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            1

         

         I was a big slow fat kid but one thing I could do was shoot free throws. That’s because my dad put a hoop over the garage door for my ninth birthday. He thought it might help me lose weight.

         We had just moved to Austin after my mother got a job at the university. Dad was always hanging around—he used to pick me up from school. “Tell me if you notice anything different,” he said, as we walked down the middle of the empty road to our house. Trees arched over us, late October Texas weather, bright yellow and blue. It took me a few minutes to find it. I was staring at the yard, the front porch, the picture window. But then he pointed up.

         “Rawlings All-American” was scribbled in shiny cursive across the fiberglass board. It looked great, it made our house look like any other American house. Then he clicked open the garage door and came out again with a fresh basketball sticking out of the jaws of a cardboard box. I tore at the cardboard with small fingers. The artificial skin of the ball felt tacky to touch, almost sticky, like lizard skin. I had to get a pump to pump it up.

         The first time I threw it at the rim, two-fisted, like a life preserver over the side of a boat, I got lucky. The brand-new nylon net made the little sound it makes, like corduroy pants on a fat kid, rubbing at the thighs. After that I was hooked. I’ve heard gamblers start like that, but it was also just something for us to do after school. We were both a little bored and lonely. Pounding the ball against the cement driveway, pushing at each other, sweating into our shirts, calling fouls and complaining, counting scores, joshing about it at the dinner table afterward.

         One Saturday morning, my dad took a can of green paint from the garage and measured out fifteen feet, stepping out heel to toe in his 2size-13 Rockports. Then he got down on his knees to paint a line. The green was Celtics green—he grew up in Philadelphia but hated the 76ers and liked to piss people off.

         “This is the most important shot in basketball,” he said, while we waited for the paint to dry. “The free throw. There are no variables, nothing is moving, you got no excuse.”

         After lunch, I tested it underfoot. Dad handed me the ball, but I was too weak to shoot from that kind of distance. It ended up bouncing to the back of the garage, with the lawnmower and the summer deck chairs, garbage pails and coils of garden hose.

         “I can’t do it,” I said. But he chased down the ball and passed it back.

         “Try again.”

         The same thing happened. “I told you, I can’t do it.” In that whiny voice I used that I should have grown out of.

         “Try it like this,” he said, “Rick Barry style,” and flipped it to me underhand.

         “Who’s Rick Barry?”

         “The greatest shooter who ever lived.”

         And the truth is, underhand works. Sometimes adulthood reaches back across the unlived years to touch you on the head and say, This is who you’re going to be. Pay attention, kid; it starts now. Pretty soon I could make four five six in a row like that, holding the basketball like a pot by the sides, and swinging it lightly back and forth, getting the feel of it, letting go.

         Eventually I learned to shoot normally, too. I had a decent old-fashioned set shot like my father. He learned it by watching Dolph Schayes.

         My house was less than a ten-minute walk from school. Kids started coming home with me—nerd kids, the kind I could beat. Anyway, I was a pretty big sixth-grader, I used my butt. Dad took a back seat. He watched us from the porch or the picture window but didn’t get involved. I never lost weight but I used to take money off my 3friends in free throw competitions. Money or Halloween candy. They laughed at me and I took their Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups; everybody won.

         Sometimes they stayed for dinner and Dad let us watch a ball game afterward, while my sister sat at the kitchen table and did homework and complained. I called out, “This is math. What we’re watching is really just math in action.”

         My friends and I argued about three-point shooting percentages and the cost of turnovers. We came up with formulas for measuring the totality of a player’s performance. It got to the point in high school where my father said, “Why don’t you quit talking, and try out for the team?” And I thought, why not? By sophomore year I knew that I wanted to be a sportswriter and figured doing time on the JV would look good on my résumé. It might help me understand what I’m talking about. All this stuff is easier if you don’t really care.

         I had become one of those kids with a clear idea about his future prospects, and if other kids wanted to make fun of me, that was fine with me. Because I knew that childhood is short-term. What you go through in high school, what makes you popular or happy, doesn’t count for much at any other period of your life, and the kids who think high school is the best time of your life, those are not people who live happy or successful lives.

         But actually, I had a pretty good time. I liked my friends; we’d survived middle school together. At lunch, on the round blue cafeteria tables, we used to read out the box scores while playing cards. What a bunch of nerds. In Hollywood movies they make the nerds look like outsiders desperate to get with the in-crowd. But the truth is, nerds are pretty exclusive, it’s not easy to sign up, you have to be funny and smart. What I mean is, we looked down on everybody else, too. Trying out for the basketball team was like a joke on the whole system. If Brian Blum can make it then what the hell.

         
            *

         

         4The last bell rang and while everybody zombied out to the parking lot, human life-forms parasitized by backpacks, I pushed against the foot traffic to the gym. Already I had this weird feeling that something had been set in motion.

         About forty boys were getting changed in the locker room. Mike Inchman was supposed to come along but he bailed at the last minute. “I’ve got bar mitzvah practice,” he called out, waving a hand. You could hear the showers going when I walked in, everything smelled of BO and deodorant.

         I stood around for a minute, waiting for a spot on one of the benches to clear, but nobody made room. My fourteen-year-old body was the kind of body you want from your two-year-old son, pale pink and soft, and I never liked getting changed in front of other kids. I was a tough kid, I could take it, but I didn’t like it. None of these people were my friends. My gym shirt was a man-size Fordham University T-shirt, because Fordham is where my dad went to law school, before dropping out and switching to accounting. It was deep purple and made me look like a grape. Underneath the logo it said, FUTURE ATTORNEY.

         Afterward, since I didn’t have a locker, I dragged my backpack to the court, but there was nowhere to put it except against the wall, with all the other bags, and you worry, maybe somebody’s going to steal it. I had a Mattel Electronic Football handset inside, which I wasn’t supposed to take to school.

         When I’m nervous I try to make people laugh.

         “I’m Brian Blum,” I said and started shaking hands. “Remember the name. If you’re looking for a lawyer. Hi, I’m Brian Blum.” The kids were just waiting around like sheep. Then the whistle blew.

         Coach Caukwell stood in the middle of the court, bouncing a ball. He was an old football player and wore shorts with pockets, a short-sleeved collared shirt that said PROPERTY OF BURLESON HIGH SCHOOL BASKETBALL, and a whistle on a string around his neck. His arms looked like legs, he had light black skin and a 5shaved head. His voice was quiet, though; he was hard to hear. The whistle didn’t work so to get our attention he cocked the basketball and threw it against the brick wall over our heads. It made a noise like a car backfiring. So he started again.

         “My name is Coach Caukwell,” he said. “I don’t like to shout.”

         There was something in his mouth, he seemed to be chewing, you could see his tongue pushing up against his cheek. But the gym was quiet now. Cathedral light came in through the high windows. You could see dust in the air, and for some reason I felt happy just to be there, to be scared, to be in the middle of my childhood with all those other kids.

         The first thing he did was make us run. He kicked open the double doors at the back and let us out into the sunshine. When he stepped outside he spat; he was chewing peanuts, I could see shells on the ground. Then he put his hand in his pocket and pulled out another fistful. This was Texas in mid-September. The grass had spent all summer dying, the ground was like a parking lot, cracked and dusty. Walking outside was like walking out of a refrigerator. Kids started blinking, but at four o’clock the sun had a kind of red haze around it, the skies looked scuffed and dirty. Everything looked colored in.

         Burleson High is one of these fifties yellow-brick low-rise municipal buildings you get in Austin, set in a few acres of ground. The perimeter roads are mostly residential, but there’s no sidewalk. We were supposed to run four times around, a little over two miles. Coach Caukwell stood by the back door with a clipboard and asked your name as you ran past.

         About halfway through the second circuit I stopped to puke. I was at the back of the pack, but already kids were starting to lap me. I could hear somebody laughing, somebody saying, “Chicken enchiladas.” There was a pile of red ants on the ground, bright little fuckers like armored vehicles, and when I threw up on them they got busy. Sweat stung my eyes but I couldn’t see straight anyway. My heart kept beating in my ears. 6

         I felt a hand on my back, this black kid leaned over. “You all right?” he asked, and I said, “Terrific,” which is what my dad would have said, and he straightened up and started running again. He had long legs and a kind of high butt. I followed him for about thirty yards, and then he was too far ahead. My mouth tasted like vomit. This was my first interaction with Marcus Hayes.

         Then the temperature dropped fifteen degrees. A dark cloud rolled up, you could see it walking toward us in the sunshine, on rainy legs. Either I ran into it or it stepped over me—suddenly the element thickened, the plug had been pulled, I was pushing through heavy atmosphere. By this point I was on the third circuit; some of the kids had already finished. A few others gave up. But the rain cleaned me up, I didn’t mind. My T-shirt put on a couple pounds of wet, it dragged lower than my shorts. The ground was too dry to get muddy, instant streams filled the cracks, I could hear my socks in my sneakers. My head cleared, too, and I stuck out my tongue.

         Coach Caukwell stood in the shade of the tall gymnasium wall. When kids came past, he said, “All right, son.” A gust of air-conditioning blasted through the open doors, but I kept going, shivering, on empty guts.

         By the time I finished the fourth circuit, he had already split the boys into teams, they were running layup lines. A heap of dirty towels lay on the floor. I wiped my shoes on them, dragging thin flannel along the shine of the wood, and got into a line. Something hurt in my chest, a sharp delicate pain, and I couldn’t figure out what. Someone passed me the ball and I squelched toward the basket and laid it in. Then the penny dropped.

         “Does anybody else have nipple chafe?” I said, following the boy in front.

         “Say what?” he said.

         “From the wet shirt.”

         He turned around, laughing. “You hear that? Brian’s got nipple chafe.” 7

         Kids were cracking up, but I thought, what the hell. Let them laugh. Coach Caukwell looked at me, shaking his head.

         
            *

         

         There were forty boys, most of them never made the team. Caukwell told us, “Today is just the first cut. I’m gonna put a list on the locker room door at seven a.m. with about twenty names on it. You can come back for the second cut in the afternoon.”

         In those days Burleson was fifty percent minority, mostly Latino. But there were all kinds of kids. Kids who wore Lacoste shirts and New Balance running shoes, kids in Harley tank tops and Chuck Connors. There was also the puberty divide. It came late for me. I had pimples, which I picked at until they scabbed and bled, but no soft stubble. Some boys had sprouted like plants in the dark, all pale and thin. You saw a lot of unshaved mustaches. A couple of kids had started hitting the weights, they couldn’t scratch their noses without flexing their biceps. Also, you could smell us. After a day in school, wearing old T-shirts, running around in wet sneakers, squeaking on the hardwood, the noise and stink, if you looked at us from above, which is what Coach Caukwell had to do, you might think, somebody turned over a rock, and this is what wriggled out.

         In elementary school, kids called me Brian Bum. It’s Blum! I said, Blum—like the flower. That didn’t help. What I mean is, there was also a lot of frustration working itself out. Not just for me.

         Marcus Hayes had a short flat Afro that made him look taller than he was, which was only five ten. A couple of kids could dunk already. I saw Marcus touch rim but he didn’t stand out in other ways. He was basically a shy kid, he ran hard but didn’t like to make eye contact, he didn’t say much. I kept talking the whole time.

         For the last half hour Caukwell let us scrimmage. He stood leaning against the wall with the clipboard in hand and just watched. By this point I was pretty gassed, I was getting pissy, too, whiny and kid-brother-y, which happened to me sometimes, on the edge of 8tears. Stop it! Stop it! That’s what I wanted to say. Kids kept pushing me around. I kept calling foul, foul! If I missed a shot I called foul, if someone stole the ball I called foul. Come on, man, they said, and I said, honor the call, you gotta honor the call—and because the coach was there, they let it go.

         But even my teammates froze me out. I pushed my ass under the basket, swinging my elbows and shouting, Pass! pass! pass! Why don’t you pass? I wanted something to be happening that wasn’t happening and there was nothing I could do except complain about it. Then someone passed, hard, and caught me in the face, and I was leaning over in the sudden dark and felt a trickle of warm and wet flowing out of my nose.

         Caukwell came over and put his arm around me. “Somebody get some paper towels,” he said, still chewing nuts, and pulled me to the sideline. “Keep on playing,” he told the other boys.

         Blood filled my hands, so I wiped them on my T-shirt and lifted the soaking cotton against my face. After a second the tickle came back and I had to wipe again.

         I couldn’t see straight either and kept squinting against the drip of sweat. It felt like I was swimming in saltwater with open eyes. I leaned against the wall; my knees felt wobbly.

         “What’s your name, son?” Caukwell asked me.

         A kid gave him some crumpled paper towels from the bathroom and he handed them to me. Coach was one of those big guys who is so big that everything he does is gentle, like he constantly has to restrain himself.

         “Brian Blum.”

         “What are you doing here, Brian Blum?”

         “What do you mean, what am I doing?” I said. “I’m trying out for the basketball team.”

         He pushed his tongue around the front of his mouth to clean his teeth. “You having fun, kid?”

         “It’s not supposed to be fun.” 9

         “What’s it supposed to be?”

         I didn’t say anything, I just stood there.

         “I saw you running out there,” he went on. “And I thought: the kid’s not fast, but he keeps going. He’s proving a point. I think you can tell yourself tonight you proved that point. You showed up.”

         “I’m not proving a point, I want to make the team.” But I couldn’t look at him.

         “Why do you think those kids don’t pass you the ball?”

         “I don’t know.”

         “How come you keep calling fouls?”

         “Because they keep fouling me!” The whine was back. “I mean, this whole thing is …”

         “What?” Caukwell asked me.

         “I mean, you’re not …”

         “What?” he said again.

         “It’s pointless, the whole thing is pointless. Even if they honor the call, they just give you the ball back.”

         “I don’t understand.”

         “I mean, there aren’t any free throws. This whole thing is pointless without free throws. The free throw is the most important shot in basketball. Of course, they’re going to keep fouling, because it doesn’t matter, all you do is get the ball back. It’s just …”

         “It’s just what?”

         “It’s just a dumb way of testing who should make the team, if you don’t have free throws.”

         I looked up at him now and could see him thinking, what kind of fish have I got on the hook here? He stretched his neck from one side to another—there were too many muscles in his back to keep all of them happy. Then he pinched his nose and sniffed. “All right, Brian.”

         “All right, what?”

         “Call me coach, not what. And get back out there.”

         Practice was almost over anyway. A big black railroad clock, high up on the wall, showed two hands aligning … almost six. The bus 10had dropped me off for class at seven a.m. Eleven hours later I was still there. But the fight was gone, even my whining was used up. Nobody noticed as I walked back on court. When the kids started running one way, I ran after them. Not hard enough to catch up, just sort of hanging around.

         Well, I tried, I thought, just at the point where I had stopped trying.

         Eventually Caukwell blew his whistle. “All right, fellas,” he called out. Sneakers stopped squeaking; a ball slipped out and bounced slowly to the wall. You could hear the boys breathing and the hum of the air-conditioning, like a factory noise. “Line up, line up,” he said. He could raise his voice when he wanted to. It filled the gym. “Everybody’s shooting free throws. When you miss, you can go home.”

         So that’s what we did, forty kids standing in a long snake. The first kid missed and Caukwell gave him a pat on the back, and said, “What’s your name, son?” and the kid said, “McGinley,” and Caukwell wrote down his name on the clipboard and told him, “Check the board in the morning.” The second kid made his shot, it hit the front of the rim and rolled in, but when he started to leave, Caukwell called him back. “Son,” he said, “you need to listen. Get to the back of the line. You’re still in it.”

         At that point, when I figured out what was going on, my hands started to sweat again and I tried to dry them on my legs. There were about twenty kids ahead of me … It’s funny, when you’re young, you think, every stupid thing matters, every little chance, it counts, it changes everything, but what I didn’t realize is that it would.

         Mostly I was worrying, should I shoot it underhand, which everybody’s going to make fun of me for, while the line got smaller in front of me. About half the kids missed and went home; the rest circled back. In my small scared heart I wanted all of them to miss.

         Marcus Hayes stood in front of me and reached down nervously to rub his hands against his socks. Then someone passed him the ball and he stepped up to the line and made his shot; I saw him clench his fist. Then he passed me the ball. I leaned over and touched it to the 11floor, bent my legs quickly like a frog about to jump, and flipped it underhand into the air.

         Somebody said, “Granny style! He’s doing it granny style,” and kids started falling over, laughing the way kids do, trying to laugh, forcing it, so they could join in the joke, as the ball slipped through the net.

         Coach Caukwell shook his head, and I went around to the back of the line behind Marcus Hayes.

         In the end, it was just the two of us, Marcus and me. He made five or six in a row, but it didn’t matter, eventually he missed—and walked away without looking back. Then it was just me, and a few other kids who had stuck around to watch, and Coach Caukwell.

         “Where’d you learn to shoot like that?” he asked.

         “From my dad. He says the free throw is the most important shot in basketball, because people make free throws more than they make any other shot.” Then I said, “How long do you want me to keep going for? I can keep doing this all day.”

         He stood under the basket, feeding me the ball.

         “Keep going,” he said. But then I missed and the ball bounced away into a corner and the whole thing was over. For a second, I thought, somebody must have taken my backpack, but there it was, sitting by itself against the wall, and I was almost too tired to bend down and pick it up. When I walked outside, the heat had risen again and the sun going down was shawled in dark cloud—super vivid, and Dad pulled up at the curb and pushed open the door. Sometimes when he worked at home he stayed in pajamas all day and just pulled on pants when he walked out of the house. It embarrassed me, seeing him like that; but nobody else noticed, we were in the car. He turned his headlights on as the first fat drops of rain hit the windshield.

         “How’d it go?” he said.
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            2

         

         Mel Caukwell died a couple of days ago; he was sixty-six years old. ESPN flew me down to Austin because my editor thought Marcus Hayes might show up to the funeral, and maybe there was a story there.

         I hadn’t been back since my sister’s wedding. When my mother passed in 2007, my dad started living with me in Hartford. But he never sold the house in Hyde Park, and then when my sister needed another bedroom (after Troy was born), she moved back in. Anyway, they were still living there, so I had a couch to sleep on. My bosses would have paid for a hotel but I prefer couches.

         Various things emerged about Coach Caukwell that I didn’t know. He was born in Homewood, outside Birmingham, where his father worked for equipment services at Samford University. As a kid, Mel used to shoot around at the Pete Hanna Center while his dad mopped the floors. Later he played defensive back for Alabama. He got his degree in physical education then spent five seasons on the Dallas Cowboys practice squad, playing special teams, too, before tearing his ACL. Football teams are big organizations, they carry an extensive payroll, and guys at the periphery, like Caukwell, drift in and out. These are basically the kind of assets you use up. Their knees go, their mental health breaks down, they have problems with money or the law or pain medication, and after a few years you replace them.

         For Caukwell, it was only his knee. After retiring, he worked in security, sometimes as a bouncer at the Red Zone in Dallas, a bar and gentleman’s club, where some of the Cowboys like to hang out. That can’t have been fun for him, not just the contrast but the kind of place it was. He started a teacher prep program at Denton and passed 13the state exams. Later he moved to Austin, where his sister lived, and eventually got the job at Burleson, teaching Health classes and coaching basketball, because Burleson already had a football coach.

         Another injury (he took a helmet to the nuts at Alabama) left him infertile, which maybe explains why he never got married. The Statesman obituary described him as a “long-time bachelor”—funny they still use that word. But he “was a father figure” to a lot of his players, especially his nephew Lamont, who I used to play with.

         Caukwell’s death got picked up by the AP, just two lines. The only thing he’s famous for now is being the coach that cut Marcus Hayes from the varsity sophomore year.

         
            *

         

         His funeral was at the Corinth Baptist Church in East Austin, near Oakwood Cemetery. I caught the early flight out of Logan and drove there straight from the airport.

         My plane was late and I worried I might miss the service. Traffic thickened as we crossed I-35, and then there was nowhere to park. The curb was lined with cars, including a Hummer and several SUVS with tinted windows. A security van blocked the entrance to the parking lot. Come on! I thought, give me a break, when a man in a black suit with one of those curly cords reaching around to his ear waved me along.

         The first space I found was three blocks away, outside a coffee shop. One of those mushrooms of eastside gentrification. Beards and babies. So, I got out and ran, or jogged and then walked and then ran. It was February, but in Austin you could feel the spring coming. Possum haw berries along the chain-link fence, which stretched north and south on either side of the cemetery, showed like spots of blood against the yellow-white grass. I could taste blood in my mouth by the time I reached the church.

         It was a modest brick building, like a barn, with a few square windows blanked out by office blinds. The big double doors were shut, 14but the handle turned—and as soon as I opened them … felt the concentration of people. Plush red carpeting like cheap red wine stained the floor, the walls were bare, except for a few scattered crosses, but the pews were full, and the heat and noise were like the heat and noise of a basketball gym on a Friday night. Strip lights overhead, cavernous echoes, and the pastor, a tall black man in a bow tie, stood in the glare with a microphone in hand. A casket lay on a trestle table beside him, raised up on the stage.

         I hadn’t really thought about anything all day. Just wake up and get to the airport, remember your ticket, remember your wallet. Sitting on the plane, I finished a piece and filed it. Then it was just … sign for the rental car, hit the highway, find a place to park. But Coach Caukwell was dead and lying in a box, I hadn’t seen him for twenty years, and in that time the muscle mass had probably declined, the bones had decalcified, the vertebrae shrunk, otherwise you couldn’t fit him in that box. Only when I caught my breath, standing and blinking at the back of the church, feeling the burn in my chest, the heat in my armpits, the sweat on my neck, did I remember why I’d come.

         
            *

         

         The pastor’s forehead shone under the lights. He looked like an ex-basketball player, they have a certain stiff grace. When he walked around the stage you could see all his joints in operation.

         His voiced sounded overeducated, a little finicky. There was some call-and-response but not much singing. The passage he chose was Romans 6:4: “We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.”

         Now my dad is a Passover-Hanukkah-Rosh Hashanah-Yom Kippur kind of Jew. At New Year in Hartford, I buy a Golden Delicious from the ShopRite, we cut it up in the kitchen and smear it in a plate of honey, and say L’shana tovah. But synagogue is only for Yom Kippur, and sometimes I come along with him and sometimes I don’t. It depends on 15the state of our relations. When we’re fighting, I come. Afterward he always complains about the rabbi. These days they sound like Christians, you can’t tell the difference. I don’t even know what that means. This is the kind of argument we get into.

         So now I know. Pastor Rencher (that was his name—you could see it pasted all over the church, tacked to the brick wall, and next to the double doors, like the headline act on a nightclub flyer) liked to walk and talk. “All of us dream about getting a new car,” he said, striding front stage. “But mostly we end up with somebody’s cast-off, some secondhand lemon, where you have to close your eyes just to drive it out of the lot, you have to have faith … But sometimes, sometimes, you step into a new car, and it has that smell, right, that new car smell …”

         I wondered how well this guy actually knew Caukwell and decided, not well. Maybe this was his sister’s church. Coach sometimes talked about his sister. But I also remembered a Sunday practice in March, a week before the first round of the playoffs. It was a mild sunny winter morning, a little like today. Coach made us run and afterward he treated anyone who could stick around to lunch. It was the first time I’d hung out with a black man on the weekend in what you might call an out-of-school situation. Caukwell took us to Popeyes, and I got a chicken sandwich to go and a soda and fries. Then we sat on a curb in the parking lot in the sunshine.

         Coach didn’t like to talk much about his life but sometimes offered glimpses of a private personality. “Preciate y’all’s coming out here on a Sunday,” he said. “Giving up your time. When you could be in church.”

         A few of the kids laughed, and Caukwell said, “Instead you got to play ball with me.” Nobody talked much when he was in this kind of mood; you just waited, and eventually he went on: “My sister sometimes says to me, come on out to … wherever. Always trying somewhere new. We got some good church. Only one thing I give my money to. And his name is three letters long. ‘I. R. S.’” He wiped 16his hands on his knees and stood up. We squeezed into his car, an old Buick LeSabre with a bench front seat, and he drove us back to school, where my dad picked me up.

         “What is that new car smell? Why does it smell so good?” Pastor Rencher kept circling and hovering. “Because nobody else has messed it up. Not even you. Not even you have messed it up. Eating those potato chips when you drive. They’re good—I know they’re good. I eat ’em, too. Leaving old letters in the car. Bills. Receipts from the drive-thru. I’ll deal with that later. That’s what you tell yourself. I’ll deal with it later. One of these days … one of these days … I’m gonna get cleaned up. Smell like new. Like that new car.”

         He stopped and looked at us. He stopped fidgeting. “And you ask yourself what it means to walk in newness of life.” And then angrily, in wonder: “You ask yourself what it means. You know what it means. You know.”

         I lowered my head and saw: grease prints on my tie, a spare tire, old shoes, beaten up by too many Northeastern winters. Salt stains on the black leather, a gap in the seams, you could see my sports socks sticking out. There was a call-and-response thing going on, and every time Rencher said, Newness of life, we had to repeat it. So I called out with everybody else, Newness of life, and thought, I need new socks.

         “When you die, you start over,” he said. “Everybody gets a clean slate. Everybody gets that new car.”

         The church smelled of overdressed people. The heating system was running, it was a mid-sixties February day, and the human animals gave off a lot of heat, too. I pulled at my tie and loosened the knot.

         “But what happens to that old car, that old car you leave behind?” he said. “People get attached to those old cars. They keep the license plates. I’ve got on the wall of my study the license plate of the first car I ever bought, a 1972 Datsun Bluebird … in Georgetown, when I was in seminary. People get attached to those old cars, they don’t want to give them up. You bring ’em to the dealer, because you want a part exchange, am I right? You want to get 17something for that old car. Maybe you drove your kids to school in that car, or baseball practice, and those kids are grown up now, they have their own kids. But that old car is your life. And you know what the dealer says, right? He walks around it and he kicks the tires. He tells you to turn the key in the ignition, he listens to the noise the engine makes. He’s got that look on his face, like he smells something bad. And you know what he tells you, right? It’s not worth anything but scrap money, I’ll have to break it up for parts. But I tell you what, because I’m a nice guy I’ll give you fifty dollars. I’ll give you a hundred bucks for it. Ten years of your life. That’s what he gives you for it.”

         Then he lowered his chin to the mic, he lowered his voice. “But not this dealer. You know who I’m talking about. Not this dealer.”

         I couldn’t help it, there was a lump in my throat. The woman sitting next to me had short hair and pearls around her neck; maybe she was fifty years old, her chest sloped away from her like a baby she had to hold in her arms. She was moving from side to side and kept bumping into me, so I bumped back. We had been going like this for five or ten minutes.

         “Every man’s life is touched on by greatness,” the pastor said, in a rising voice, “because every man’s life is touched by Jesus. But Coach Caukwell was more blessed than most … he spent his life as a shepherd of young men, but among his flock was the GOAT. Stand up and be counted, Brother Hayes!”

         Cameras flashed and a tall black man, filling out his dark suit (he’d gotten fatter since retiring), half-raised himself and lifted a long-fingered hand. His high forehead glittered in the lights, with the cornrows pulled back tight, and then something strange happened, people were already standing up, but they started to clap. There was a feeling of blessing, just his presence blessed us, raised the occasion, and we blessed him back by applauding. I put my hands together, too, and felt the sweat on my palms. I hadn’t seen him in three years, not since his last championship parade. 18

         Afterward, we filed out into the sunshine. Marcus Hayes was surrounded by people, I couldn’t get near him. Just to make the journey from the church and across the road and along the central avenue of Oakwood Cemetery, he got in a car—a black Lexus sedan—and the security van trailed him through the cemetery to the graveside. I walked with everybody else. It was three o’clock, and the sun had dropped a quadrant and sent level rays in our direction. You had to blink and squint, and the procession proceeded in a kind of thin glitter toward the heart of the afternoon, as if somehow we were heading into the bright past.

         To transport the coffin the last few yards, six men gathered by the hearse. Marcus was one of them. Lamont, Coach Caukwell’s nephew, was another—I recognized him because he looked like Coach. They lowered their heads to accept the burden and marched in step as well as they could.

         It’s a tricky business, and sometimes they looked like rowers who had caught a crab. In his playing days, Caukwell weighed two hundred and sixty-five pounds, but the old man must have been lighter. There was also the weight of the box. Around the grave, three or four Astroturf mats had been laid down, in case of rain, but the ground was hard. The pallbearers walked on either side of the hole, staring frontward, then they shifted the weight from their shoulders to their hands, turning a little, and setting the box down gently into a hydraulic lift. Someone pressed a button; it made a sound like an old refrigerator. By inches and degrees, Caukwell approached his destination.

         In practice, Coach sometimes lined us up against the wall. If we were wasting time, fucking around. He lined us up against the wall and picked up a basketball and stood looking at us. The first person to fidget or speak or blink or whatever, and Caukwell cocked his arm and threw a fastball at the kid’s head. He never hit anybody—it’s not hard to duck, but the ball went Boom! against the bricks. After that, we’d go back to work.

         Well, we were all lined up now.
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         My dad dropped me at school early so I could get to the gym and check the list. He wanted to come in but I wouldn’t let him.

         Another clear-skied Austin September day. Still cool outside, but the air-conditioning was already turned on, and you could hear it humming, because the corridors were empty. Empty schools are funny places to be; everything shines, everything echoes.

         All night I had dreamed about showing up at the gym’s double doors and seeing my name at the top of the list, and thinking, I can’t believe it, I made the team. But the dream kept recurring in slightly different forms, and inside each version I could remember the previous dreams, and I knew they were dreams and not real, and part of what I felt each time was: This is really happening now. This one counts.

         I could see the gym at the end of the corridor. Two glass panels glowed with the light behind them, but when I walked up to the doors, there was nothing on them—they were blank. No sheet of paper fluttered under a piece of tape. I stood there for a minute, staring at the paint, then switched my backpack, which had forty pounds of books inside, from one shoulder to the other and headed to class.

         
            *

         

         It was lunchtime before I had a chance to go back. Marcus was standing there, reading the list; he wore parachute pants and those red-and-black Air Jordans, and a green IZOD polo shirt buttoned up to the neck.

         “What’s your name?” he said.

         “Brian Blum.” 20

         And he pointed his finger at it. “Top of the list.”

         I looked at it for a moment, waiting to feel what I was going to feel. “It’s alphabetical,” I said. “What’s your name?”

         And he pointed again: Marcus Hayes.

         “Congratulations. We made it.”

         “First cut,” he said. “I’m going for varsity.”

         For some reason, neither of us moved, we just kept staring at the sheet, reading the names. Gabe Hunterton. Ben Silliman. Isaac Brown. Lamont Melrose. Blake Snyder. Tony Chua. Josh Ramirez. Coach Caukwell’s handwriting was weird and tiny, like he could barely get the muscles of his hand around the ballpoint pen and had to make very small motions with tremendous effort.

         “Where’d you learn to shoot?” Marcus said.

         “My dad taught me.”

         “Next time, I’m gonna beat you.”

         Other kids came up and leaned over; a woman pushed open the doors, then pulled a cleaning cart behind her, with a mop handle sticking out that caught on the frame, and when the doors shut again, Marcus had gone.

         I turned around, too, and started running. We only had a half hour for lunch and I wanted to get to the cafeteria to tell my friends. They were all sitting around the table, fucking around, like there was nowhere else in the world you’d rather be, even if you pretend like this is the last place on earth … Mike Inchman, the DeKalb brothers, Max Strom and Andy Caponato, never any girls, and I dumped my packed lunch on the blue Formica and announced: “I made the cut.”

         “What does that mean?” Mike said.

         “I have to go back this afternoon.”

         
            *

         

         Frank DeKalb was a senior and the editor of the school literary magazine. Even though he was two years older than the rest of us, and in the process of applying to Swarthmore under their Restrictive Early 21Action program, we all treated him like his brother Jim treated him, like somebody you could make fun of in a friendly way. Frank had scoliosis. He wore a back brace that was visible under his shirt and meant that he always sat up extremely straight and turned his whole head when he moved, giving you his full attention, as if he were a very upright principled guy, a little stiff, which is also basically what he was like. I asked him if he wanted a story for the magazine about the basketball tryouts, and he said, “Write something and we’ll see.”

         This turned out to be my first published piece. My dad framed it and hung it in the kitchen. He said he was prouder of that than he was of me making the team, which I don’t think is true. The lit mag was called Excalibur (our school mascot was a knight for some reason) and came out once a month, on the kind of cheap glossy slightly hard paper you find in D&D adventure modules. Frank was also my first editor, and a good one. He pushed me to turn the story into something more than just a series of impressions, he wanted me to talk to some of the other kids, about when they started playing and what it meant to make the team; it was also important to interview the kids who got cut, and for this I needed Coach Caukwell’s permission.

         What I didn’t know at the time was that I’d found my subject. This is what I wanted to spend my life writing about, natural selection, the way people get measured. All the stuff we don’t like to think about, which is that everything we do we do on a scale, which can be graded, and some people are better and some people worse, but there’s actually always somebody better. And not just what we do, but who we are. Like, for example, some people are more attractive than others, that’s obvious, but not just more attractive, also more lovable. There’s a scale for that, too, and how do people put up with the fact that what we like to think of as our unique characteristics are really just a series of grades. If we’re unique it’s because we possess a large number of midrange qualities to different degrees. These are obviously the thoughts of a high school nerd, a grade-obsessed 22nerd, who hung out with a bunch of other nerds and couldn’t get a girlfriend, but I don’t know that I’ve outgrown these thoughts.

         One of the kids I interviewed was Marcus Hayes. His mother was a nurse at Seton Medical Center. His parents were separated. His dad worked in Killeen at Mission Auto Repair (he specialized in German cars) and used to play football for Cisco College. He was a linebacker, but Marcus looked more like his mom, who ran track for SMU, that’s where he got his athletic talent. The article was called “Making the Cut.”

         A few of the sophomores made varsity—Isaac Brown, for example, who was later recruited by Ole Miss—but Marcus wasn’t one of them. JV was good enough for me. We were teammates.

         Marcus loved the piece. Frank sent a student to take photographs of all the kids who featured heavily, and he was one of them. He wore Dockers and loafers without socks, and his IZOD shirt; his hair was freshly cut, with a low fade, and he brought the magazine home to his mom and later I saw it framed in his kitchen, too. He already had a sense of himself as somebody who was going to end up in newspapers, and this was his first confirmation.

      

   


   
      
         
23
            4

         

         I hadn’t seen Marcus in three years. When he won his fourth championship, there was a parade down the streets of Boston and I drove up with my dad to watch it. He always got a kick out of this kind of thing.

         After the parade, which ended with a rally at the Garden, speeches, jokes, video montages, all of it about as much fun as a forced smile, the team threw a party at the clubhouse restaurant, and invited certain members of the press. Including me.

         By this stage our professional relationship had clouded or covered over much of our personal history. I was another sports reporter, one of the people he used or manipulated or had to defend himself against. His rules were pretty clear-cut and you played by them or he didn’t play—refused to answer or even acknowledge your questions at a press conference or pick you out among the scrum of reporters that surrounded him in the locker room after or before a game. He had his guys, and through them he released the information he wanted to make public.

         For years I was one of his guys, and then I wasn’t.

         A few months earlier referee Pat McConaughey had been sentenced to fifteen months in federal prison for betting on the games he officiated during the 2006–2007 NBA season. The general impression being, this was the tip of the iceberg. That McConaughey had not only bet on his own games, but had manipulated the outcomes to cover the spread—that he worked for a gambling syndicate, which made hundreds of millions of dollars from these interventions, and that the illegal activity stretched well beyond the previous year and probably dated back to 2002 or 2003. The period in question 24included two of Marcus Hayes’s four NBA titles, and even though there was no suggestion that any players had benefited from or in any way participated in the point-shaving scandal, McConaughey was a first-tier ref who officiated in several Finals—including the classic game six comeback against the Lakers in 2005, where Marcus scored fifty-three points (and shot twenty-five free throws, thirteen in the fourth quarter alone) on the way to his first Finals MVP.

         If you were one of Marcus’s guys, you didn’t write about Pat McConaughey, you let it lie. At that point nobody had proved he did anything worse than bet on his own games, but I wanted to write a piece about the complicated influence of NBA officials, their weird lives and often intimate relationships with some of the players. McConaughey grew up in the same Philadelphia suburb where a lot of NBA refs came from, and next door to the neighborhood where my dad grew up—their high schools used to compete against each other. I thought I had an in into this world, it was something I could write about. Guys went to the same schools, the same bars, they knew the same coaches, and helped each other get jobs.

         What really interested me wasn’t the idea of some widespread conspiracy of illegal activity, but something subtler and totally legal, the power of referees to change a game not for money but from other kinds of bias or sympathy. Just the fact that this was difficult to measure didn’t mean it didn’t happen. McConaughey used to play golf on the same Florida course designed by Tiger Woods, where Marcus was a part-owner. When McConaughey’s sister got cancer, Marcus visited her in the hospital; he signed balls for kids from the Sacred Heart School in Havertown, P.A., where Pat went to school. Are you telling me that when Marcus goes hard to the hole in game six of the NBA Finals, and there’s contact and the ball rims out, these factors don’t at least wet the lips of the guy blowing the whistle?

         I didn’t mention Marcus Hayes or any particular games, but I wrote the piece, and after that, Marcus shut me out. So I brought my dad to the after-party to smooth the waters. 25

         For my father, this is still one of the great nights of his life. Security guys and front office guys exchanged awkward but basically happy high-fives in the hallways, the floors were sticky with popcorn and spilled booze, streamers lay like autumn leaves on the ground. There’s an office next to the clubhouse lounge with leather sofas and chairs, and Marcus Hayes and a couple of suits were sitting inside, away from the scrum, smoking cigars. I recognized Bob Storey, the owner, and Terry Andaluz, the GM—you could see them through a glass panel in the door.

         At the other end of the lounge, somebody had rigged up a stage with a karaoke machine, and when we arrived Damon McElmore and Andrea Boroni were singing a duet, “Summer Nights,” from Grease, where Boroni took the part of Travolta and McElmore played Olivia Newton John. (McElmore was a fresh-faced first-year guard from Murray State with a little goatee; Boroni had the kind of big-man’s body that might have been stitched together by Dr. Frankenstein.) Stacey Kupchak, a beat reporter for the Globe, had pulled off his tie and was waving it around to the music.

         It took me a few drinks before I could face that office door. My father is not a drinker, the only thing he likes is champagne, but that’s what there was—an iced bathtub full of celebration-edition bottles of Krug Grande Cuvée, with a green-and-white banner draped around the sides of the tub that said, 2008 NBA Champions, and the team slogan underneath, History Repeats Itself.

         Waitresses came around with glasses on a tray but you could also just take a bottle and swig from that. Dad went in first, and Marcus called out “Mr. Blum,” and sat up in his chair, he tried to get up. But the leather was soft and deep, he was happy and bone-tired, slack from end-of-season slackness, drunk already and fell back. “Hey, Baby,” he said, when he saw me, which is what he used to call me, or Bee-Bee, for my initials, and this time managed to escape the chaise lounge and put his arms around me.

         He was still wearing the oversized goofy team shirt they printed 26for the parade, which had the same logo as the bathtub full of Krug. It smelled of sweat and alcohol. Normally he left the house in a fresh Armani suit and Hermès tie. His cornrows looked sticky to touch, but I gave his head a rub (and felt the loose hairs; he always let it grow after the season was over) and he bent his neck to the collar of my jacket. He was three or four inches taller than me, but I’m a pretty big dude, it’s not like some of the reporters who cover these guys. I’m fat and out of shape but you don’t have to adjust your sense of scale, I’m in the picture.

         “All you need now,” I told him, “is one for the thumb.”

         “Listen,” he said. “My mom’s here, Pop, too. Make sure they don’t have to talk to each other.”

         So I drifted away and looked for them. Marcus had mixed feelings about his mother. Selena was young when she had him, just a sophomore at SMU, which meant she was still pretty young and didn’t mind at all being Marcus Hayes’s mother. I saw her on the dance floor in something gray and fluffy, I think they call it tulle. It showed a lot of arm and leg.

         My dad was watching me watch her. He said, “If you got it …”

         Then I saw Marcus’s father by the champagne bathtub—an old black man in a soft cap. When I went over to him, he said, “Travis is here.”

         “Where?”

         And he pointed. “I’m worried he might have brought something to the party.”

         Travis was Selena’s son by her second marriage, Marcus’s half-brother. He had a history of minor brushes with the law: speeding tickets, a DUI, they stopped him once and found a two-ounce baggie of weed in the glove compartment and a few pills. (Marcus paid the legal costs.) Don had no one to talk to and kept shifting his attention from Travis to Selena, until my dad came over and they shook hands and I went to get them both a plate of food from a table laid out with cold cuts and fried mozzarella balls and sushi and potato chips and soft white rolls. This is how the party went on. 27

         I ran into J. P., too, Marcus’s wife.

         Her face was flat, kind of vague-looking but also like, I’m in control, and she wore big flat sunglasses, even inside; there was a woman from Nike she got along with, who hung out with her at public events, made sure she had somewhere to sit and introduced people to her so she didn’t have to approach them herself. Her name was Angie and when you talked to J. P. you sort of addressed yourself to Angie.

         “He did it again,” I said. You say this kind of thing to these people, it’s like talking at a wedding, you can only say the obvious thing.

         Angie said, “Even after all this time I still can’t watch. My husband watches for me. If I’m not working, I stay in the kitchen, I make dinner, the kids do their homework, and at halftime he comes in and eats and tells me what’s going on, and then he goes out again. That’s all I can do.”

         “I don’t worry about him anymore,” J. P. said.

         Her real name was Josephine Patrice, she grew up in Natchitoches. Before she dated Marcus, she dated a couple of other players—she used to be one of the Celtics Dancers. When young guys came into the League, she showed them the ropes. Agents liked to deal with her, they thought it was a good thing if J. P. took you in hand. She upcycled till she got to Marcus.

         “If he loses,” she said, “it puts him in a bad mood, but we have a rule, you don’t take your bad moods home.”

         “Does that work?” I asked.

         “I don’t know, he always wins.”

         You couldn’t see her expression under those glasses, and it was too loud in the clubhouse to keep a conversation going. Everybody sort of realized this and gave up.

         At one stage, Bob Storey walked over to the stage, and someone shut off the karaoke machine and passed him a mic. He had a fat red face and thin blond hair on top of it, big shoulders, he looked like the chair of the Chamber of Commerce in Bedford Falls. He was having a good time and it didn’t make him nervous to talk because everybody 28always had to listen to him anyway. So he talked, he thanked people. He talked about the city of Boston and Celtic basketball and Marcus Hayes, and Marcus stood around with everybody else, still smoking a cigar and smiling and clapping like everybody else.

         Afterward they got the dance floor going again. It was seven o’clock on a summer evening, but the clubhouse was windowless, bright with artificial light, and it felt like two in the morning. Marcus can’t dance but he danced anyway, first with J. P., it was something they went through, like a wedding dance, then with his mom; he was touching all the bases, this part of the evening was mostly for show. There was a DJ now, sitting on a high stool in the corner, messing around with whatever they mess around with. People came up to him and made suggestions. He wore big furry headphones and nodded the whole time like he could hear. Somebody must have suggested “Only God Can Judge Me” and Marcus started singing along.

         “Nobody else,” he said, “nobody else” but didn’t really know the words.

         I danced for a while, I cleared a little floorspace, then went to sit with his dad on one of the fold-out chairs. We stared at happy people and the music was loud enough we didn’t have to talk. Everybody looked the way they look on these occasions, sweaty and like they’re fighting for their lives in some thick substance. I said to Don, “Your boy done good,” and he said, “What?” and I said, “He did it again,” and Don lowered his ear to my mouth, and I repeated myself, and he nodded.

         “Listen,” he said, “if you get a chance, maybe you could put in a word. There’s a business opportunity I want to discuss with Marcus. I’ve been talking to some people about sausage.” When I looked at him, he added, “Sometimes it works out better if the idea comes from somebody else.”

         A few hours later I ended up following my father into a limousine and stumbling somehow into one of the seats and feeling the deck sway underfoot as the car with its tinted windows pushed through 29traffic toward Beacon Hill. The sun had set but the streets were still twilit gray, people were eating outside, crowding the sidewalks, and we stopped on a side street, and I stumbled out again. A door in the wall opened onto stairs, it was the back entrance of some private club, the kind of club with oil paintings on the walls and gas fires and chesterfields in front of them, and I followed more bodies to a landing and through a door to a private room, where the long oak table was laid with platters of lobster and steak and oysters and frites. Joe Hahn was there, Marcus’s lawyer, Coach Steve Britten, a couple of other players. I nodded at Stacey Kupchak, the Celtics beat reporter, who looked like Vizzini from the movie, what’s his name, Wallace Shawn, bald and crinkle-eyed. There were several women around the table, I started eating.

         At some point in the evening Marcus had put on a suit. He wore Ferragamo moccasins with gold buckles and no socks, I noticed this when we went up another set of stairs. We were in another room, playing cards. The gas fire was lit, my dad was still there. “I thought you were mad at me,” I said to Marcus.

         “What should I be mad about?”

         “Nothing.”

         “What should I be mad about?”

         “Nothing.”

         “I’m not mad at you,” he said. “This man, this man,” he pointed at my father, but I don’t remember what he said.

         Two weeks later, in the Globe, Stacey Kupchak broke the news that Marcus was retiring. He had nothing left to play for or prove. There was a long interview, which should have been mine.
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         Sam’s Bar-B-Que, one of these eastside institutions, had set up in the church parking lot. There were beef ribs and sausage, brisket and mutton, potato salad, mac ’n’ cheese, yams and baked beans laid out on temporary tables, with a white paper tablecloth underneath. Food had to be covered; flies hovered already. People said, we’re so lucky with the weather.

         The pastor let Marcus Hayes use his office, this is what he told me. “A man like that always has business to conduct, there are no days off.” We talked briefly about basketball and I asked him where he played. He gave me a shrewd look.

         “Southwestern,” he said. “Div three.”

         I saw one of the security guys walk past carrying a plate of food and a bottle of Shiner Bock into the church. So I followed him, through the double doors and along the red-wine-carpeted central aisle toward the stage. You had to climb up to get to the office; the door was behind the altar.

         Inside, French blinds blocked out most of the sunshine. Cigar or cigarette smoke filled the air, and the walls were covered in signed certificates like a dentist’s office, from Georgetown Baptist Seminary, etc., and photographs of the congregation at different festivals and occasions, including pictures of forty or fifty people sitting down to a meal on a bright sunny day on tables covered in paper tablecloths in the middle of the parking lot.

         I recognized some of the people, like Joe Hahn. Steve Henneman was there, too, executive vice president of basketball operations for the NBA. The man sitting behind the desk in the pastor’s office chair, and spinning restlessly on his feet, wasn’t Marcus Hayes, but Taffy 31Laycock, the Seattle businessman, who at that time owned part of the Supersonics and various other sports-related enterprises.

         But there were other people hanging around as well, too many to count. Jerry de Souza, Marcus’s golfing buddy, and his personal trainer, Brad Weldt. Ted Myers, the Nike rep, who used to coach at Grambling and still looked like a coach, in loose chinos and an old sweatshirt. Amy Freitag, Marcus’s long-time assistant, poured out coffee from a ridiculously large bright red thermos into crinkly little plastic cups. She asked me if I wanted one and I said yes, because it’s my policy to say yes in any social professional situation to anything offered. Marcus himself sat in a leather armchair next to the desk, with his long legs kicked out; he looked like he was asleep. His face had the faint sheen and puffiness of the recently fat man.

         “Is somebody going to wake him up?”

         “Is that you, Brian?” Marcus didn’t open his eyes.

         “Take off those glasses and maybe you can see.”

         “I take them off when there’s something I want to look at.” But he took off the Oakleys anyway. And underneath what you saw was something like his father, a big gentle black man. He sat up, too, with some difficulty. “I had an early flight, I didn’t sleep.”

         “Join the club.” And I turned to everyone else. “You know, the first time we met I beat him in a free throw shootout.”

         “Why you make that stuff up?” Marcus said. But other people came in, they wanted to pay their respects. Old teammates, including Lamont, Caukwell’s nephew, and for them Marcus pushed himself out of the leather chair and gave them the ballplayer’s hug—where you clasp hands first and pull the other man toward you.

         “He talked about you all the time,” Lamont said. “I mean, senior year—that was the only time he went to state. I don’t think it bothered him but he wanted to win that one.”

         “Me, too,” Marcus said. “I can tell you everything that happened the last five minutes.” 32

         “He said, for someone like me, I only get one chance.”

         “Every play.”

         “He was real proud of you.” People came up to talk to him but they didn’t want a conversation, they just wanted to say their piece. Marcus was just the chorus. “He said, I never saw anyone work harder for what he got than Marcus Hayes.”

         “He coached us right.”

         “I don’t know,” Lamont said. The piece was over. “Uncle Mel didn’t know a damn thing about basketball. He was a football guy.”

         And then you got passed along, Amy was good at that. She gave you a cup of coffee or asked for your personal details, and a few weeks later, you might get an autographed picture in the mail, or a Christmas card, if it was Christmas.

         But I didn’t want to hang around all day. “Marcus,” I said. “I’m writing a story on Coach Caukwell. Maybe you could give me some time.”

         “It’s a funeral, take the day off.”

         “That’s what I’m here for, to write the story.”

         “I thought you were here for Coach.”

         After a moment, I said, “That, too.”

         “I’m flying out tomorrow morning.” He lay back again and stretched out, with his glasses on. “Where you staying?”

         “At the house. Betsy lives there now.”

         “How’s your old man?”

         “He’s all right. Trying to lose weight. He moved in with me a couple of years ago.”

         “Give Amy your number. We’ll try to work something out. Say hi to Betsy for me.”

         And that was it. I was dismissed, he had other business to attend to, other people to deal with. He’s like the uncle with a piece of candy. When you get the candy, you’re supposed to leave him alone—that’s what it’s for. So I left him alone.

         
            *

         

         33Lamont and a couple of other guys were clearing one of the tables away when I stepped outside. I figured you may as well help so I helped. It was covered in paper plates of food and stained with sauce and bits of mac ’n’ cheese and meat rinds, soda cans and crumpled plastic cups. They set it down in the grass and walked back toward the parking lot.

         “Most of this stuff can probably go in the trash,” I said.

         But it turns out they weren’t clearing up, they were making space. At the far end of the lot, away from the church, a wooden pole stuck out of the ground with a backboard and hoop. A few loops of net hung from one of the rings. The pastor had parked his vintage maroon Saab 9000 under the hoop, but I saw him get in the car and turn the engine on. People were standing around, he edged his way out, leaning on the open window, and talking—eventually he gave a little toot of the horn. Then he parked across the lot next to the caterer’s truck.

         “What are we doing, are we playing ball?”

         “You want to get in on it?” Lamont asked.

         “Isn’t it … I mean, this is a funeral.”

         “You think Coach is gonna mind?” He had his uncle’s solid jawline and blank bald forehead, and the same way of looking at you like he’s waiting for you to say something stupid.

         “What about the pastor?” I said.

         “He’s playing, too.”

         And in fact Pastor Rencher, when he got out of the car, disappeared into the church for a minute. Five or six guys were taking off their jackets and ties; they laid them over the backs of fold-out chairs. A little crowd gathered, too. They stood on the bit of lawn between the lot and the street. Across the road, over the chain-link fence, you could see the cemetery stretch out flatly under the sunshine.

         Caukwell’s sister was walking up and down, in a fret. “If I wasn’t wearing these shoes,” she said. She wore red high-heeled shoes and a tight black dress, which moved with her and showed her long legs. “I can’t play barefoot on this tarmac. Lamont gonna step on my feet.” 34

         The pastor came out with a cheap rubber basketball. “It’s a little flat, but it’ll serve.”

         Lamont said to me, “You gonna play?”

         “I haven’t played in fifteen years.”

         But I took off my jacket anyway and pulled the shirt-ends out of my belt.

         “Let me warm up, give me the ball.”

         Somebody passed it to me and I shot from about ten feet. I always hated shooting with those rubber balls; they stick to your hand, and the ball banged off the rim and skittered away across the parking lot.

         “Close enough,” the pastor said.

         After that, he split us into teams; his spiritual authority seemed to carry over. We started playing, Lamont checked the ball and I gave it back to him. It was me, Gabe Hunterton, Ben Silliman (who I also went to Hebrew school with), and Josh Ramirez, against Lamont and Pastor Rencher and a couple of other guys I didn’t know. We were banging and bricking, it was old man basketball, shooting from the hip, breathing heavy and cursing, a lot of shits and fucks. Rencher could still play but he was taking it easy. Just once he sort of moved into space and went up for a fifteen-footer, with a funny kind of motion, bringing the ball up fast and hard to the side, and centering it high above his head before releasing—the kind of shooting motion you develop when you play against people who can play. The ball ended up in the grass because it slipped through the rim without touching anything.

         “Did it go in?” he said. “Did it go in? I don’t have my glasses on.”

         “It went in.”

         Mel’s sister kept walking up and down, rubbing her hands on her thighs, like a kid who has to pee. “It kills me I can’t play.”

         Gabe said, “I’ve got a pair of running shoes in the car.” In high school, he was like a Southern cracker, a big Texas kid who lived out of town and wore cowboy boots and drove an El Camino. Now he had skinnied up—I think he worked in Dallas for the McKesson Corporation; they sold medical supplies. 35

         She said, “Will they fit me?”

         “What do you wear?”

         “Size 9—I got my daddy’s feet.”

         “You can try ’em.” So that took a couple of extra minutes, too. I said to Lamont, “I don’t know why I stopped doing this. This is more fun than the rest of my life.”

         “See how you feel tomorrow.”

         The shoes didn’t fit but they were close enough. Mel’s sister’s name was Jackie and she knew how to play—she had big hips and didn’t mind swinging her elbows, and guys got out of the way. She could finish with either hand. She caught me in the neck once and this was her apology, “You gotta bring some to get some,” which is what Coach used to tell us. After that we started trading Caukwell-isms. Knucklehead. Bonehead. Been playing with yourself last night—if the ball slipped through your hands. We tried to keep score but there were too many arguments. A lot of water breaks, too, except a bunch of the guys drank beer.

         Lamont said, “The only way you get Mel to church was to kill him.”

         “That’s not so,” but his mom was laughing.

         At one point I looked over at the church. The office was on our side of the parking lot, and I could see a hand pull down one of the blinds. It was Marcus, you could recognize him by the Oakley shades, and he watched us play for a minute then let go of the slat.

         Afterward, Pastor Rencher handed out his card. I told him I lived in Connecticut but his company had offices there, too, he said. They sold insurance. It was a three-block walk to the rental car, which gave me a chance to cool off. What always happened every time I played, I went over in my head the shots I missed and tried to count up the ones I made. I hadn’t done this in fifteen years but did it again anyway. Then drove to my sister’s house, which is really the house I grew up in.
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