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			Introduction


			In a rousing trip through the worlds of basketball and football, George Thomas Clark explores the professional basketball league in Mexico, the Herculean talents of Wilt Chamberlain, the difficulties and humor of attempting to play basketball in middle age, and observes that coaching at Caltech can be more painful than studying all night for a physics exam. We also peer into the minds of legends LeBron James, Phil Jackson, Kobe Bryant, John Wooden, Adolph Rupp, and numerous others. 


			On the gridiron Clark reveals the talent and tragedy of Donald Rogers, an All American at UCLA and a star for the Cleveland Browns, the challenges of attending a Seahawks game in Seattle, the thoughts of brilliant but tormented Bill Walsh, the glory and horror of O.J. Simpson, major college football players being exploited by the NCAA and university bureaucrats, the rise and fall of the USC Trojans, issues of alcoholism, substance abuse, and domestic violence, and more.


			Half the stories are straight nonfiction and others are satirical pieces guided by the unwavering hand of an inspired storyteller. 
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			Wilt Would’ve Been Seventy


			My friends and I, clever adolescents all, used to call our timid town “Sportamento” or “Hickramento,” derisive references not merely to the absence of professional sports and division one college competition but as well to the backwoods community-wide conviction that Sacramento did not deserve the best in sports, would never be able to support pro teams and should not even dream about, much less act on, acquiring them because, after all, we could just drive down Interstate 80 to the regal Bay Area and see the big boys play. My family and I often traveled to wind-whipped Candlestick Park to watch Willie Mays, Orlando Cepeda, and Willie McCovey hit moon shots for the Giants and once ventured to rickety Kezar Stadium and saw the struggling 49’ers whip the legendary Green Bay Packers of Vince Lombardi.


			During this era, as Lyndon Johnson escalated war in Viet Nam and the Beatles rocked Ed Sullivan on TV, Americans of average means could, without busting the budget, take their families to professional basketball games. And, in a delightful expression of quaintness, the San Francisco Warriors every year played one regular season basketball game in an otherwise forlorn Sacramento more attuned to professional wrestling than basketball and that had no facility larger than the even-then-ancient Memorial Auditorium. Nowadays NBA teams are considered philanthropic if they stage exhibition games out of town in arenas seating a paltry ten thousand. In late 1964 the Warriors took on the New York Knicks for real in the Sacramento High School gym accommodating no more than three or four thousand fans.


			The place was about half empty; locals clearly preferred an evening of soap operas to witnessing the exploits of Wilton Norman Chamberlain. They made a bad choice. None of them, one confidently asserts, recalls even an instant of what appeared on the tube, yet it’s likely everyone at Sac High that night remembers Chamberlain. Standing about seven-foot-three – forget the official listing a couple inches lower – he ran and jumped like a gigantic decathlete, soaring one foot, two feet, even three above the rim to block shots and capture rebounds with ease and decisiveness approaching supernatural. In another game, Chamberlain consumed fifty-five rebounds, which is the baseball equivalent of clubbing five or six home runs in a game. See how many rebounds players get today. Yes, competition is better now and battles for the basketball even more intense. Still, no contemporary player could travel back in time and approach Wilt’s career average of twenty-three rebounds a game.


			Despite his unequalled shot blocking and rebounding, Wilt Chamberlain is forever synonymous with offensive production. He averaged fifty points a game in 1962 and one night hurled in one hundred. That season he scored fifty or more points forty-five times and did so a hundred eighteen games in his career. He didn’t hog the ball or force shots; he was in fact the most efficient of scorers, leading the league nine times in field goal percentage. One season he shot almost seventy-three percent from the field. In a single game he took eighteen shots without a miss. All the above statistics still preside as National Basketball Association records. There are many more, but Wilt Chamberlain should be celebrated not primarily for the way he filled a stat sheet but for what he produced visually and emotionally.


			I know, and so do a couple of friends. We were lucky. At halftime we tentatively moved from our seats to the floor several feet behind the Warriors’ offensive basket. Surely, they won’t let us watch from so close, we assumed. But they did. For twenty-four minutes of action, about an hour on the clock, we studied Chamberlain as he dunked over two or three defenders, banked in soft fade-away jump shots, and held his right palm in the sky to softly roll the ball off fingertips down into the basket. We were also treated to the repartee of an NBA game. Knicks coach Eddie Donovan peppered referee Richie Powers with accusations he was letting Wilt manhandle the Knicks. Donovan knew where this could lead. He’d been the opposing coach the night Wilt scored a hundred. Powers finally tucked the basketball under his arm, stomped toward the bench, pointed at the coach, and shouted, “No shit, Donovan.”


			“Oh, that’s good talk, Richie. That’s good talk.”


			The complaints did not undermine Chamberlain. He scored forty-four points, but his team lost. The Knicks’ big left-handed rookie, about six-nine and two hundred fifty pounds, kept stroking in outside jumpers. Who the hell’s that, we wondered? He was Willis Reed and would anchor the Knicks’ championship teams in 1970 and 1973. Chamberlain already yearned for a title. Despite his astonishing play since entering the league in 1959, his teams (and all others) had been overwhelmed by Bill Russell and the talented Boston Celtics. Many fans accused Wilt of being a loser. The charge was ridiculous but tormented him, and early in 1965 – in the fashion of LeBron James and Kevin Durant today – he forced the Warriors to send him back to his hometown and the star-laden Philadelphia 76’ers. They improved the rest of the season before the Celtics defeated them in the Eastern Conference finals. In 1966 Philadelphia won the conference with a fifty-five and twenty-five record and looked like a champion until Boston took four playoff games of five and enabled coach Red Auerbach to light another victory cigar on the bench before striding into the front office. Bill Russell became coach and remained on the court as the ultimate team champion.


			Responding with a stylistic overhaul in 1967, Wilt shot and scored less while passing more, and his teammates flourished: Hal Greer sizzled as a sharpshooter; Chet Walker operated smoothly at forward; Luke Jackson provided two hundred fifty pounds of force before they called his position power forward; Billy Cunningham, the “Kangaroo Kid,” sprang from the bench, gunning and scoring; burly ex-marine Alex Hannum proved a shrewd and forceful coach. And the 76’ers compiled a sixty-eight and thirteen record, best in NBA history to that point. The Celtics still blocked the entrance to the top floor. This time Wilt’s team hammered the Celtics four of five games to take the conference finals. At the buzzer he celebrated by punching the basketball into the rafters. The NBA finals also concluded in victory, over the Warriors of Rick Barry and Nate Thurmond, and Wilt rejoiced.


			His reign would certainly continue in 1968 as the 76’ers again overpowered the league, finishing sixty-two and twenty. They began the Eastern Conference finals with a rush, winning three of four games to knock the Celtics to the edge of elimination. During that span the 76’ers averaged a hundred sixteen points a game. In the next three contests Boston, defending aggressively, slashed that output by fourteen points and, by the end of game seven, as Red Auerbach exhorted them from the stands, the Celtics had again prevailed.


			That was enough. Wilt Chamberlain again demanded change, and the Los Angeles Lakers beckoned. When he put on his new golden yellow uniform, he joined a team that featured Jerry West and Elgin Baylor. The three superstars instantly created Showtime, a decade before Magic Johnson arrived, and the 1969 team rolled to a league-best fifty-five and twenty-seven record, earning home court advantage in the playoffs. The Celtics, meanwhile, had limped (by their standards) to a forty-eight and thirty-four mark, and logic indicated this would be Bill Russell’s final year. Aching knees had undermined his jumping ability, and for the first time he scored less than ten points a game. Venerable Sam Jones, king of the bank shot, was also slowing at the end of his career.


			Despite their antiquity, the Celtics opened the playoffs by handcuffing the Philadelphia 76’ers, winners of fifty games even without Wilt, and took the series four games to one. Next, the Celtics stifled the New York Knicks four to two. The Lakers throttled their opponents with comparable efficiency, and the premiere matchup in sports – Wilt versus Russell – would unfold a final time. This would be their second clash in the NBA finals; they’d already battled five times in the conference finals, and the Celtics had prevailed every year save 1967. Wilt couldn’t permit Russell to win again and escape into glorious retirement. Jerry West and Elgin Baylor were perhaps even more determined; in the NBA finals they’d lost five times to the Celtics and never won.


			The Lakers captured the first two games at home, but victory margins were only two and six points. Back in Boston Garden, the dreary slaughterhouse on an old parquet floor, the Celtics won games three and four by margins of four and one. The Lakers took game five by thirteen, moving to the cusp of victory. The Celtics didn’t yield, winning by nine back in the Garden. In the first six games, the home team had won every time, and Lakers owner Jack Kent Cooke, confident that trend would endure, ordered thousands of celebratory balloons readied for release from nets high above the floor of the fabulous Forum.


			The Celtics replied with a barrage at the start of game seven, nailing eight of their first ten shots to take a twelve-point lead. They still led after three quarters, by fifteen, and Wilt Chamberlain, who’d never fouled out of a game, already had five personals and would have to restrain himself. Fouls also troubled Boston: Sam Jones committed his sixth, and Bill Russell and John Havlicek each had five. With a little less than six minutes to play, Wilt jumped for a rebound and jarred his knee while landing, and asked coach Bill van Breda Kloff to take him out. The Lakers, spurred by Jerry West’s scintillating scoring and passing, cut the deficit to two points with three minutes left, then to a single point. Wilt asked to be put back in. Van Breda Kloff, who before taking the job had declared he could “handle Chamberlain,” waved the big man off, scoffing, “We don’t need you.”


			They in fact did need Wilt Chamberlain, and a little good luck. Don Nelson, who last week announced he’s returning to coach the Golden State Warriors at age sixty-six, fired a foul line jumper too long. The ball hit the back of the rim, bounced straight up, and instead of coming down outside the target, as it normally would, fell straight through the rim. I cursed the TV, as I had so many times during the sixties when fate blessed the Celtics. Nelson’s unlikely shot proved the margin in a championship victory; it was Boston’s eleventh crown in thirteen years. After the game Russell said Wilt had let his team down when he took himself out. Wilt was livid and for years refused to speak to the man he’d often invited to his mother’s Philadelphia home for Thanksgiving dinner. The estrangement was an unfortunate postscript to dozens of stirring confrontations between two supreme players. The Celtics won sixty percent of the games despite Wilt averaging almost twenty-nine points and twenty-nine rebounds. Russell, by comparison, averaged about fourteen points and twenty-four rebounds.


			More professional disappointment awaited Wilt Chamberlain in 1970 when the Lakers lost another seventh game of the NBA finals, but this time it was to the New York Knicks, and the decisive fourteen-point margin in the final game precluded pangs about what could have been. In 1972 the Lakers won thirty-three games in a row, still an NBA standard, and handily beat all three playoff opponents en route to the championship, the second for Wilt and first for long-denied Jerry West. Elgin Baylor, due to injuries, had not played since early in the season. It’s ironic that West, whose teams lost in the NBA finals eight times, six to the Celtics, is called Mr. Clutch – with indisputable correctness – while some still insist Wilt just wasn’t good enough. At age sixty Wilt explained the resentment: “I was the Goliath of my time. I had too many tools. And I had too much arrogance.”


			In retirement, Wilt wrote two books: Wilt: Just Like Any Other 7-Foot Black Millionaire Who Lives Next Door and A View From Above. In the first, Wilt often displays the intelligence and sophistication of a man who’s traveled the world and met leaders from politics, business, and entertainment as well as a legion of regular folks. Sometimes, however, he wounds himself and others by too eagerly trying to prove his personal appeal. He asserts, for example, that a man of his cultural excellence naturally finds it hard to meet black women worthy of his company. Regarding white women, they’re tolerable only if good looking; it is, he explains, no easier to find a compatible ugly woman than one who’s beautiful. He also proudly notes he used to tease his teammates on the Harlem Globetrotters, for whom he played one year between college and the NBA, whenever they went out with a “mullion,” Wilt’s term for any woman he considered unattractive. He also endlessly complains about those who disagreed he was the greatest. His second book will always be known for The Boast. I’m not going to insult him by quoting the mathematically absurd number of women he claims he slept with. Tennis champion and human rights activist Arthur Ashe responded he “felt sorry for Wilt Chamberlain.” Many people did. Ultimately, though, one simply concludes that Wilt cherished mammoth achievement and unprecedented output; hot air didn’t diminish his substance.


			Wilt continued to immerse himself in sports, lifting weights, playing volleyball, and attending many events. I saw him at a college track meet at Berkeley in 1976. He’d competed in the shot put and high jump in the 1950’s at the University of Kansas. In 1977, while living in Santa Barbara, I twice watched Wilt play for the Los Angeles team in the International Volleyball Association. The IVA had an intriguing format: four men and two women always held the court for each team in a league stocked with top players and some ex-Olympians from around the world. Wilt wasn’t a forty-year-old celebrity given a pass to promote the league. He was a pro.


			I last saw Wilt in person during the 1981 USA Track and Field Championships in Sacramento. He was an enormous presence all three days of competition. At the time I worked as a newspaper correspondent in the press box. Wilt periodically came in for personal chats with people he knew but was firm, even unpleasant, when telling reporters there would be no interviews. He was no more encouraging to kids seeking his autograph. And that’s all right, I suppose. By 1981 Wilt Chamberlain had for thirty years been a towering target of admirers, detractors, groupies, journalists, and hangers on. He wanted to enjoy the track meet. And, despite past and subsequent claims, he was working hard to try to line up social activity for the evenings.


			The second day of the meet, Wilt stood near the press box, talking to a young man anxious to please the distinguished guest. Finally, frustration in his voice, Wilt asked, “Can you arrange it?”


			“Oh, yeah. Tomorrow, for sure,” he replied.


			“Arrange it,” Wilt said.


			The young man did not return the following day. As Wilt watched the meet, he spent much time having a rather loud and banal conversation with a young woman who did not, it can subtly be noted, share his dedication to exercise. In his second book he claims that virtually all his women were so beautiful “the Average Joe would have proposed marriage to them on the first date.” Yet, Wilt was never married or engaged and boasted he rarely dated any woman more than a couple of weeks, and any time he got bored he simply “fired” them. I share this observation not to criticize a man I admire, but to regret the loneliness that undermined his personal life.


			In the nineteen eighties and nineties, though Wilt rarely made headlines, I occasionally read that pro basketball players in action felt the buzz when he entered the arena and stopped to watch as he walked to his seat. I don’t know how Shaquille O’Neal really feels about Wilt – the former claims he’s much better than Russell, Wilt, and Kareem Abdul Jabbar. He isn’t. But he’s fundamentally as good. So, irrespective of team records, when you talk about the best big men ever, you talk about the Big Four. I think Shaquille understands that. He surely hasn’t forgotten when Wilt, dressed in street clothes, walked onto the court before a game. Both men warily studied each other, and as seven-foot-one Shaquille shook Wilt’s even larger hand, the young man was looking up.


			Wilt would’ve been seventy in August. I can’t imagine he’s already been gone seven years. He didn’t smoke, drank little if at all, and trained his body to endure, but congestive heart failure ended his life as he slept. Sometimes that happens to people who’ve done everything right and should’ve had twenty more years. To those who knew or watched him, his personality and presence remain vivid. Bill Russell still feels Wilt Chamberlain as if they were shaking hands before tipoff. They’d reconciled long before the end, and at a memorial service the old champion spoke movingly of his comrade. And recently, with customary eloquence, he noted: “The fierceness of the competition bonded us as friends for eternity.”


			September 2006


		




		

			Battling Kids for Rebounds


			The experience was so painful and disillusioning I thought I’d never be able to write about it, but in three intervening years there’s been enough healing I can finally reveal I tried a modest comeback in basketball. I never envisioned actually playing the game well, or really even playing at all. Competing in basketball against vigorous opposition demands a trim body, lively legs, cardiovascular endurance, court awareness, and great intensity. And recapturing any part of those ancient qualities would’ve required more time and physical and emotional commitment than I could give.


			My task was going to be much simpler: I merely had to prepare myself for a cameo role before my old high school’s annual alumni-varsity charity game. There was modest demand for my appearance. A number of former classmates promised donations to the school fund if I’d go out and, while unguarded – I insisted – shoot some jumpers and free throws. Even this unthreatening public display unnerved me, but when I tried to back out several electronic pledges arrived with a reminder: “It’s for the kids.”


			Part of the determination to shove me out there resulted from my having used the alumni-wide email system to offer other 1952 babies five bucks for every basket and twenty for each cheerleader they danced with. I noted those exertions shouldn’t faze them since they only weighed about three hundred pounds. Some of the now-distinguished lads were unamused, though I did eventually emphasize that few of them moved the scales as much as I, who’ve long carried fifty pounds more than my prep playing weight and thirty beyond my prime.


			As the essential event loomed a mere three weeks ahead and three hundred miles away, I had to respond, and raced in my groaning 1990 Honda Civic to a sporting goods store to buy white high top basketball shoes and a glowing light brown ball. The shoes looked good caressed by my blue Dockers, and, dribbling, I shuffled side to side while explaining my task to a saleswoman born at least fifteen years after my high school graduation. I didn’t need to make any other purchases since I already owned and regularly used gym shorts for such mundane and athletically-insufficient pursuits as calisthenics and labored semi-running on the treadmill. Since I work weekday mornings as well as Monday through Thursday nights, I’d only be available for outdoor workouts three evenings on two consecutive weekends. I didn’t consider going to a gym because I knew I’d get trounced.


			There was a less painful way. I’d break in with the neighborhood kids always outside playing on a portable basket. I was more than moderately concerned about the transition from waving-as-I-pass neighbor to older-than-their-parents fellow hoopster. What would they think? On a Friday evening I pressed the garage door opener and, shirtless in blue gym shorts and white socks and shoes, dribbled down my driveway onto rough asphalt of the street.


			“Hi, can I shoot around with you?” I asked three youngsters.


			“Sure,” they said.


			“You guys are getting better all the time. You play for your school’s team?”


			“We don’t have a team for fifth-graders,” said Darryl, the boy who lived across the street.


			“Oh.”


			Without even taking a lay-up, I went straight up – perhaps three inches – for my once-dependable jump shot. This one fell about two feet short and three wide. The kids glanced at each other.


			“I haven’t shot in at least ten years. I averaged twenty points a game my senior year.”


			They didn’t say anything but were doubtless impressed as my air balls got a little closer to iron each time and ultimately I began battering the rim with shots more like line drives than jumpers. I even made a couple but still felt earthbound, as if impeded by a weight vest. Actually, I was wearing a fleshy vest around the middle.


			“Let’s play,” said a boy from down the street.


			“Well, I was just planning to shoot around.” And I explained why.


			“Come on.”


			“Okay,” I reluctantly said.


			Darryl and I teamed against the other two. Determined to instantly assert myself, I dribbled hard to my left, stopped quickly, and cast an eighteen-foot jumper that about dented the metal backboard. At least shots like that are recipes for long rebounds, and this one I lunged for and grabbed, knocking my largest opponent aside with a foul I was already too desperate to call on myself, and went straight for the basket and, instead of putting the ball softly on the board, fired a shot that bashed the bottom of the rim, hit me in the face, and caromed out of bounds.


			“Do you have asthma?” Darryl asked.


			“Of course not. Why?”


			“The way you’re breathing.”


			We rapidly fell behind five-nothing in a game to fifteen goals counting by one. The big kid on the other team was almost as beefy as I was, albeit a foot shorter, and had a good touch on set shots he arched very high.


			“Why is a pudgy guy five-foot-one getting set shots on you?” one might ask, and every coach would.


			The physical part of the answer has already been suggested, and for a long time I felt almost as if I’d never been on a basketball court. Eventually, a modicum of court sense returned and we caught them at twelve all and I prayed I wasn’t going to lose to a couple of eleven-year olds. At this point I could hear the pathological breathing my teammate had commented on and felt the consequences of every sip and puff I’d taken years before. I wanted to quit. Why was I doing this? I couldn’t quit. I wasn’t going to. I knew what to do. After every shot I charged the boards and got lots of rebounds, more than half offensive. I remember them most because every time I tried to put the ball back up my legs felt leaden and almost every shot underneath slammed into the bottom of the rim and either bounced back into my hands or out of bounds.


			Owing primarily to my height and hundred-pound weight advantage, we won, narrowly, by the required two-goal margin. I agreed to another game, played almost as poorly in another victory, and hobbled up my driveway and inside to clean a squalling blister on each heel. My legs were already aching and next morning I struggled to climb out of bed. That would be all for this weekend. I’d be better prepared next time.


			The following Friday I bandaged and taped both heels, pushed the garage door opener, and ran out to join two of the fifth graders and three pretty big and mature looking guys. Not wanting any surprises, I asked, “What grade are you in?”


			“Eighth.”


			“You on the basketball team?”


			“No, we all play baseball.”


			When I confess I was relieved not to have to go against even junior high school players, I feel not ashamed but a universe removed from those vigorous days in the nineteen seventies when I’d go to Sacramento State University and north Sacramento and other places around town, looking for good competition.


			“Don’t you guys have that rim set too high?” I commented.


			“Ten feet,” said Darryl.


			“It’s a helluva lot higher than last week.”


			“Yeah, just nine feet then.”


			A pipsqueak hoop had overpowered me a week before, and now ten feet looked like eleven. People who regularly play basketball will note even an inch variance.


			This game I teamed with the fifth graders. We fell behind eight-zip, and I knew we were going to lose unless (in a conscientious way) I applied my heft to kids seventy pounds lighter and sealed off the boards. At the foot-higher target, however, I began shoving two, three, four, even five shots in a row straight into the underside of a rim I’d once known but that now might as well have been on the moon. I’d understood I wouldn’t be good but hadn’t imagined a debacle. Though our team won three games, you don’t really win when you poorly play a game you’d once been dedicated to.


			The following weekend I drove from Bakersfield to suburban Sacramento and eased into the parking lot of my old high school, still the only place I’ve run out of gas, in 1969. I was of course thankful not to be competing. Even though a couple of guys almost sixty had played well (and would again in subsequent alumni games), I was content in the cafeteria, eating hot dogs and hamburgers and not worrying about the outcome of a game and the probability of playing poorly and embarrassing myself.


			Over in the gym everything looked like my old home except the three-point line, which is less than twenty feet in high school. Shots that distance used to go down like free throws. Now they seemed like across-the-river efforts, and almost everything I shot was short until I moved into the fifteen-foot range. My legs felt pretty good, since I didn’t have to play defense or elude opponents to get my shots, and I nailed some jumpers and then walked up into the stands where I shook hands with my eighty-year-old former coach and sat back and watched vigorous young men run up and down the court, trying to convince myself I could still do it if I really wanted.


			July 2007


		




		

			Hoops on the Other Side


			It’s Saturday in art-rich and tourist-clotted Guanajuato, and soon I’ll have a much anticipated chance to watch my first professional basketball game in Mexico, a land traditionally noted for boxing champions and skilled soccer players. Since Thursday I’ve been scouting the city as a potential new home and asking about cost of living – it’s rather high by national standards – and the local basketball team. Where does Abejas play? Are the games usually sold out? Do I need to buy tickets in advance? What time do games start? Most people know who Abejas is, though not with the clarity Angelinos, fans or not, understand the Lakers. About a third think Abejas plays at the University of Guanajuato, an elegant colonial institution of limited space, while the rest correctly say the Municipal Auditorium several miles south of downtown. Some smile at the notion of basketball tickets being hard to get. No one I talk to knows what time games start or has ever been to one.


			In the afternoon I call a taxi company and in comprehensible but inarticulate Spanish set an appointment to be picked up at six in front of my apartment, rented for one week, above a city boasting red, yellow, green, orange, and purple hillside homes. I arrive at the gym at six-thirty and see an attractive white building highlighted by a yellow Abejas logo. At the ticket window I learn tipoffs are at eight, but the young lady says, “There’s no game tonight.”


			“Why?”


			“It’s been suspended.”


			“What happened?”


			“The lights over the court aren’t working.”


			“Here’s my business card. I’m here to write a story about your team. Please let me talk to a team official.”


			She excuses herself and in a few minutes a young man approaches. I’m too concerned about the cancelled game to ask if he’s a potential Pat Riley, and instead inquire, “Can’t they fix the lights?”


			“Not tonight,” he says. “They’ll play this game tomorrow.”


			“What time?”


			“Two p.m. or nine a.m.”


			“In the morning? Which is it?”


			“I don’t know. We’re talking to the league now. Check our page on Facebook. I’ll be back in five minutes.”


			Boxes of candy, chips, sodas, beers, and hot dogs are stacked in front of the gym, and concessionaires start carrying them inside. I hope that bodes well, but the Abejas employee does not return so I ask to speak to someone else. A young woman steps outside and introduces herself as Karina Raya, manager of communications.


			“I saw Abejas play Halcones of Xalapa on TV last night. But the game wasn’t played last night, was it?”


			“No,” she says, “it was delayed a few days.”


			“Aren’t your games on live TV and radio?”


			“No. They’re so expensive.”


			“Radio and TV should be paying you to broadcast your games.”


			“I agree. But it’s difficult.”


			Indeed. Basketball in Mexico has the meager status of soccer in the United States forty years ago and needs time to become part of the culture. The National Professional Basketball League was founded only fourteen years ago. Forty franchises have folded. Three joined the league in two thousand twelve, Abejas three years earlier.


			The lady from the ticket booth emerges and says, “There’s going to be a game tonight.”


			“Muy bueno.”


			I buy a “VIP” ticket for a hundred forty pesos, about twelve bucks, and enter a congenial basketball facility. My seat is actually a sofa – all are black or white – and coffee tables rest in four spacious rows on each side of the first level. The next level, comprised of traditional red seats, overlooks the court all the way around and offers everyone good views of polished hardwood centered by the bright Abejas logo. Scoreboards at each end indicate ten-minute quarters and large video screens hang high on each side. This may be the most attractive basketball venue in the league, I’m told, though the capacity of about two thousand is the smallest.


			I’d asked for a program but an employee said, “We don’t have them.”


			I later turn to communications chief Raya who responds by laser printing two rosters that provide photos, names, numbers, nationalities – Mexican or extranjero (foreigner) – and league numbers certifying basketball competence, but no heights, weights, or colleges.


			During warmups I think most of the Mexican players from Gansos of Mexico City have roughly the size and skills of junior college cagers in the United States. Each team is limited to three foreign players, in this case African Americans who look like they played in division one. Abejas enters with only eight relatively small players, all but one listed as Mexican citizens, and I sense Gansos is going to rout them, and hope kids in the crowd of about five hundred will enjoy the prowess of the big city guys. Wait, in warmups Abejas is dunking, one hand, both hands, reverses, alley-oops after self-addressed high bounces. They’re also swishing three pointers. Maybe they’ll hang with Mexico City awhile.


			A fellow about twenty appears to take my order and soon delivers nachos with unexpected corn dispersed in cheese and chips.


			“This is great,” I tell the couple next to me.


			“You can’t get better than this for the price,” he says. He’s from Seattle, she from Guadalajara, and they’ve lived in Guanajuato five years.


			“I’m amazed how pretty this place is.”


			“The owners keep improving it,” he says. “Five years ago the roof leaked.”


			“You come often?”


			“Quite a bit. This is the smallest crowd I’ve seen.”


			More fans should’ve come. Guard Roman Andrade plays racehorse all night, pushing the ball up court, creating regular layups, reverse layups, firing passes to teammates open inside and out. Mexico City needs to practice perimeter defense. Andrade and backcourt mate Steve Monreal, both under six feet, singe the nets with three pointers, and so does small forward James Sandoval, who’s a fine leaper and penetrator.


			“Andrade’s exciting,” I say.


			“My favorite player,” says the lady.


			“He’s from Albuquerque,” adds her husband. “The other guard, Monreal, is from Los Angeles. I think they both have dual citizenship so they don’t count against the limit.”


			I never see a stat sheet but don’t need one to feel Abejas hit about seventy percent during a second half of gym-rocking cheers that foretell victory, a hundred five to eighty-five. Afterward, kids rush onto the court and shoot baskets at both ends. That’s the way to make lifelong fans.


			My post-game task, as a tourist without car or Mexican cell phone, is less gleeful. There’s no pay phone in the gym, but I don’t worry much. It’s easy to get a taxi downtown, and I assume down here, too. I’ll just walk down Villa Seca, a street of bumpy surfaces and rough-looking bars and restaurants. Many taxis pass. Most are full. I wave to all of them. Those empty must be heading toward calls. I still don’t ask to use any phones on Villa Seca. Around the corner I head to an open-front, working class restaurant facing the main highway divided by a high chain-link fence.


			“Can I use your phone, por favor, I don’t have one?”


			“Sorry. No.”


			Should’ve tried a tip first. I move to the next restaurant and offer a customer twenty pesos, about a dollar fifty, to use his cell phone. He appears ready to agree before saying his phone doesn’t have enough time. This restaurant also lacks a public phone, and employees are uninterested in a stranded tourist. For fifteen minutes I stand roadside, waving and hollering as taxis race by. A young waiter comes over, cell phone in hand, and asks, “Who do you want me to call?”


			I give him phone numbers of two taxi companies. He calls each three times and tells me, “Sorry, no one’s answering. It’s a busy week.”


			Saturday two days after Christmas in downtown Guanajuato is like a compressed San Francisco at rush hour aggravated by hordes of strollers. But this isn’t city center. It’s a hardscrabble suburb. People aren’t on the streets hailing taxis. One is bound to stop. Fifteen minutes later, no one has. Maybe the other side of the freeway. No one’s over there but it’s well-lit and heads toward town. A few hundred yards ahead there’s an overpass for pedestrians. Thinking don’t do it, I do it. I walk up the structure, over the freeway, and down the opposite side and pick a bright spot to resume gesticulating and shouting. Here all the headlights are hitting me in the eyes. It’s been about an hour since I left the gym, and I’m getting tired and impatient.


			A short and slender fellow approaches, both hands in coat pockets. He’s studying me and I him. What’s he got in there? He’s getting close. How old is he? Maybe eighteen. He’s a handsome boy who could star on a TV show and is probably not dangerous.


			“Hola, where are you going?”


			“Toward downtown,” I say.


			“Me, too. I think a taxi will come soon.”


			What a soothsayer. In seconds a car eases over. On the windshield a sign promises “Taxi Seguro,” secure taxi. There’s no taxi company sign on the passenger door. I haven’t seen the other side. The boy hops in the front seat. I get in back and the driver pulls away.


			“How much to go to Privada de Portales, above the city?” I ask. All passengers, especially tourists, should establish prices before departure.


			Suddenly, I’m no longer worried about money. I’m looking at the rearview-mirror reflection of a grim gray man who sneers, “We’ll decide the price when we get there.”


			“I want to know now.”


			He accelerates to about seventy miles per hour and glances at the boy who taps the driver’s right ankle with his left foot.


			“I said, ‘How much?’”


			He ignores me. What a fool I am, an experienced traveler in Mexico, riding behind two men in the front seat of a speeding car. They can take me anywhere. I can’t jump out now. But I can’t let them get me to an isolated place where they, and accomplices in wait, may shoot or stab me. Maybe I should punch the driver in the head. Punch him and then punch the boy. Then I’ll duck before the crash. But maybe I’ll have an opportunity to jump out. I’ll do that at the next red light. I’ll kick the door open and flee.


			“Listen, I don’t want to go to my apartment. I only want to go downtown (el centro), to Teatro Juarez. Many people are there.”


			They don’t respond. I listen for clues and swear I’ll try something if he drives by any Centro signs. If I don’t, this may be it. I feel sick.


			Finally, the old man asks, “What time is it?”


			“Eleven oh three,” says the boy.


			There’s the Centro sign. What if he doesn’t take it? Strike or jump out. Maybe both. He takes it. But maybe he’s going to drive into some Guanajuato alley or up into hills of colorful houses now darkened.


			“Stop right here,” I order. “Let me out and I’ll give you a hundred pesos.”


			He pulls over and I jump out and hand the boy the equivalent of eight bucks, and he gives it to the old man. Then the boy steps out and, heading for crowded streets in a Guanajuato night, says, “Hasta la vista.”


			* * *


			Two days later, Monday afternoon, I call communications director Karina Raya, who hasn’t arrived at work, and leave a message that I’d like some help getting a taxi after the game against the Soles of Mexicali that evening. When I arrive I smile at blonde and well-groomed Raya and say, “It’s pretty hard to find a taxi here. I need a Mexican cell phone.”


			“Don’t worry. I’ll call one for you when I call taxis for the players.”


			“Muchas gracias.”


			This evening Abejas enters the arena with three more players, all from the United States. One is Steffphon Pettigrew, team leader in scoring and rebounding with twenty-one and eight. He and McHugh Mattis missed their return flights after excused holiday visits home. The third addition is team newcomer A’Darius Pegues, a center.


			Abejas, with an eleven and fourteen record, needs this infusion of size and athleticism against seventeen-and-nine Soles. One would expect massive Mexico City to attract more talent than the dreary desert of Mexicali but that’s not the case. In this league the Halcones of Xalapa, a moderate-size city in Veracruz, have been comparable to the San Antonio Spurs, winning four titles and thrice finishing second. Mexicali also has some Spurs in them, thrashing Abejas early as Matthew Bryan-Amaning swats shots and scores inside while sharpshooting teammates strike from outside. Mexicali coach Ivan Deniz O’Donell then rescues his stunned opponents, inexplicably benching Bryan-Amaning for an extended second-quarter stretch during which the local big men score inside and swift guards Roman Andrade and Steve Monreal either penetrate or nail threes to make a close game.


			The Soles reassert themselves in the second half, and about fifteen hundred fans urge Abejas to battle a more talented opponent that leads by twelve in the fourth quarter. A’Darius Pegues, using his large body, plays good defense to prevent Bryan-Amaning from further dominating the game, but Mexicali leads eighty-four to seventy-eight with two-thirty to go. Steve Monreal then steals a pass and has an easy breakaway layup he declines by throwing the ball off the board so Stepphon Pettigrew can snare it en route to a slam generating one of the loudest roars I’ve heard, the small gym serving as an echo chamber. If I’d been the coach and that play hadn’t converted, I’d have fined Monreal two games pay and Pettigrew one. I may have fined them anyway. Don’t increase degree of difficulty when you’re trailing late in the game. I’m not worried, though. I may be screaming, too.


			Abejas soon ties the game at eighty-four and gets the ball back, fritters time, and, after Soles knocks it out of bounds, has an inbounds pass on the visitor’s baseline with two seconds on the shot clock and forty-five in the game. Roman Andrade, as noted above, is under six-feet, yet he’s assigned to throw the inbound pass while a big body and long arms obstruct his view. He overthrows Steve Monreal but even-shorter Steve dashes back and retrieves the ball just in front of half court on the left side and with his laser left launches a set shot that banks in, putting Abejas ahead by three. No exaggeration: bring ear muffs in case these guys are in a close game. Everyone’s standing. Even Mexicali fans may be cheering that shot.


			Soles gets no closer and Guanajuato wins ninety-three to eighty-nine in one of the most enjoyable games I’ve seen in years. Kids from this city of one hundred thousand, girls and boys, rush onto the court, pounding basketballs and rattling rims. I watch at courtside, as communications director Raya promised I could, waiting for the players to relax in their dressing room before most exit wearing uniforms under their warm-up gear. I see grim Mexicali coach Ivan Deniz O’Donell who must regret keeping shot-blocker Matthew Bryan-Amaning seated too long in the second quarter. I doubt he’ll do so again. Right now I’m more interested in culture and introduce myself to the first player who comes out.


			“I’m Greg Preer,” he says, shaking hands. “Playing here is a great experience. I love talking to people in the community. I was raised in a bilingual family and am fluent in Spanish. My mother’s from Mexico.”


			“I understand that taxis are taking you guys home. Do you drive here?”


			“We don’t drive. The team has a deal with a taxi company, and anytime we want to go somewhere we just call them.”


			“Do you pay rent?”


			“No, our rent is free so we live on less than most people. You can live really well here on three thousand dollars a month. ”


			“Now, I’m not asking you personally, but about how much do some of the guys get paid in this league?”


			“In Guanajuato we make six thousand dollars a month. Guys on some of the better-established teams make more.”


			“That’s pretty damn good with all the perks.”


			“It sure is.”


			“Where are you from?”


			“Akron. I played at St. Vincent St. Mary’s High School, same school as LeBron James. I was still in junior high when he graduated. He’s a good friend.”


			“Where’d you play college ball?”


			“Whittier College. I averaged seventeen points a game. The last two seasons I played in Leon, about forty miles west of here, and averaged fourteen a game. I didn’t play tonight, though.”


			Next I talk to A’Darius Pegues, a very large man.


			“How do you like playing in Mexico?” I ask.


			“I love it, but I’ve only been here three days. This was my first game.”


			“I’ve been here longer than that, five days. Where have you been playing?”


			“I played five months in Latvia and averaged ten points, eight rebounds, and one block. We could’ve had a better team but our guards were only seventeen or eighteen. I also had a good Euro League game with eighteen points, eight rebounds, and three blocks.”


			“Where’d you play college ball?”


			“Two years at Western Kentucky.”


			“You’re kidding. I was born in Bowling Green.”


			A’Darius Pegues smiles and places a big hand on each of my shoulders and says, “That’s great.”


			“Western has a helluva basketball tradition. I followed them back in the sixties when they had Clem Haskins. I lived in California by then but was still a fan.”


			“I’m very good friends with Clem. We talk on the phone a lot. I always look forward to that.”


			“They had a great team in sixty-seven,” I say. “Haskins was a first-team All American, and Greg and Dwight Smith were outstanding players, too. Those guys integrated Southern basketball. Before then, division one ball was all white. After their success – two straight appearances in the NCAA Tournament – Adolf Rupp at Kentucky and other big schools in the South had to recruit black players.


			“Early in Haskins’ final season he broke his wrist, and after missing several games played with a cast on his right forearm. It made shooting difficult or they would’ve beaten Dayton and Don May in the tournament. Dayton ended up going to the Final Four and getting drilled by UCLA. Western would’ve definitely played better than Dayton with Haskins healthy, and I think could’ve given UCLA a good game. But nobody was going to beat the Bruins. Have you talked to Clem about the Smith brothers?”


			“No,” he says.


			“Here.” I write: “Clem, Dwight, Greg, integration, 1964-67.”


			“Just read that to Clem. That’s all you’ll need. He scored twenty points a game one season in the NBA and had a few other good years. Dwight was a year older than Greg, six-five, and a great all around player, offense, defense, rebounding. The Lakers drafted him in the second round when there were a lot fewer teams in the league. He would’ve been an excellent player for many years. After the sixty-seven season he was killed in a car wreck. Greg was driving. The roads had been flooded and their car went off the road. Their sister in the backseat also died. She and Dwight drowned in a rain-swollen ditch.


			“Thankfully, Greg survived. He went on to play with Kareem (Abdul Jabbar) in Milwaukee and started at forward when the Bucks won the NBA title. He was a powerful rebounder for a guy six-five.”


			“Wait a minute,” says Pegues. “Kareem played in Milwaukee? And won a title there?”


			“Damn right. Nineteen seventy-one. Young people only associate him with the Lakers, but he got a ring in Milwaukee, too. By the way, good job tonight. There’s no way Abejas wins without you. You slowed down Matthew Bryan-Amaning.”


			“The guy’s a beast,” Pegues says. “There are a lot of good players down here.”


			I look at huge, cut biceps expanding his warm-up jacket and say, “You’re in damn good shape. Do you lift weights?”


			“Yeah, I was only six-ten and one-ninety-eight when I got to Western and two-fifty when I left two years later.”


			I thank A’Darius Pegues, who redshirted his first year to concentrate on studies at Western Kentucky and just before the following season tore an ACL ligament. Frustrated, he transferred to two other schools before finishing his collegiate career at Campbellsville University in Kentucky. His international sojourn then began.


			Now, what about the Mexicali phenom, Matthew Bryan-Amaning? He’s six-ten, two-forty, has an eighty-seven-inch wingspan, and averaged fifteen points and eight rebounds for the University of Washington in 2011. That year he had college career bests of thirty points and seven blocks against Arizona State, in separate games, and fifteen rebounds versus Oregon State. He was projected as a late second round pick but went undrafted. Scouts praised his athletic ability, shot blocking, and scoring close to the rim, but some said he lacked a face-up offensive game, didn’t handle the ball well, and was a “better off-ball defender than on-ball (and) too often allows his man to get where and what he wants.”


			He posted modest numbers for New Orleans and Chicago in recent NBA summer league play and averaged eight points and three rebounds in the Adriatic league two years ago and, this year, eleven and four for Olympique Antiles in France. He’s been in Mexicali a couple of months and playing like he did in college, rejecting and disrupting shots, dunking, and scoring on short shots softly delivered. It’s stunning a player so good can’t play in the ultimate league and tempting to conclude NBA executives are wrong. But barring his entrance at power forward are incumbents Tim Duncan, Dirk Nowitzki, Anthony Davis, Blake Griffin, Zach Randolph, Kevin Love, LaMarcus Aldridge, Pau Gasol, David Lee, Greg Monroe, and plenty of others who, amazingly, are beastlier than Matthew Bryan-Amaning. That’s impressive, and perhaps I should say scary.
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