencil skirt totally pushing the Academy’s dress code, but hey, it was Purim, and everyone knows the annual Shpiel’s not exactly a school-sanctioned event.


  Still, I should have been up-front with Shoshana from the start. I mean, who ever heard of an Orthodox guy playing hockey in a public high school league anyway? Poor Shoshana.


  When the Scorpions song fades to commercial, I perk my head off the pillow. Wow! That song. Those killer lyrics. When did I ever become so sentimental?


  “Ethan?” Darn. It’s Mom and Dad knocking on the door.


  “Come in,” I grunt.


  Mom starts staring at my head. “Where’s your kippah?” she says.


  “I’ve got enough problems,” I mumble.


  “Look son,” says Dad, shuffling toward the bed, his blue eyes waxing compassionate. “I know this puts a tiny dent in your summer.”


  Tiny dent? Okay, I believe with all my heart that Hashem has a plan for every Jew. Rabbi Klepstein even says that we’re not supposed to question God’s path in our lives. So right now, I’m wondering if I should keep my mouth zipped and blindly submit to Dad’s decision.


  No chance.


  My head explodes off the pillow. “This whole tournament’s stupid,” I protest. “I’ll be competing against Jews. It’s not like NCAA hockey.”


  “It’s ice time,” says Dad, staring at me like I’m an idiot. “Looks impressive on your resume, too. Anyway, the goyim at Ferris State won’t know. Just tell ‘em it’s an international tournament. Yeah, sounds good off the lips. Real good.”


  “Your father’s right,” chimes Mom, nodding. “It’s a small sacrifice for your future.”


  Sacrifice, I think to myself. I’ll tell them about sacrifice, starting with the Academy. Like those ten-hour days. Like Rabbi Klepstein’s totalitarian dress code. Like there’s a total of sixty girls in the entire school. Sixty! And I hear about it every week from my neighbor, Mike Culvertson, too. Yeah, Mike’s a public school junior who’s always boasting that there’s a thousand girls at Lake Shore High School. Thing is, it’s true! I saw for myself when I tagged along with him to a couple classes last year at Passover break. I think that’s when I started hating Mike.


  I look up, then beam real nasty at Dad. “Fine, we’re going,” I snap. “When are we leaving?”


  “We’re not.”


  “Again, Dad?”


  Mom stresses her eyebrows into black, hairy worms, and then gives me this stare like I’m supposed to know what’s going on. “Uncle Joseph,” she says.


  “Uncle Joseph?”


  “Hip replacement June 28,” mutters Dad, shaking his head.


  “You know he’ll be eighty next August,” hisses Mom, like I’m supposed to remember a detail like that when my summer’s in total shambles. “Think he’s gonna be driving himself out of Northwestern Hospital?”


  I can see where this going and it’s not going the way I want, so I quickly change the subject.


  “Fine, I’m traveling solo.” I give them this weak, half-smile. “Guess it’ll be cool rooming with some new guys anyway.”


  Mom slowly removes her gold-rimmed glasses. Bad sign. “Ethan—”


  Dad cuts her off. “You’re not staying with the team,” he blurts.


  “What?”


  “Tel Chai Youth Hostel’s ninety dollars-a-night per guy,” he says. “Waste of money. Got to arrange transportation, too.”


  “So where—?”


  Mom butts in. “Chana Borochov’s.”


  “Borochovs’?”


  “You remember, Ethan. Chana’s my best friend from Columbia. You met her at your bar mitzvah. She lives in Kiryat Shemona, a couple miles from the rink.”


  “And where’s Kiryat Shemona?”


  Dad sighs.


  “It’s a small town up north,” explains Mom, double-glancing at Dad for support. “Look, Ethan, I’ll give it to you straight. It’s not exactly the kind of place to visit on tours. Small, run-down and terminally poor. But Chana would just die if she knew you were up there and not staying with her.”


  My teeth start plowing symmetrical anger rows into my bottom lip.


  “Gonna be fine,” nods Dad. “Borochovs’ got a couple of kids your age.”


  “Yeah,” says Mom. “Chana raves about her sixteen-year-old daughter. You’re probably not gonna want to leave,” she jests.


  “Sure,” I nod back, thinking this is one piece of information Shoshana doesn’t need to know.


  “In-ter-na-tional tournament,” mutters Dad, like I don’t know the word. “Gonna make you a scholarship lock.”


  Mom nods. “It’ll be good for you.”


  “The scholarship?”


  “The trip. Kiryat Shemona,” she says, using her fingers to sweep a pile of pretzel crumbs off my dresser. “When you were born, I organized lots of important chesed projects for the town. Gonna be nice to see the place for yourself.”


  “Cool,” I retort, even though right now I don’t want to hear any more stories about Mom’s Twentieth-Century charity stuff.


  Dad’s forehead creases serious. “A little roughing it’s good for the soul, Ethan. Makes you appreciate America.”


  “Whatever,” I say, and then give him that look, reminding him that he’s messed up my life enough for today.


  “It’s only for ten days,” says Mom, practically reading my mind.


  “Which happens to include July Fourth,” I counter.


  “A week out of your summer,” spouts Dad. “Remember, training camp starts right after Labor Day, and you better believe the walk-ons are aching for a chance.”


  “Dad—”


  “Or maybe you’re just not hungry for the scholarship, Ethan. That’s fine, don’t mind your old man. I’m sure Oakton will be happy to have you.”


  That’s community college he’s talking about, which pretty much ends the conversation.


  “Fine,” I growl.


  “You’ll survive,” scorns Dad, and then he and Mom lope out of my room.


  I take a deep breath and plop my spine back down on the mattress, resigned to accept my fate, convinced that God had this all planned out for me anyway. Sure, it was Dad who loved hockey and helped bust my butt to make it this far. But it had to be divine will that Friday nights in Chicago were prep basketball nights so hockey never conflicted with Shabbat. Dad said it’s always been this way, ever since the sixties when the Bulls played on Fridays and the Blackhawks skated on Wednesday and Sundays. Whatever. I’m just glad the high school hockey schedule worked so well for an Orthodox guy.


  And that’s going to be a problem next year at Ferris State. The NCAA, I mean. Seriously, I checked last year’s schedule and there were a couple games on Friday nights. When I mentioned this to Dad, he said it was all arranged for me to stay near the rink on those nights so I wouldn’t have to drive anywhere on Shabbat. Apparently, that satisfied Mom because she’s never said a thing about it. Either that or she’s totally oblivious.


  By the way, did I mention that Dad’s really a Reform Jew in disguise? You know, a twice-a-year-at-synagogue Jew when he met Mom at Columbia. Bar mitzvah at thirteen, atheist the morning after. Trust me, I’ve heard stories about how Grandma and Grandpa Blumenthal nearly disowned Mom until Dad studied for a year with Rabbi Sherwitz who reluctantly pronounced him a learned Jew. Mom’s parents hated our last name, too. To this day, Dad’s always reminding people that Conners is a corruption of Groenerz, courtesy of a derelict civil servant at Ellis Island.


  Still, I wonder if I could ever do what Mom and Dad did. You know, partaking in a virtual intermarriage. Look, I may not always pray three times a day, and sometimes I forget to bless after meals, but when it comes time to settle down, I just couldn’t imagine marrying a non-observant Jewish girl.


  Back to reality. And right now, reality is that my post-high school summer is majorly messed up. Stirring, I lift my head off the pillow, while my eyes prowl these thin, graying shadows leaking onto the plaster ceiling. I’m not trying to sound narcissistic or anything, but it’s like, this social stress is killing me. You know, all this turmoil over scholarships, relationships and cancelled Fourth-of-July plans. Suddenly, I feel my fists tightening, and now I’m wailing on my pillow like it’s an Evanston winger that just slashed the crap out of our goalie. I hate it when I’m not in control.


  Funny how everyone thinks I’m so smooth. That Ethan Conners has it made. Thing is, I sometimes wish I could take a shot at garden-variety normalcy. Away from this hockey fast-track. It’s like, I never had a chance to think for myself, cause Dad’s had this scholarship thing planned since was I was a first-year squirt playing on Skokie’s AAA travel team. And it was a social hardship, too. Dad never let me skip a single practice, which meant no Sunday matinees in the winter. No pumpkin-picking during October tryouts. I even had to miss Jake Epstein’s winter bar mitzvah bash at the premier water park in the Wisconsin Dells. Ouch.


  Seriously, I could use a year off. Even six months. Okay, a semester.


  But it’s not gonna happen. The scholarship is Dad’s dream. And God commands me to honor my father.


  Anyway, I’m not so sure I’d survive an entire winter without my regular fix of ammonia-scented ice rink refrigerant wafting through my lungs. Sick.


  Well, that’s the positive spin. Which lasts all of two seconds. Truth is, my life’s like a shattered pane of Skatium plexiglass right now, and there’s nothing I can do about it.


  Miffed, I start doing this headlock thing to my pillow, fling it against the bottom of my dresser, and then grin like a kindergartner at the delayed explosion of grayish-brown dust wafting sideways over the floor.


  This is definitely not the way I wanted to start my summer.


  
    

  


  Chapter Three


  

  SO I’M HALFWAY TO ISRAEL, 35,000 feet over the Atlantic, and this El Al flight is packed tight. Lots of families, tons of kids, and even a few guys garbed in Maccabi sweats. Naturally, I’ve been trying to weed out the hockey players, looking for anyone my age flaunting an NHL hat or jersey. There’s this zit-faced Samson with a Brian Urlacher buzz cut back in 32C who looks pretty ferocious. Just add skates and I’d love to pair with him on defense.


  It’s actually pretty late to be jetting to Israel. I mean, our first practice is Monday evening, which is officially tomorrow according to Chicago time. Problem is, there is no tomorrow because it’s already midnight in Israel and this flight lands in Tel Aviv at 7:00 in the morning. Monday morning. Talk about jet lag! Look, if you’re not shomer shabbat, you leave on Friday or Saturday and get a couple days to recover. But that’s not an option for an Orthodox guy like me who can’t travel on the Seventh Day. Sure, Mom and Dad could have booked me on a Thursday flight, but I wasn’t cool about spending Shabbat with the Borochovs since I don’t really know them. Bottom line—the connecting flight from O’Hare to Newark boarded at six in the morning, and after doing the mental math, it looks like I’ll have been sleepless for twenty-three hours when we land in Tel
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