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			Introduction
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			Though academically promising, Clark loses discipline as his drinking and substance abuse worsen and he drops out of college to write and support himself by menial labor and other unpromising endeavors.  
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​Moving West

			Generations ago my future Grandfather George Clark and a drinking buddy sometimes caroused places that served intoxicating beverages and then rolled into houses of ill repute in Bowling Green, a small town in humid and frigid western Kentucky where the Southern drawl soothed listeners and segregation divided the citizenry. One portentous night the eager duo imbibed Jamaica ginger, an alcohol-laden patent medicine from the nineteenth century that during Prohibition became a vehicle for getting drunk. Federal authorities had demanded content changes that made the liquid too bitter to drink in earnest, and enterprising bootleggers and chemists countered with additions that often fooled government agents and left a product of tolerable taste. Whatever concoction the men consumed, it killed the friend and damaged nerves in George Clark’s spinal column, leaving him with a form of partial paralysis called Jake-leg indicating he lumbered stiff-legged down the street, unable to first place his heels on the ground when walking and instead pounded the surface with toes then heels.

			Grover Helton had always disapproved of the hard-drinking Clark clan, whom he considered unstable. Grover nevertheless understood he was an oft-unemployed farmer and laborer while George owned a successful furniture store, and sometimes accompanied the entrepreneur on his visits to Pauline’s, the finest brothel in the commonwealth of Kentucky. Carousing with a Clark may have been justifiable, but Grover was appalled when his youngest daughter, Bea, anxious to escape living with her nagging mother, whom Grover had abandoned, said she was going to marry George’s son Titus, fourteen years her elder and a recently reformed drunkard whose first wife had left him in an alcoholic haze just weeks after they walked down the aisle.

			Grover was overruled, Titus and Bea married in nineteen forty-eight, and I was born four years later and lived with them in a duplex owned by his ancient parents, who dwelled next door and enjoyed reading my mother’s mail and advising her on a range of personal and financial matters. My father refused to ask his landlords to step back and declined to buy a home for his new family. He was usually silent and preoccupied and, upon returning from the furniture store, sat smoking in his living room chair as he read the newspaper and watched TV. On Saturday nights he retired early and didn’t arise until Monday mornings.

			At age twenty-eight my mother ignored his dark but vague warnings not to leave him and filed for divorce. They soon staged an acrimonious custody battle, first in the courts, where Grandfather Clark influenced his crony, the aged judge, to grant primary custody to his nervous son. My mother and her attorney continued the legal skirmishes but, after a few more rebuffs from the judge, she declined to return me after my visit, sped out of town and drove us to Omaha to live with her sister and family. A couple of months later, on a dark and frosty winter day while my mother was at work, I heard a knock on the kitchen window and turned to see my father smiling at me. He was accompanied by a husky friend. They demanded entry. My aunt declined to open the door, so they kicked it in. Then, to ensure legality, I was taken downtown and locked in a dim old city office with towering double doors whose handles I grabbed and shook. Someone brought me a sandwich I bit into, not yet aware I hated tuna, and almost vomited.

			Following several weeks living with me, an unpleasant obligation since I was a hyperactive child, my father decided to let me move back with my mother, who had returned to Bowling Green. And there, in the fall of ‘fifty-seven, I entered kindergarten. Our teacher was tall and pretty and the mother of one of my classmates, and on the day I felt quite ill, staggering into the class’s large cardboard house and knocking it down, she offered milk that seemed much warmer and less refreshing than usual. I don’t remember the rest since I had encephalitis, an acute inflammation of the brain that required three days hospitalization and two spinal taps before I could recuperate at home. Alone and bored during the day I looked for company in a small black and white television and discovered a man in a glistening suit who hammered the piano keys, theatrically raising one hand at dramatic moments, exuding energy as he smiled into the camera: behold me, for you shall never see another star like Liberace.

			Back at school I always wanted class to end so I could get out and play. My babysitter lived half a block from school and there were plenty of kids for cops ​and robbers, and I shouted bang with intensity that compelled one neighbor to come out and say, “Not so loud.”

			During lunch at the babysitter’s large dining room table, I ate fast, and she occasionally lectured, “Look at the mess you’ve made around your plate. My son’s a year younger, and he hasn’t made any mess at all.”

			Her observations proved prescient, for I remain an untidy eater.

			My father had meanwhile married Josephine, a widowed and childless smoker his age, mid-forties, who was also too old and tense to raise a boy of five. They did not contest my mother’s next court action, and in the summer of nineteen fifty-eight, not long after the Giants and Dodgers, we headed west to California. On the way, riding in her black sedan old even then, I remember the endless plains and trying to guess how far away distinctive landmarks stood and a Midwest roadside restaurant where a boy, little older than I, hunched over a mound of pancakes on the counter, shoveling them in. After we ate, a greasy-handed gas-pumper grumbled he didn’t think he had the key to the bathroom and failed to shove in the ones he tried.

			Several days later we eased into hot downtown Sacramento and were enveloped by enormous trees creating shade intermittently lit by sun beams. In a little while we arrived at the south area home of my aunt and uncle and their fifteen-year-old son. The thin lad promptly summoned me to the kitchen sink and filled a ​tall glass with water, said watch this, and chugged the whole thing, his big Adam’s apple going up and down with each swallow. I was impressed. Even the smaller neighborhood kids were older and sharper than I, and one convinced me that butterflies could fly because of dust on their wings and that if I rubbed some on myself, I too would fly. Several times I tried to run and take off but always landed on the lawn.

			In burgeoning California of the late fifties my mother soon found good employment typing fast and taking shorthand for the state, near the Capitol downtown, and purchased a three-bedroom home in a modest but well-maintained neighborhood in south Sacramento. I walked several long blocks to the elementary school. As in kindergarten I focused more on recess and after-school activities than academics, but I noted that my first-grade teacher sang well and led the choir. Though very shy and having no interest in singing, I asked for a tryout, and the lady smiled and several times blew her circular tuning instrument as she encouraged me to sing. I finally giggled and conceded I couldn’t.

			In second grade the slender young teacher relieved us when she announced she wasn’t worried the sun would burn out in a few billion years. The third-grade teacher was an older lady who encouraged me to study hard though she often scolded me for popping off in class. I’d discovered an ability to evoke laughter by saying things both witty and foolish. In fourth grade the teacher was a tall man, a rare male in primary education, and one day, while presenting a well-researched report in front of his class, I was assailed by an urgent bladder but embarrassed to ask to be excused. I certainly didn’t want to lose control. A chubby boy had done so several times that year, and a girl once, and students and their parents talked about those poor children. Twice I leaned over to the teacher, placed my finger on a word I could clearly see, and said, “Can you read that?”

			He conscientiously tried to help until I said, “Be right back,” and ran from the room.

			More than classroom memories I still see a towering softball home run I hit over the centerfielder and remember intense abdominal pain as I lay on my back on the blacktop, with the rest of the boys, and stretched my legs straight out, an inch or two off the ground, and held them there longer than everyone, except the boy who stared at me until I eventually let my heels drop. I also remember asking the smallest boy in the class to hit my tensed stomach muscles.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yes.”

			He wound up like a pitcher and fired a right hand that doubled me over and knocked my gut through my mouth. I probably bore a similar expression when talking to a girl I liked who preferred someone else. I tried to impress her with my modest sprinting speed but she always routed me. I drafted my best friend, Clyde, the fastest guy in our grade, to teach her a lesson. Alas, she dusted him too. I recall recess roughhousing that twice led me to the principal’s office, once escorted by the authoritative lady herself as she said, “We must teach you to behave.”

			Each time she stung my fanny three times with a heavy wooden paddle.

			By some fluke during the strange process of standardized test taking, I once scored high and was promoted into the accelerated academic program. After Clyde and I played Cupid and introduced our parents, and Bea married Clyde Sr., our new family sold two humble homes and moved to an upscale suburban neighborhood near the tree-lined American River east of Sacramento. At this time, the paddling principal called her counterpart and told him I didn’t need to be in fifth grade and to simply promote me straight to sixth. In September nineteen sixty-two, a month before turning ten, I entered a new environment of older and more mature boys and girls and responded by talking louder and more often.

			Mr. Fox, a natty and effeminate fellow, enjoyed telling the class, “We must realize that Tommy is younger than everyone else and doesn’t have the coordination to write neatly.” My impromptu jokes no doubt prompted some of his antipathy, but some students laughed, and one guy told me I should be a comedian. Unfortunately, the only one-liner I can summon was unintentionally crude. A girl was being transferred to another sixth-grade teacher, and Mr. Fox said, “All right, class, tell her farewell.”

			Everyone else responded appropriately. I didn’t know the girl and had no issues with her but blurted, “Good riddance.”

			“Tommy, you’re already getting a reputation at this school for having a very bad attitude,” he said.

			Corporal punishment was also in vogue at this elementary institution and Mr. Fox delighted in telling chatty boys to stand and bend over and extend both hands onto the backs of desk chairs. He thereupon plucked wallets, combs, and papers from our rear pockets and proclaimed, “Stand back girls, the sparks are going to fly.”

			He was a southpaw who swung the paddle with the power of a pull hitter, one time breaking his wooden weapon on an unfortunate fanny.

			“It’s too bad the backside’s punished for what the mouth does,” he said.

			Only once did he spank a girl, and he did so gently. A guy named John led the class with four spankings and must have been a naughty fellow. Given the prevailing disciplinary standards, I’m surprised I only got the board twice that year, compiling a quartet during my elementary school career.

			I should’ve gotten whacked once more. Our class was taking a test and, as a wired youth who studied little, I struggled to answer questions. Fearing parental wrath and teacher disapproval, I suddenly and without premeditation turned to a girl in the desk beside me and asked, “What’s the answer to number seven?”

			She looked at me uncomfortably before her eyes darted side to side like those of a nervous owl.

			Mr. Fox, an alert watchdog, said, “Come up here, Tommy.”

			I slowly walked to his desk.

			“What did you just ask Karen?”

			“I asked her the answer to number seven.”

			“Go get your test.”

			When I handed it to him, he applied his pen and with a flourish wrote a big F and enunciated the dreaded letter. Fortunately, most of the other students didn’t notice nor were they aware the next day the principal, a large and haggard man who a few years later would die of a heart attack, said, “Tommy, what you did was wrong. You know that, don’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Promise me you won’t do it again.”

			“I promise.”

		


		
			
​Boot Camp

			I wonder if my adult working career for years progressed like a tortoise in sand because of apathy or a reflexive hatred of manual labor that began when my stepfather, a drill sergeant masquerading as an electrical engineer and contractor, drafted my stepbrother and me for a series of oppressive jobs. They began that summer, shortly after our increasingly tense family, in which biological parents favored their sons, moved into a new home with a pool. About six-thirty the first morning of vacation, when lucky kids expected to sleep late and arise for a couple hours of television reruns and game shows, Clyde Sr. twisted the doorknob, barged into my bedroom, and in a theatrical voice announced, “Get up, Tom, time to go to work.” Clyde Jr. received a similar summons, but he was a sturdier soul and probably didn’t so dread these crude awakenings.

			On this blistering valley morning, Clyde and I were told to weed every one of the many large flowerbeds on the quarter-acre property. We violently swung shovels and hoes at crabgrass growing under the fence from adjacent fields and felt like we’d lost even after we eventually destroyed it. Much of the day we crawled on hands and knees, yanking hordes of green and brown weeds that covered the soil and wound around bases of shrubs and clung to the house’s foundation, and toiled till five that afternoon when Senior returned to his kingdom and smooched mother Bea. Once unentangled, he said, “Did you boys weed all the flowerbeds?”

			“Yes,” we replied.

			Picture General Patton slipping on a white glove to run under barracks beds, looking for a few particles of dust, and that was Senior marching from flowerbed to flowerbed, first examining each while he stood erect and then squatting like a sapper in search of landmines. The inspection proceeded famously until he spotted three tiny weeds behind a bush in a front-yard flowerbed I could show you today.

			“What the hell are these?”

			“They’re the only three,” I said.

			“If I’d wanted you to leave three weeds, I’d have said, ‘Leave three weeds.’”

			Positive reinforcement must not have been in style. Senior preferred other psychological strategies. The following summer Clyde and I were drafted to move stacks of bricks, delivered to the front of the driveway, to each end of the property. We did not have to lay the bricks, a task requiring considerable experience and skill. Senior had that, and in a few weekends he crafted two large and impressive L-shaped brick structures about a foot and a half high bordering the sides of the property and extending to the driveway in the middle. Those who haven’t performed manual labor may conclude the mission was accomplished. That would be premature.

			Indeed, the new fortress was bereft of dirt above ground level. Senior called the appropriate people whose truck dumped a mountain of rich, dark soil onto the driveway, and concluded that Clyde and I were still not strong enough to fill a large wheelbarrow with dirt and move it along the wall. We therefore had to shovel into a small rusty wheelbarrow and take it along the walls and dump dirt into flowerbeds that consumed scores of loads, the entire mountain, which filled no more than two-thirds of the walled area. Rather than again summon and pay the dirt vendors, Senior ordered Clyde and me to go into vacant lots in this new section of the neighborhood and dig up hard dry dirt. We spent the rest of this day and all the next hacking out resistant dirt, loading it into the spindly wheelbarrow, and returning to dump it into flowerbeds that slowly rose until dirt reached a few inches from the top of the bricks and it looked like time to celebrate with ice cream.

			“One more load,” said Senior.

			Clyde and I obeyed.

			“One more,” we repeatedly heard until nightfall.

			“I think that’s finally got it,” he said.

			“Why didn’t you tell us?” I asked.

			“You’d have been discouraged.”

			As a restless and creative engineer, a man who designed electrical systems for office buildings and apartment complexes, Senior constantly needed new projects. He decided the driveway was in the wrong place, that it left open the center of his property, gateway to the picture window into the living room, and failed to afford the privacy he needed. The task, therefore, was to remove the driveway and build a brick flowerbed in front of it, and fill it with dirt from nearby fields, and then tear down the bricks that fronted the original front garage wall that carpenters would demolish and rebuild as a new door the two family cars would enter after rolling over the new driveway.

			The difficulties of moving bricks and shoveling hard dirt from nearby fields resumed, but those tasks, Clyde and I would soon learn, were pleasant compared to making a driveway disappear. Ever the considerate taskmaster, Senior told us we were much too weak to control a jackhammer, and for that job he brought in his top foreman, a burly man named Jim. As the valley sun seared a hundred degrees, Jim gripped the jackhammer and drove its sharp point into the cement, breaking up jagged chunks of concrete almost a foot deep and shaking the neighborhood with motorized pounding. Clyde and I followed him and, individually or together, hoisted heavy chunks and tossed them into the bed of a pickup truck. In addition to the drudgery, I remember two highlights: big Jim pumped out more facial and body sweat than anyone I’ve seen, and Clyde, presumably by accident, threw a cement block that hit me in the side of the head. Bleeding was minimal, the pain not intolerable, and Clyde explained he’d aimed the cement at the rear of the truck. On we worked, fearing what Senior might do if the driveway was there when he got home. After the project was completed, and the new lawn sowed and growing, the place did look great, and I recently drove by to confirm it still does.

			I was neither clever nor foolish enough to ask Senior why a man of his eminence didn’t have a gardener. Years later I realized he used those funds for a few extra pops in his country club cocktail lounge. Hence, Clyde mowed the backyard and I the front. We began our gardening careers with an old mower that shot cut grass, and anything else it hit, out of a grapefruit size hole in the side. One morning while waiting for Clyde to finish mowing, I raised a hand to scratch my neck and was hit by a rock that bloodied the hand, a sturdier target than my jugular.

			Senior, displeased with the uneven cut from an outdated mower, and our less than thorough raking of scattered grass, purchased a professional model that churned the grass back into a basket and is the same style mower many gardeners use today. After turning the engine on, the mower’s blades were unleashed by pushing forward on a lever just below the grips. One morning I rapidly mowed the front lawn and told Senior I’d done so, but during his inspection he said, “You haven’t mowed at all.”

			Though the grass did look a tad high, I pointed to wheel tracks as evidence of due diligence.

			“Did you activate the blades?” he asked.

			Thereafter I always ensured blades were whirling, and after a typically quick cut summoned Senior. “Did you just give it the once-over-lightly?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I expect you to go over it two or three times.”

			Despite his swaggering style, Senior seemed reluctant to compete with the big boys and start his own business. He may still have felt the diffidence of a kid raised poor on an eastern Nevada farm during the Great Depression. My mother, brought up similarly in rural western Kentucky, yearned for upward mobility and like many women of that era had to channel her ambitions through the career of her husband. She frequently urged, and probably badgered, him to abandon his two contracting partners, one of whom had a missing leg, a blind eye, was twice as militaristic as Senior, and approaching senility. The other partner generally ended workdays at noon in his favorite bars. Senior needed cheap labor and presumptively hired Clyde and me for a miserly forty cents an hour.

			“You’re lucky I’m paying you at all,” he told us.

			Senior also needed an inexpensive office and found an abandoned old house in southeast Sacramento. The previous tenant had been an electrical contractor and evidently quite a swinger. In foot-high trash Clyde and I waded through and loaded into bags, we found condoms, feminine hygiene products, and Playboy pinups. I owned plenty of the latter but had never seen and only vaguely understood the former. The highlight of this period came on a Saturday morning as Senior and Mother, the dutiful and often unpaid office manager, were working inside as Clyde and I hoed dry weeds in front. Clyde and I must have numbed our minds, for when we finally looked up a fire was raging across the front and side yards and threatening the house. After alerting our parents, who ran outside, we perhaps should have let the shack burn. Instead, in a burst of righteous energy, I grabbed the garden house and sprayed the fire while Clyde bombed it with dirt. The fire department soon arrived, the new headquarters were saved, and thus began the firm.

		


		
			
​Kentucky Sojourns

			I escaped hard labor a few weeks every summer when, as part of my parents’ divorce settlement, I flew from Sacramento to San Francisco to Chicago to visit my father, who drove four hundred miles north from Bowling Green to pick me up at O’Hare, the busiest airport in the world. Diverse crowds hurrying through the terminal stimulated me and so did The Loop, the central business district where we usually stayed in a tall hotel and dined in restaurants my father said were celebrated for great food and famous clients.

			“Do you think Ernie Banks eats here?” I asked about the Cubs’ slugging first basemen.

			“Sure he does.”

			“Let’s go see him play at Wrigley Field.”

			“Well, I don’t know if we’ve got time,” he said.

			“I’ve never been to a game in person, but my mother and stepfather are taking us to see the San Francisco Giants’ last game of the season.”

			“Okay, we’ll go see the Cubs play the Milwaukee Braves tomorrow afternoon. Don’t forget who took you to your first major league baseball game.”

			I told everyone about walking into Wrigley Field and seeing the famed ivy-covered walls and pitchers throwing unbelievably hard and batters still getting hits including a couple of homers. The cheers and hotdogs and everything else excited me and for one day I became a Cubs fan.

			In Bowling Green, five mornings a week, I went to the family store, an old two-story building with darkened wood floors, and tried to entertain myself while my father and Josephine sold new and used furniture and called customers who had overdue accounts. I roamed up and down Main Street and made friends with a boy whose grandfather owned a bar with pool tables we used without much skill. I also walked two blocks to the theater and watched many movies. Most memorably I twice in one day saw Psycho, Alfred Hitchcock’s masterpiece, screaming often and grabbing the arm of another friend next to me. After twice witnessing beautiful Janet Leigh stabbed to death showering in the notorious motel bathtub, I confessed I was afraid to bathe.

			“There’s nothing to worry about,” Josephine said.

			“Aren’t you worried someone’s going to come in and kill you?”

			“Not at all.”

			I asked some other women about this and all professed to be unalarmed.

			After every movie, standing on the sidewalk out front, I noticed a line of black children coming out another exit, this one from the second floor of the theater. They watched the same movies in a world separate and unequal.

			A few times a week my father or Josephine drove me to visit my grandparents. I enjoyed sitting next to Grandfather Clark on the front porch as he regaled me with his adventures as a soldier during, but not in, the Spanish-American War. Grandmother Lillian Clark had broken her hip in a car accident as a middle-aged woman and, despite encouragement from doctors, declared she could never walk again, and she didn’t. Instead, she sat on the porch, visiting with neighbors while she chewed snuff and spit its frightening contents into a cup.

			In the evenings while my hosts, and family friends and relatives of Josephine, barbecued in their large backyard, I chased fireflies that seemed electrically lit and in tune with a hot and humid place at sundown. My father often disrupted tranquility by coughing several minutes to the edge of death before lighting up again. Josephine smoked almost as much but seemed less debilitated.

			Summer regimens at the furniture store grew more tiresome as I approached puberty.

			“Let’s go somewhere and do something,” I urged my father, looking to Josephine for support.

			“He’s right,” she said.

			“I took you to Mammoth Cave last year,” he said, referring to spectacular geologic ballrooms at that popular destination.

			“But this year.”

			“I’m too tired on weekends,” he said.

			A few years later, at the end of a visit when I was twelve, my father and Josephine asked me to sit with them in their den.

			“Why don’t you come and live with us?” she said.

			“My home’s in Sacramento.”

			“You’d be happier here,” he said.

			“I’m pretty happy in Sacramento.”

			“What about your mother’s husband?” asked my father.

			“He’s all right. I’ve got my mother and Clyde Jr. and a lot of friends.”

			“We’d love you to come and live with us,” Josephine said.

			“I don’t think I could ever leave California.”

			I also tried to fathom how either of them could raise a boy about to enter his teens.

			“We want you to think about it,” he said. “Maybe you’ll want to stay when you come next summer.”

			In several months I called them to ask if Clyde could come with me on the next vacation. They each got on a line.

			“Ah, no, I don’t think so,” said my father. “That would be too much work for Josephine.”

			“Taking care of one boy is just right,” she said. “Have you thought any more about moving here to live with us?”

			“I want to stay in California. And I think I’d be bored next summer unless I can bring Clyde.”

			I asked my mother to call and get his legal permission to excuse me from visiting that summer. He agreed. Josephine no doubt did too. They prudently avoided their nervous zone. As a minor I returned only once, briefly.

		


		
			
​Academic Indolence

			One month short of age eleven I entered a large junior high school, lacking the physical and emotional stature of kids primarily twelve or thirteen who seemed almost like adults. Some girls even had boobs. I considered them movie stars.

			​I did well in English class taught by a young lady who recently graduated from the University of Kentucky and appreciated our Bluegrass heritage as well as my diligence.

			My biology teacher was less enchanted.

			“Tom, please stay after class so we can talk,” said the tall thin young man.

			I’d sensed I wasn’t a Nobel science candidate but my stomach twisted when the teacher unfurled a list of tests south of sixty percent.

			“I’m sure you see why I’m giving you a D this quarter,” he said. “I really couldn’t give you anything else but an F. And, naturally, I’m going to have to call your parents.”

			Senior said, “Goddamn it, Tom,” and my mother attributed her growing gastrointestinal stress to my academic failings.

			That November Lee Harvey Oswald shot President John F. Kennedy. At first, news reports were incomplete and therefore left hope.

			“I bet the bullet bounced off him,” I told another boy at recess.

			“Yeah,” he said.

			We thought we were talking about Superman. Soon, a very real man, a matinee idol burdened by reckless tendencies in foreign policy, was pronounced dead, and the principal summoned all students to the cafeteria where he spoke movingly about our nation’s tragedy and what a special man Kennedy was. That day remains as clear and disturbing as nightmares five years later when Martin Luther King and Robert F. Kennedy were slaughtered. Hours after the president’s death, on Air Force One, Jacqueline Kennedy stood nearby in a pink dress splattered red as Lyndon Johnson raised his right hand and promised, “I will do my best. That is all I can do.”

			He championed civil rights but also escalated a war that eventually killed two million people in Vietnam and Southeast Asia.

			Two days after the assassination, my mother, elegantly made up and attired, sat on the sofa, waiting for her husband to take her to the hospital for surgery on her cancerous colon. Though only in her mid-thirties, she would have the same operation again the following year. The maternal branch of my family was and is besieged by this illness, and forty years later the penetrating colonoscopy camera discovered a large polyp near my liver and spared me major surgery or early death. Between my mother’s two successful operations, she and my stepfather and I, in a rare moment of harmony, agreed I was too young and immature to be in seventh grade. We told that to the same principal who had eulogized President Kennedy, and he questioned me as if I planned to reside on the moon.

			Rather than push myself in school, I daily devoured sports pages of the San Francisco Chronicle, highlighted by its legendary Green Sheet, as well as the Sacramento Bee and Sacramento Union, and sometimes read columns by Chronicle celebrities Herb Caen and Charles McCabe. I wish I’d picked up more textbooks but I’m equally disappointed the seventh and eighth grade basketball coaches kept me nailed to the bench and, I would soon learn, stunted my development as a full-court player of team basketball. Even long before advent of the three-point shot, teams needed good outside shooters, and I was always able to hit shots. For countless hours I practiced alone prior to playing guys one-on-one and two-on-two and wondered why coaches didn’t give more minutes to a guy who usually outplayed his cherished starters.

			Before continuing with hoops, I should note, like many kids in my neighborhood, I had played a lot of tackle football without pads against older boys and considered myself formidable. As a high school freshman, I wish I’d taken a more discerning look at the scale and tape which revealed a lad almost fourteen who stood five-seven, weighed one-twenty-five, and wasn’t very fast. Furthermore, in preseason practice I discovered about a third of the guys on the team were tougher. I still earned a starting outside linebacker spot after three games but delivered only one season highlight, tackling a running back for a five-yard loss. We had a winning record, and Clyde, a halfback boosted by huge legs, was one of the two or three best players on the team.

			Playing competitive sports makes people examine themselves. And I didn’t like learning I was scared on kickoff coverage teams and several times asked myself a fundamental question: “Do you really want to run down there, take on the biggest blockers, and then stick your head into the belly of a larger and faster guy carrying the ball?”

			“I don’t want any part of that,” my inner voice responded.

			By the fall of nineteen sixty-six, after football season, I knew I’d become the best basketball player in our freshman class. My logic was reasonable: I frequently smoked all other candidates. And when tryouts began, I must have made two-thirds of my shots. Then the short tubby coach, a football guy who’d just been canned from that varsity, announced, “I want to talk to the following guys,” and began calling names of boys who couldn’t play. Then I heard my name. No, that can’t be. Hasn’t he seen what’s going on?

			“I don’t think you guys are going to play much or at all and I really don’t think you’ll even make the team.”

			I was speechless. Then a few tears appeared. I wish I could report courageously stating my case. I’d like to say I followed the advice of friends who said keep coming back, it’ll work out. I felt degraded and vowed to work far harder independently than ever, and I shot and ran more and always looked for pickup games. But I didn’t do nearly enough ball handling drills. Neither did the pros of that era. Watch films of Oscar Robertson and Jerry West and note they didn’t dribble as expertly as stars today.

			My ball handling imperfections were exacerbated when, bored in woodshop, I decided to run my fingers along the edge of a jointer blade, as one would examine a knife. I heard the shop teacher yell, “Hey,” but not in time to stop myself or notice the machine, though turned off, still wielded silently whirring blades that ripped off the top half of the first two joints of my right index and middle fingers. In shock I stared at a bloody mess. As the teacher wrapped my fingers in a towel, I asked, “Am I ever going to be able to play basketball again?”

			Other students watched in silence. The teacher placed an arm around my shoulder and gently escorted me to the office where school officials called my parents. They met me at the hospital and offered support, and the nurse injected magical morphine inducing a greater high than any I would ever have.

			​When they wheeled me into the operating room I asked the surgeon, “Are you going to cut off my fingers?” That meant down to the second joint. The gentleman, who I soon learned was a new American citizen from Lebanon, confidently shook his head no. He’d already decided the fingertips could be folded back to serve as the top half-inch of each finger, a superb improvisation. A month later I shot a basketball and resumed vigorous training, albeit unaware that my two new stubs, an inch shorter and a quarter wider, would sometimes club rather than caress a dribbled basketball. My shooting didn’t change, other than a slightly altered rotation, and remained sharp.
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