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Chapter1








December 2 


Los Angeles Lasers Record: 12-4






The first thing everybody told Kwaanzii Parker was not to blow a hundred grand of his signing money on a ride. Which is precisely what he did. “Gonna get me a phat crib, but the ride’s gotta come first, yo,” he said. Kwaanzii’s selection was a Robitussin-purple Jaguar with plates that readKINGKWAAN ! Like most professional athletes, Kwaanzii tooled around in an automobile equipped with a jet engine, two elaborate hood ornaments, neon underbelly, and the vanity plates. But he just hated it when somebody recognized him.




Kwaanzii, a tender eighteen, was eight months removed from his high-school prom—which he attended with rap star Shabeera Slade, an event that rated five minutes on BET—and seven months removed from his high school graduation, which he passed up in favor of Shaq’s All-Star Super Jamaica Jam. From the time he was an AAU star in Las Vegas at the wizened age of thirteen, King Kwaan was in the E-ZPass lane to the National Basketball Federation, never a thought that he would spend so much as one night on a college campus, unless, as one recruiter put it, “He was making a weekend booty call.”




Kwaanzii had developed a close personal relationship with an older Los Angeles Laser teammate, point guard Litanium “Tribal Cat” Johnson, one based entirely on an overlapping pharmacological aesthetic and a willingness to reach excessive speeds on the highway. Litanium was currently hiding from the public in an orange Lamborghini Gallardo with plates that readYR O DA CAT . Tribal Cat called Kwaanzii a “Jag fag,” though secretly he admired the teenager’s ride and pondered picking up one himself, though at the moment he was, to paraphrase his accountant, “slightly cash deficient.”




The players bonded when, back in early October, they happened to pull out of media day together and begin a friendly race along Figueroa Street in downtown Los Angeles. Kwaanzii won that one, which didn’t sit well with Litanium, who the next day kicked it up to 125 mph and nipped Kwaanzii. Litanium christened their competition Drag Club and felt much pride when it spread throughout the team. Litanium had always considered himself a leader. Quoting one of his favorite movies, Litanium often counseled his teammates, “First rule of Drag Club is you do not talk about Drag Club.”




Litanium and Kwaanzii were the most avid participants of Drag Club, though. They had raced a dozen times, and Litanium, nothing if not an inveterate competitor, secretly kept a log of the results. Much to his dismay, the rookie had won eight of their showdowns. Litanium considered their races a show of esprit de corps—“closing the generational gap,” as he put it—while Lasers coach John Watson, who was almost sideswiped by Litanium as he pulled out of practice one day, called them “brain-dead assholes racing to the morgue.”




Having begun as a daylight activity, Drag Club had lately moved to the nocturnal hours. And tonight, as Litanium saw it, seemed ideal for a chapter meeting. Following a 101–83 victory over Seattle, most of the team was scattered about The Vines, a trendy nightclub near Malibu owned by a close friend of Lasers owner Owen Padgett. The occasion was a commemoration of Coach Watson’s fiftieth, though the evening’s business—a desultory rendering of “Happy Birthday” and the presentation of a laptop to Watson, a confirmed Luddite—was over quickly. Litanium had played well with eighteen points and eleven assists, and Kwaanzii hadn’t played at all. (Watson didn’t have much faith in rookies.) Litanium figured that Kwaanzii would be angry and distracted.




Litanium wasn’t eager to convene a meeting of Drag Club in front of Watson. But he knew he could do it on the sly, since the birthday boy sat alone in a far corner of The Vines, nursing a ginger ale, lost in his own dark thoughts. A former star player, Watson was a recovering addict who missed the halcyon days of cocaine and Jack Daniel’s, even though a formidable coupling of the two had on several occasions landed him in the slammer, and, finally, in a thirty-day dryout at the ten-thousand-dollar-a-week Rush Limbaugh Clinic.




He emerged committed to sobriety but, as he saw it, a far less interesting personality; when pressed, friends and family had to agree. The laptop sat unopened at his side. Watson still wrote out his game plans in longhand and his inability to open his e-mails had once caused the Lasers’ internal system to crash. The gift was, as Watson saw it, another indication that Padgett didn’t really know him, as well as a dead giveaway that the owner was on the board of directors of the computer company and got the damn thing for free.




As for Litanium, he had to weigh the prospect of a race against the prospect of going home with one of the two fine ladies with whom he and Kwaanzii were consorting at the main bar. The women said they were “freelance actresses,” though they were vague about their resumes, and Litanium thought that one of them looked suspiciously like an enthusiastic supporting player in one of his pornos. At the moment, Kwaanzii, draining his fourth underage Heineken, was running through his list of favorite shows on the WB and was only up to Tuesday.




Upstairs in the VIP room of The Vines, meanwhile, the mind of Lorenzen Mayne, the Lasers’ captain and franchise player, was far from Drag Club. By unwritten edict, the VIP room was off-limits to the team, unless Owen Padgett summoned a particular player for a meeting, which had been the case this evening. The VIP room was stocked (and restocked) daily with Johnny Walker Black, Pellegrino, caviar, and a minimum of two stunning hostesses, and the owner felt quite at home there.




Padgett had bought the Lasers four years earlier, plunking down 425 million of his own dollars, a portion of the billion he had inherited from his father, Preston Padgett, who, before his fifth and final coronary, had been the nation’s largest bulk garbage collector. Owen was mortified that his largesse came from the remains of last night’s dinner, and, in interviews, tried never to mention his father, subtly selling the angle that he was self-made. When Owen had to mention the old man, Preston was alternately a “refuse magnate” or a “sanitation czar.” At any rate, Owen ran hard from his past, carefully cultivating the image of a maverick. At age twenty-five, he had made the cover ofFortune , adorned with an ironic Bob Seger and the Silver Bullet Band T-shirt. Owen was on the cover again three years later after he bought the Lasers, posing with an electric guitar around his neck and a sneer on his face. “I’m in the house, and the NBF will never be the same!” read the cover line.




Even more than he considered himself an entrepreneur, Padgett saw himself as a shrewd judge of human nature. Most profiles written about him said that he would’ve gone for his doctorate in psychology if, as he put it, “the money thing” hadn’t gotten in the way. Two things about human nature he knew. First, in a group, particularly a small group such as a basketball team, it is of crucial importance to get the ear of the leader. Second, when you talk to a guy, do it on your turf. The VIP room was his turf and Lorenzen Mayne was clearly the leader of the Lasers.




Tall, broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped, and handsome, Lo Mayne looked every part the leader. He had reached his height (six feet, six inches) by degrees, rather than in one awkward spurt, and he moved with an easy-jointed grace, perfect in every way save the pigeon-toed walk that became more pronounced in competition. Lo hadn’t lost any of his hair—in his rookie season he had even worn a throwback Afro in homage to Julius Erving—and he couldn’t for the life of him understand why anyone would shave his head. He kept his hair stylishly short. He had worn a mustache (to make him look older) in his first year in the league and tried what Coach Watson called “a starter-set goatee” in the second, but now he was clean-shaven. Lo would’ve looked comfortable in a white tux coat and black silk pants, singing in a fifties nightclub, like one of the Platters.




Still, in the VIP room, Mayne did feel uncomfortable. Four times he had declined one of the brunettes’ invitations to “try the Beluga” and waited for Padgett to tell him why he had been summoned. “You don’t like caviar, Lo?” Padgett asked. Apparently, caviar refusal was a capital offense in the VIP room, so he scooped some up with a cracker.




“Now, Lo, here’s what I been thinking,” said Padgett. “We’re going along pretty well. Not the best team in the league but one of them. But we’re not real exciting. People don’t look at us like must-see hoops.”




“Well, I always thought winning was the bottom line,” said Lo. “Didn’t matter how you did it as long as you did it.”




Padgett shook his head. “That’s old-school thinking, and I appreciate it,” he said. “That’s why you were great. That’s why you’restill great. But I gotta look at it from a couple different angles. Like, the angle of putting butts in the seats.”




“And?” said Lo.




“And so I been thinking about the kid. Kwaanzii. I wanna tell…I wannaencourage John to use him more. Maybe even start him.”




Lo shrugged.




“What was the biggest story with this franchise last season?” said Padgett. “Making the playoffs and getting beat in the first round? You being named the damn Chic Cologne player of the month a couple times, no offense intended? No, the biggest story was us trading up so we could draft Kwaanzii after the season. The fans were all over it. Now we’ve gotta get them more of him.”




Lo was torn. He didn’t believe that a kid who thought setting a pick had something to do with a hairbrush should get much playing time. Lo was no throwback but he was old-school enough to believe that a young man could learn something in college. Lo himself had attended the University of North Carolina for two years and during that time had even shown up at roughly half of his classes, real ones, too, like Introduction to Psychology and Principles of Assistant Coaching. “That college shit rubs off,” he often said. On the other hand, Lo felt that coaches were too conservative about breaking in young talent. As a rookie, Lo himself had sat on the bench for a month under the regime of the previous coach, Dean DeShue, and when DeShue finally came to his senses and played him, Lo averaged nineteen points a game and was named Ikea Rookie of the Year.




“Look, think this over,” Padgett said. “I’m glad we had this time to talk. Early meeting in Studio City tomorrow, so I gotta get going. I guess you heard about the show?”




Lo spread his hands.




“My reality show,” said Padgett, his voice now animated. “Second-season replacement that’s gonna start in January. I’m exec-producing and starring.”




Man, thought Lorenzen,they’ll put anything on TV .















Chapter2










After a series of desperate attempts, Harrison Brewster had whiffed with the co-eds at the Anchor Bar. Ushered out after last call, he returned to the dorm, Prescott Hall, for a customary game of “nocturnal solitaire.” Prescott, one of the oldest dorms at Yale, has served as the living quarters for three U.S. presidents, eight governors, and countless congressmen. It is a gorgeous, graceful gothic building that plays prominently on most architectural tours of New England.




The interior is considerably less decorous. The halls are perfumed with a mix of pot, incense, and adolescent sweat generated on the intramural fields; the floors are covered with Budweiser-stained carpeting; a marble lobby has been turned into a public computer center, used mostly for illegal downloads and late-night sojourns to porn sites; the walls are festooned with neon-colored fliers calling attention to “A rally of solidarity on behalf of marginalized Ugandan fruit-pickers” and a dorm ski trip to Stowe organized by the Young Republicans.




As Harrison entered his two-room suite overlooking a courtyard, it was illuminated with the fuzzy glow from the computer screen. His roommate, Jamal Kelly, was still up, combing through the late box scores of the NBF’s West Coast games. A tall and plainly handsome Will Smith lookalike—albeit with a silly collegiate soul patch—Jamal was technically a senior majoring in political science. But lately he had devoted the bulk of his time to all things related to the National Basketball Federation. He had even spliced the dorm cable and run it to his and Harrison’s televisions, enabling him to watch two games at once.




A math whiz with a savantlike gift for statistics, Jamal had created what he called “Sabermetrics for Hoops.” It started innocently enough. Early in his junior year, he was watching a game when the announcer described a player with the hoariest cliché:Jackson is so valuable because he does things that don’t show up in the box score . The cartoon bulb above Jamal’s head illuminated.Well, maybe the box score needs to be changed .




With a lot of trial and error and a lot of regression analysis, Jamal created a battery of statistics that, he believed, anyway, were more meaningful and revealing than traditional metrics, such as points, rebounds, and assists. Running the numbers through his system, he could determine which players helped their team’s average performance and which hurt it—the basketball equivalent of hockey’s plus-minus system. He could tell which players ranked highest in retrieving loose balls, which lineups were the most effective, which players were worth their contracts.




What started as a pet exercise evolved into Jamal’s final project for his Game Theory course. It earned him an A and, while his bearded, epically halitosised professor was no basketball fan—“How come there are no statistics for Yale’s NBF team?” he once asked Jamal—the analysis earned Jamal the Hersch Undergraduate Ingenuity Prize and a story on page one of theNew York Times sports section.




This year, Jamal had put his statistical model to use in his three fantasy leagues. Though it was early in the season, his teams were in first place by preposterously large margins. Several other “owners” had already said they were quitting if Jamal kept his teams in competition the following season. “It’s like getting in a physics game with Einstein,” one of them said. Jamal was increasingly confident that he had created a groundbreaking analytical tool, though it also served to intensify a relationship with the NBF that was already close to obsessive. Having spent one too many dinners competing for attention with a game unfolding over her shoulder, Katerina Johansson, Jamal’s exchange student girlfriend, had recently dumped him. He had also stopped IMing the sophomore hottie with whom he had reliably trysted for most of last year. He figured those extra few minutes were better spent running his numbers.




“Dude, you’re sick,” Harrison said, kicking off a pair of cowboy boots Jamal had always assumed his roomie wore to offset hisMayflower -sounding name. “It’s your senior year and you’re a rotisserie geek.”




“Yeah, I’d be better off dropping forty bones at the Anchor,” Jamal said, “all so I can come back and wrestle the eel.”




“Hey, at least I’ll be doing it thinking of chicks and not seven-footers who can run the floor.”




Jamal shrugged. “Anyway, Lasers won. Beat Seattle 101–83.”




“I’ll make some calls,” said Brewster. “See if I can get a campus celebration together.”




Jamal ignored him. “I’m running some Laser numbers. Litanium had a big night. Watson didn’t play the kid again.”




Jamal had always been a decent basketball player. In middle school he was a backup guard on a Brooklyn AAU team with guys who went on to play in college, though he suspected that his older brother’s hoops history had as much to do with it as anything else. Jamal played on his freshman team in high school before getting cut from the junior varsity as a sophomore. Though he never sprouted past six-one, he was one of Yale’s better intramural players. As much as playing basketball, he loved watching the game: the ballet, the poetry, the improvisation. While he couldn’t afford to go to many NBF games as he was growing up in New York City, he had always known the league the way Huck Finn knew the Mississippi. Between poring over box scores, reading all manner of pro hoops publications, and playing beaucoup NBF games on his Sega Dreamcast, Jamal had a frightening familiarity with every player in the league. Harrison would sometimes flip randomly to a page in the basketball guides stacked against the wall and call out a name.Montel Mack! Jamal would dutifully play along, reciting the player’s year of birth, college team, height, weight, and scoring average from the previous season. The depth of Jamal’s addiction had been laid bare earlier in the semester when he skipped a Comparative Politics class to catch an afternoon Developmental League game between Roanoke and Fayetteville on (spliced) ESPN2.




Jamal knew the pop psychology explanation. As college was drawing to a close, he was wrapping himself up in the familiar—basketball—so he didn’t have to deal with so much of the swirling uncertainty in his life. All of his classmates, it seemed, had ironclad game plans for after graduation. They were lining up jobs and fellowships or landing roster spots in med schools. Jamal was a free agent. When he got the inevitable question that torments all seniors—“What are your plans for next year?”—Jamal gave a stock answer about “keeping lots of irons in the fire.”




His mother, Betty, was lead vocalist in the nagging chorus. Mostly to soothe her anxiety, Jamal had followed the path of least resistance and taken the LSAT with vague designs of going to law school. The same way other kids in the neighborhood could naturally dribble a ball as if it were an extension of their arms, Jamal had a sixth sense for standardized tests. With a little studying and less sleep the night before—after all, Portland was playing Dallas in a critically important November game—Jamal had posted the equivalent of a forty-point, twenty-rebound game on the test. When law schools got wind of an African-American kid from Yale with killer test scores, a solid GPA, and some kind of prize-winning, esoteric statistical system, they all but prostrated themselves before him. Jamal had some sense of what it felt like to be a stud recruit. In the course of a week, unnaturally chipper representatives from law schools at Columbia, Boston College, NYU, and Michigan all called Jamal with a sales pitch, invariably making mention of a “diverse student body.” Each made it clear, not just that he would be admitted, but that he needn’t worry about tuition. Yet every time he sat down to fill out the applications, he felt a tug at his soul and found a reason to put it off—usually having something to do with a basketball game.




Jamal actually had a small aperture into the front office of the Los Angeles Lasers, his favorite team once the New York Gothams had traded their longtime star center, an act of unforgivable disloyalty in Jamal’s eyes. During the fall semester, Jamal’s econometrics professor, Matt McQuade, had asked to see him after class. A California transplant in his early forties given to wearing Diesel jeans and shoes without socks, McQuade barely looked up from his computer screen. “Hey, you think Phoenix should have made that trade for Johnson and Woods last night?”




Trick question?“Um, yeah,” he said. “They filled a need at the guard spot. Woods plays better in high-scoring games and Johnson plays better against teams in the West—so both should do well in Phoenix. Plus they freed up some cap space for the off-season. Anywhere from five to eight million dollars as I see it.” Then came an awkward pause. “Can I ask why?”




McQuade finally looked up. “Someone told me before the semester that you’re a boy genius. They called you ‘TheMoneyball Kid.’ Guess you came up with all these amazing metrics for evaluating NBF players. I was talking about it with a buddy of mine who’s big into basketball and I told him this kid in my Monday–Wednesday is so amped about the NBF that he does his own statistical analysis and reads over the printouts while I’m lecturing.”




“Sorry, professor,” Jamal said sheepishly.




“No, it’s cool. It’d be one thing if you were failing, but you obviously get the material. Anyway, this friend of mine wanted to know your opinion of the trade. He cares so much because he owns the Lasers—”




Like a character in a bad sitcom, Jamal came close to performing a spit take with his bottled water. “Owen Padgett?” he said. “Owen Padgett’s your friend?”




“We were in a band together at Pepperdine. Big career mistake he made not joining me in grad school, huh? Anyway, he asks me from time to time if there any are bright kids he can hire. Be happy to pass on your name if you’d ever want to—”




“That would be unbelievable.”




“Cool. I’ll give him your e-mail. And I’ll tell him what you said about Phoenix.”




For the next few days, Jamal could scarcely concentrate during class or even on the intramural fields, visions of a plum NBF job dancing in his head. He had even written a small script in anticipation of Padgett’s call. But that was more than a month ago and Jamal hadn’t heard anything from the Lasers.















Chapter3










Time to be gettin’ on, Kwaanz,” said Litanium, tapping his watch. “Curfew and all that.”




“I was thinking I’d maybe stick around, Cat,” said the rookie. “Talk a little bit more to Leesha here.” He leaned over and whispered to Litanium, “I think I can tap this shit.”




“I told you before it’s A-lee-sha,” said the possible actress, who was at least a decade older than Kwaanzii. “Three syllables.” Apparently the WB run-




through had not been a successful seduction tool.




“Yeah? Well, you been disrespecting me all night, saying my name as Kwan-zee. It’s Kwaaaan-Ziiiii. You gotta draw that shit out.”




“Young fella has motherfuckin’ As and Is all over that first name,” said Litanium. “Takes some getting used to.”




“Are you leaving too, honey?” asked Litanium’s possible actress, whose name was either Kitten or Kristen.




“Yeah, we gotta go,” Litanium said. “Kwaanz, you get these two fine ladies’ phone numbers and we will definitely be in touch.”




“I look like your bitch?” said Kwaanzii.




But Litanium was already gone, looking around for Drag Club candidates. Shane Donnelly, the Lasers’ hulking power forward, who spent much of his time on injured reserve nursing maladies (gastritis, chronic ingrown toenails, impetigo, and soft tissue injuries) that were undetectable by X-ray, had frequently joined Litanium and Kwaanzii in his shamrock-green Porsche 911 Turbo. But, alas, Donnelly had disappeared into the kitchen and, presumably, out the back door with the twenty-one-year-old daughter of The Vines’ owner.




Ricardo “Buenos” Diaz had bought himself a little red Corvette when he became Paraguay’s first NBF player, and was glad to have been welcomed into Drag Club. Diaz had grown up in Asunción, as most Paraguayans do, and in his section of the city there were no traffic lights. Driving at felonious speeds without the inconvenience of stopping was a natural for him, and he continuously babbled about “mas and mas car races” until Litanium silenced him. But Buenos was otherwise engaged, relaxing with Denise “Cherry Pie” Holstrum, the choreographer of the Laserettes dance team, who had just finished giving him one of her patented backrubs. Cherry Pie used her backrub—her promotional literature touted her as a “licensed massage therapist”—as a way of introducing herself to all the new players, though she had an inviolate policy on fooling around: no sleeping with a Laser until after All-Star Weekend.




“Mañana maybe?” Buenos asked hopefully.




“No mañana,” Cherry Pie said good-naturedly.




But Buenos was going to hang in there.




Another enthusiastic Drag Club member was James Taylor, a lightning-quick swingman who was, improbably, a Caucasian and thus inevitably known to the public as Sweet Baby James. Taylor longed desperately to be an African-American, though, and wanted everyone to call him Melvin. He was not successful in this and his teammates mostly called him “Em,” short for Eminem. His ride was a coal-black Dodge Viper. Litanium noticed that Sweet Baby James was chatting up two African-American models, the only phylum of female he considered dating, and nothing would deter him from those appointed rounds.




B. D. Lake, the Lasers’ starting center, a self-professed Internet-ordained minister and self-proclaimed “born-again virgin,” had railed against Drag Club as “an execretious display of automotive amorality.” But one day he pulled out of practice in his celestial-blue Lotus Esprit, the one with a vanity bumper sticker that readB.D. IS GOING TO HEAVEN—WHAT ABOUT YOU ? and spotted Em’s Viper. Next thing B.D. knew, he was in a furious hundred-mile-per-hour duel, which he won. “It’s like the devil hisself has his hands on the wheel,” said B.D. “I think the Lord is testing me.” To date, B.D. had taken a half dozen such tests.




But B.D. was trying desperately to hold the attention of his guest for the evening, a well-groomed, gray-haired man named Wilson Wesley, a best-selling author of religious tomes. B.D. had invited Wesley to The Vines both to explain his concept of “born-again virginity” and to discuss potential coauthorship of an inspirational book entitledAround the Rim of Righteousness . Wesley said he would need more time to think about the book deal, and that he would have to “seek God’s counsel” on regenerative virginity. Actually, Wesley had been distracted most of the evening by the enthusiastic chiropractic work of Cherry Pie Holstrum.




“My, that dance person is a live wire, isn’t she?” Wesley commented to B.D.




“She’s a child,” said B.D., “of Satan.”




Litanium’s search continued. He knew not even to ask Abraham Oka Kobubee, a handsome, smooth-skinned backup center from Djibouti. Kobubee, known universally as A-Okay, dared not even urinate unless first granted permission from his wife, a plain-looking American woman named Betty Jo who had met him during an anthropology trip to his godforsaken country just north of Ethiopia. Betty Jo was the only Laser wife who regularly attended team functions, and on this night they sat together in a far corner. Earlier in the evening Betty Jo thought she had detected her husband stealing a glance at one of the Laser cheerleaders and immediately exiled him behind a post.




Nor were Willie Wainwright and Clarence Wolff candidates. Wainwright, a heavily muscled backup guard who grew up in Pittsburgh, had gotten into a bad automobile accident as a senior—his best friend was killed—and he was one of the few athletes on the planet who drove at a sensible speed. And Wolff, a spindly, poetry-writing, macrobiotic-dieting reserve forward out of Princeton, “the unlikeliest black man this side of Al Roker” as Coach Watson called him, didn’t even own a car. He got by with a twelve-speed bicycle, public transportation (such as it was in L.A.), and the considerable largesse of friends.




The stalwarts of the Lasers’ public relations staff, director Henry Shenk and assistant Evan Peterwicz, sat at the main bar, staring into their respective drinks, Dewar’s, neat, for Shenk, Diet Coke for Peterwicz. Over the years they had morphed so dolefully into a single spiritless entity that the reporters covering the Lasers had taken to referring to them as the monolithic “Shenkawicz.” Manny Burnett, the Lasers’ general manager, insisted that Shenkawicz attend every team affair, even the informal ones. Burnett said it was “in case any news broke out,” but, really, it was in case any trouble had to be swept under the bearskin. At a similar function two years ago Litanium had splintered a pool cue over the head of a Laser fan, and last season a near-riot ensued when three of Shane Donnelly’s love interests showed up simultaneously. Litanium was desperate for competitors. But not that desperate. Anyway, both drove station wagons.




Litanium had all but concluded it was going to be another two-man duel between him and Kwaanzii when he spotted Lorenzen Mayne coming down the circular stairs from the VIP room. Lo, who piloted a gunmetal Hummer, had indulged in Drag Club only once, finishing second in a three-man scrum with Kwaanzii and Buenos Diaz. Reckless driving actually scared Lo, and he thought about bringing up the dangers of Drag Club at a team meeting. He never did, though, rationalizing that Laser team chemistry was so combustible that anything that brought the players together, including high-risk behavior that didn’t contravene the league’s drug policy, could be considered beneficial.




“Yo, Lo, you in tonight?” said Litanium. “You looking a little depressed after your meeting. What’d the man tell you?”




Lo shook his head. “Nah, I better be going.”




“Well, I guarantee you be home faster if you run with the two dawgs here.”




Lo shrugged. The Heinekens did the talking for him. “What the hell,” he said. He put one arm around Litanium and the other around Kwaanzii, who had joined them.




“Remember,” said Litanium, “first rule of Drag Club is you do not talk about Drag Club.”




Kwaanzii looked at him. “Why you always say that?”




“Generation gap,” he said to Lo. “You run into it all the motherfuckin’ time.”




 




MOST OF THE PATRONS WHOleft The Vines turned left and drove down to the Pacific Coast Highway. But if you turned right, Canyon Road continued into the hills, dead-ending after two miles. It was the most deserted area of Los Angeles. Every few years, a hunting dog or a solitary jogger would come upon a body, and the crime-scene squads would show up, and the next day’s paper would carry a story headlined “Body Found on Deserted Canyon Road.” Its desolation made it the perfect spot for Drag Club. The road was relatively flat and straight except near the end of the course when it suddenly graded upward, just before it made a slight turn to the right. At speeds of more than one hundred miles per hour, all four tires could leave the ground on that mogul, and it was during those exhilarating seconds when races were won and lost.




Litanium generously offered Lo Mayne and his Hummer the inside position as well as a fifty-yard head start. He was on the far right with Kwaanzii in the middle. As they climbed into their cars, Litanium thought briefly that he should remind Lo and Kwaanzii about the rise in the road, then thought it foolish to squander a competitive edge. He blinked his lights twice and on the third, the prearranged signal, Lo shot forward. Litanium and Kwaanzii waited a second or two, then took off in hot pursuit.




As Lo sped along, all those things he had been worried about—maintaining his status as one of the elite players in the league; losing fifty large on one of his brother-in-law’s half-baked schemes (the nation’s first “rap-ee-okee bar”); and now Padgett’s idea of turning over the team to a child—melted away.A race is like a basketball game , he thought.Focus, determination, competitive instincts . Peripherally, he saw Kwaanzii gaining on his right and sensed Litanium coming up on Kwaanzii in the far lane. Lo pushed harder on the already depressed pedal, rising off the seat to put all his weight on it, his headlights dancing wildly along the distant horizon. He didn’t see the rise in the road until he was about ten yards from it, just as Kwaanzii and Litanium pulled even, then surged ahead. Lo glanced right and by the light of the moon he could see the rookie wearing a malevolent smile. Then he saw that replaced by a look of absolute panic and…




What the hell…




Lo saw something fly by his left front bumper. For a split second a peculiar thought went through his head:It looks like a witch on a broom. A witch with a stud in each nostril . Kwaanzii braked, and his car fishtailed crazily to the left, just as Lo stepped on his brakes and went into his own spin. Lo nailed Kwaanzii’s left fender with his right headlight, and they both fought to gain control as the cars broke off. Kwaanzii’s car zigged and Lo’s zagged and they ended up on opposite sides of the road. Litanium had braked to a stop twenty-five yards ahead. Slowly, Litanium put his Lamborghini into reverse, backed up, and stopped about ten feet in front of Lo’s car.




By that time, a panicked Lo was running toward the far side of the road, yanking at the cell phone attached to his belt.Oh, man, she’s gotta be alive , he prayed. The shoulder was only about two feet wide and the terrain dropped off into a ravine. Lorenzen tightroped along the small, muddy expanse, slushy from recent rains, and saw nothing, no body, and for a moment he could hope it was all a dream. But it was clear that the victim had hit the shoulder and tumbled down the ravine.




“You believe this shit?” said Litanium, who had reached Lo’s side. “What the hell is somebody doing walking out here this time of night? I mean, that shit is…Lo! Hey! Whassup? Put that phone away!”




“I’m calling 9-1-1,” said Lorenzen.




“This ain’t the time to be diming anybody, and you sure don’t want to be bringing in the cops.”




“Cat, there’s been an accident and somebody’s hurt and that’s what you do in these situations,” said Lorenzen.




“You gotta chill,” said Litanium. “We gotta think this thing through. We got the young fella over in his car, probably in shock and shit.”




“Well, when they come, they can take care of him, too,” said Lo, resuming his dialing. “But that woman might be alive. We gotta get to her.”




Quick as a cat, Litanium, the NBF’s steals leader two seasons ago, swiped the phone from Lorenzen’s hands and pitched it down the ravine.




“You crazy!” screamed Lorenzen. “Get out your phone and make the call, man! We’re talking about somebody’s life here!”




“We ain’t talking about no such thing,” said Litanium. “That woman is dead sure as shit flows downhill. Ain’t nobody saving her. Now let’s get the young fella out here and we’ll put our heads together.”




“I’m going down there, Cat,” said Lorenzen, rolling up the cuffs of his Lucky jeans.




Litanium grabbed Lorenzen’s right arm and pulled him back. At that point Kwaanzii got out of his car and walked slowly toward them, slouching, hands in his pockets.




“Where’s he going?” said Kwaanzii.




“Going down to see what kind of mess we’re in,” said Lorenzen.




“What kind of messI’m in, you mean,” said Kwaanzii. “I’m the one who hit her.”




“Nobody’s in any kind of mess yet,” said Litanium. “Let’s think this over now. You both sure it was a woman?”




Lo nodded and so did Kwaanzii.




“I saw a young woman’s face,” said Lo, “with a stud in each nostril.”




Kwaanzii nodded assent.




“Ain’t no woman surviving that shit,” said Litanium, “unless she was Wonder Fuckin’ Woman.”




Lorenzen began rolling up his trousers again. “One of you two can whip out your cell right now,” said Lo, “or I’m going down. Your choice.” Neither Litanium nor Kwaanzii moved, and Lo started down the hill, turning his body diagonally to the slope and taking little steps so as not to slip.




“Think what you’re doing here, man,” said Litanium. “You’re selling this young fella out. You selling the team out. And you might be selling yourself out. Now get your ass back up here.”




Lo kept going.




“Wait!” said Kwaanzii. “I got an idea.” The rookie ran to his car, popped the trunk, and came back.




“Binoculars,” said Kwaanzii proudly, holding out a black case. “Real professional kind. See at night and shit. I keep ’em for special emergencies.”




“Young fella can’t keep track of his playbook,” said Litanium, “but he’s got motherfuckin’ binoculars in the trunk.”




Lo grabbed the case, unzipped it, and trained the glasses on the bottom of the ravine. The binocs, equipped with a powerful ultraviolet light, turned everything a hazy green. The terrain was rough and rocky and Lo could see the outline of a muddy creek bed.




“You see anything, Lo?” Kwaanzii asked, his voice hushed.




Lorenzen moved the glasses back and forth, like a field commander scouting a battle. After a couple of minutes, he froze his glasses on one spot.




“I see her,” Lo said in a hoarse whisper.




Litanium moved behind Lo and carefully took the glasses from his hands. It took a couple of seconds but he, too, fixed on the spooky tableau—a woman, apparently young, propped up against a rock as if in some grotesque parody of a nap, her right arm wrapped back around her head at a gruesome angle.




“Damn, like that dude inDeliverance,” said Litanium. “Kwaanz, have a look.”




The rookie recoiled. “I ain’t looking, man,” he said. “I’m going back in the car.”




Lorenzen took the glasses back and stared at the body, hoping for some movement. Then he put both hands on Litanium’s shoulders.




“We’re making the call, Cat,” Lo said. “It’s the only right thing to do. Now get your cell out. Or get your ass down there and find mine.”




Litanium stepped back and looked Lo square in the eye.




“Now you listen to me, Lo,” said Litanium. “The woman is dead. It’s a tragedy. We established that. But there ain’t no amount of grieving and phone-dialing that’s going to change that. You got other things to think about.”




“I got her family to think about,” said Lo.




“And you got a team to think about,” said Litanium. “A team that counts on you. A team that made you the captain. Our go-to guy in the community.”




“Cat, you’re getting off the main issue,” said Lorenzen, “which is that we got a dead woman.”




“You also got a young boy in there, eighteen years old,” said Litanium. “His whole career about to be ruined by a mistake. A mistake that you were part of, I must add.”




“I never said I wasn’t,” said Lorenzen.




“Man, think of all you achieved,” said Litanium. “You were almost MVP a couple times. All that charity work and shit. And how about them two Latrell Sprewell Citizenship Awards you won from the NBF? A man has to think about his Sprees. All that’s circling the drain if we make that call.”




“Gimme the phone, Cat,” said Lo. “I’m making the call.”




“You know as well as I do that any woman walking out here at this time of night is probably homeless,” said Litanium. “And what I said before—you got other people here to think about. Ain’t we your brothers?”




“Sure, you’re my brothers. I don’t want to mess up…”




“Think of the long-range problems if you bring in the po-po. Best player on the team—the captain, the leader, theMan —out there car-racing. Our top draft choice, his whole future in front of him, behind bars. We’d collapse, brother.”




Kwaanzii had rejoined them. “For real,” he said.




“Teammates stick together,” said Litanium. “That right, Kwaanz?”




“That’s how teammates do,” said the rookie.




Litanium moved in for the kill. “Think of how many people are affected by this decision,” said Litanium. “How many you supporting right now? How many people gonna go down if you go down? How many mouths being fed by Mr. Mayne? You gotta balance that shit out. Yeah, this ain’t good. But that ain’t no reason to wreck a dozen other lives.”




Lorenzen sat silent. Litanium knew he had seized on the one thing that could make Lorenzen Mayne leave that roadside without calling the police—his sense of responsibility, skewed as it might be.




As if in a trance, Lo went to the front of Kwaanzii’s car and studied it. The others followed. “Dented but no blood,” Kwaanzii concluded. Looking like three abnormally large insurance adjusters, they walked across the street and studied Lo’s car. “Dented,” said Litanium. “Nothing that can’t be fixed. And I got someone who can do it who won’t say shit.” Litanium had dented a few cars in his day.




“I’ll get mine fixed myself,” said Lo.




Litanium shook his head. “Nah, man, have them come to you. That’s how I’m gonna set up the young fella here. And whatever you do, don’t change rides. It’ll look suspicious.”




Lo had a sudden thought. “What about my phone, Litanium?”




“Shit, Lo, you’ll have a worse mess if you make footprints hiking down there,” said Litanium. “They ain’t gonna find no three-inch phone in the damn scrub brush.”




Lo stared at them blankly, then got into his car and turned on the ignition. Litanium and Kwaanzii stood together, as if awaiting the verdict at a trial. “I’m gonna drive down the road here, turn onto the Pacific Coast Highway, make an anonymous call from a phone booth,” said Lo. “It’s just not the Christian thing to do, leaving a woman out there.”




“You shouldn’t make the call, Lo,” said Litanium. “You get people out here right away, you’re inviting evidence issues and shit.”




Lo stared hard at them. “This ain’t over,” said Mayne. And then he rolled off into the night. Litanium and Kwaanzii watched him go.




“What do you think he’ll do?” Kwaanzii asked.




“Hard to say,” said Litanium. “I think we’re okay, but Lo’s a man with a conscience. You ever see what happens when he gets trapped in a mass autograph situation? Motherfucker don’t leave till he signs everything. I see him sign a damn dog collar once.”




“A dog asked him to sign?” said Kwaanzii.




Litanium gave him a withering look. Together they walked slowly across the street and took a last look down the ravine.




Kwaanzii nodded solemnly. “First rule of Drag Club,” he said, proving to be a fast study, “is you do not talk about Drag Club.”




“Also the second rule,” said Litanium.




 




LORENZEN DROVE HOME INa daze, adhering strictly to the speed limit, expecting any minute to hear sirens and see a red bubble light in his rearview. He passed a number of pay phones but kept on going. He turned into his gated community, located between the airport and Long Beach, mustered up a casual wave to Oscar the attendant, and steered the Hummer into the middle berth of his five-car garage. He let himself in and heard the television blaring from his rec room on the first floor. Some old movie. His cousin, Rockford, kept the big screen on Turner Classics. A young Lauren Bacall was on, looking slinky as usual, but it was lost on Rockford, who was snoring loudly.




“Rock, get your ass up,” said Lorenzen, shaking his cousin and turning down the volume. “This shit’s too loud.”




Rockford rose and stretched. “You out late,” he said. “For you anyway.”




“Team party,” said Lorenzen. “I came straight from it. Who’s here?”




Rockford thought for a moment. “Wilson’s here. R-Dog. And Squeezy. That’s all.”




Wilson was another cousin, an older one, deep into his thirties. R-Dog was a friend of Wilson’s and Squeezy was a friend of R-Dog’s. They all had some attenuated connection to Lo’s home state of North Carolina.




“Ain’t none of them with women in my bed, are they?” said Lo.




“Squeezy got a woman here and he tried,” said Rockford, “but I kicked his ass out. I think she left.”




“That’s good,” said Lo. “You know I don’t like seeing strangers in the morning.”




“Everybody knows that, Lo,” said Rockford. “All right, I’m shuttin’ it down. You need me to drive you to practice tomorrow?”




Lorenzen remembered the tacitly understood specifics of the cover-up, but he wasn’t about to allow a stranger to come to his house to fix his car.




“The Hummer ain’t been runnin’ right,” said Lo, “I’m going to take it in to get looked at.”




“Man, I’ll take it for you,” said Rockford, who looked for any opportunity to drive the Hummer. “You shouldn’t have to do that shit.”




“It’s on my way,” said Lo. “If I take it in then I’m sure they ain’t gonna be ripping me off. Go on to bed now.”




Rockford left and Lorenzen flopped down on his huge leather wraparound couch. With his cell phone lying in a desolate canyon, he picked up his little-used hard line and paged through the Ss. There was a time that Erick Silver, his agent, was number two on speed dial, right behind Jerry Mayne, Lo’s father. Now Silver wasn’t even in Lo’s top ten. And Lo knew that he sure as hell wasn’t in Silver’s.




But on this night Lo needed someone to call, and Silver had told him he was “available day or night, twenty-four hours a day, even six o’clock on Christmas morning.” Of course, he had told that to Lo and Jerry Mayne back when he was seducing him. Silver answered on the fourth ring, his voice raspy with sleep.




“It’s Lo, Erick,” said Mayne. “I’m in some trouble.”




Silver mentally ran through what “trouble” might connote. In order from worst to nearly palatable, what an agent never wanted to hear was “rape,” “cocaine,” “gambling debt,” and “automobile accident.” He felt he could rule out the first three with Lo, so he wasn’t surprised when he heard “accident.” He wasn’t even that concerned with the details until he heard “Kwaanzii.”




“Kwaanzii was involved?” Silver said, now peering at the green glow of his Rolex, which flashed 4:10.




“Litanium, too,” said Lo.




“That psycho’s not my problem,” said Silver. “Listen, you okay? I mean, you’re not in a police station or a hospital? And Kwaanzii? Is he okay?”




“I’m home,” said Lo. “Probably Kwaanzii is, too. We’re fine. Both of us. So I just wanted to give you the details before…”




Silver prided himself on prioritizing. Prioritizing was the key to agenting. And though he deeply respected Lo—no client had ever given him fewer headaches—he wasn’t a priority. Kwaanzii, for whom he was in the process of negotiating a giant candy bar deal, was a different story.




“Listen, Lo, I don’t want to cut you off, but I gotta call Kwaanzii,” said Silver. “You know why, don’t you? Because you handle this shit. But Kwaanzii? I mean, he’s got trouble wiping his butt properly. So lemme get to him before he does anything crazy, and we’ll all talk about it in the morning.”




Lorenzen heard the phone go dead. He tried back and it went right to voice mail, and he knew he’d get voice mail the rest of the night. Lo suddenly felt drained. He stared at Bacall for a moment and turned her off. He hated the dark but he sat there, staring into the receding haze of the big-screen TV.




It happened again.















Chapter4








December 18




Los Angeles Lasers Record: 14-8






The Connecticut countryside whipped by—the seven-figure suburban McMansions, the manicured golf courses, the armada of SUVs on I-95—as Jamal Kelly looked out the window of the Metro North train headed from New Haven to New York. When the train hissed to a stop in Grand Central, Jamal dragged his duffel of dirty clothes down an escalator and hopped on the subway headed for Crown Heights. Since his freshman year, this Sunday trip home had been a monthly ritual. In one swoop, he would get his wash done, fill up on a good meal, and tally enough family capital to assuage any guilt from not calling home often enough for his mother’s taste.




Betty Kelly, Jamal always thought, was at once the most unique person he’d ever known and a walking cliché, a proud, independent, church-going, single mother of two boys who had plenty of pomp despite modest circumstances. She worked in human resources at Chase headquarters in Midtown Manhattan. And while the family wasn’t well off by any stretch, the Kellys were at least on the fringes of middle class. “I’ve been poor,” Betty often said, “and where we are now, I can’t even see poor in my rearview mirror.”




Betty had raised her two kids, Jamal and his older brother, Ezekiel, in a row house off Flatbush Avenue. It wasn’t sprawling by any definition, but it wasn’t oppressively small either. And while it looked pretty much like every other house on the block, Betty did her best to distinguish it, planting daffodils in the front yard and placing a wicker archway over the front steps.




Ezekiel, or Zeke, as everyone not named Betty Kelly called him, was five when Jamal was born. Within two years, Louis Kelly had withered under the strain of supporting a family of four on a bus driver’s salary and had hightailed for parts unknown. Birthday cards and Christmas gifts came sporadically, never with the same postmark, then not at all, and without ever discussing it with each other, both boys essentially hit the equivalent of the “delete” key on his memory.




Until Jamal had left for college nearly three years ago, the brothers had always shared a bedroom—at least, when Zeke didn’t fall asleep in front of the television and spend the night on the couch, his legs dangling over the edge like clothes hanging out of an overstuffed hamper. As Jamal dumped his duffel on the floor of his old room, he noticed the posters on the wall hadn’t been changed since he left home. He smiled as he saw the images of NBF players wearing uniforms that had long been retired, sporting hairstyles that were risibly out of style. (Whatever happened to the hi-lo fade anyway?he wondered.) Then he realized there was a certain symbolism to it all. Zeke, too, was stuck in an era, his irretrievable glory days having long since passed him by.




He was twenty-eight now, Zeke was, and there was little accounting for the last ten years of his life. His hoops career, such as it was, had an all-too-familiar arc. From an early age, Zeke was the star of various AAU teams. In high school, he was a six-five forward with a velveteen jumper and an expansive vocabulary of moves. College recruiters were regulars at Zeke’s games and at the Kelly homestead. Jamal, even as a twelve-year-old, was known universally as “Zeke’s little brother,” a distinction that may have robbed him of his own identity but also conferred on him instant status. Hard as she tried to keep her older son’s ego from ballooning, Betty was helpless to stop the fawning peers and back-slapping teachers and shadowy summer coaches who imbued Zeke with this aura of invincibility. The hoops sirens had seduced him with their song, and convinced him that he was destined for the NBF, Zeke simply stopped paying attention in school. So long as he put up his twenty points per game, he passed his classes just fine. Zeke’s other passions—notably, high-end automobiles—fell by the wayside, his habit of tracking every new development in the automotive industry replaced by an obsession for tracking his points, rebounds, assists, and recruiting letters.




Zeke was a senior, on the brink of signing to play for St. John’s University, when he was undercut by a teammate in practice. Ten years later, Zeke still swore that it was a cheap shot. Whatever, he came down hard on his back, felt a sting and then nothing in both legs. After a few tense hours, he regained feeling, but he was through for the season. And when recruiters heard the phrase “possible spinal injury,” they backed off. The same St. John’s assistant coaches who had singlehandedly kept the postal service and phone company in business with their pursuit of Zeke no longer returned Betty’s calls.




Not digesting the consequences, Jamal was thrilled that the family phone was freed up and that dinners no longer included heavily cologned coaches wearing shiny sweatsuits and talking about “the family atmosphere,” “state-of-the-art facilities,” and “network of alumni.” Zeke barely played that summer, and when he did he resembled an old man, running gingerly, grimacing at the slightest contact. Late in the summer an assistant from a junior college in upstate New York attended a game and approached Zeke afterward. “We don’t think you’re damaged goods,” the coach said, emphasizing “we” enough to imply that others did. He was distracted and depressed and his grades plummeted.




Halfheartedly, Zeke signed with the State University of New York at Oswego in upstate New York. A few days later a friend asked him the name of the Oswego mascot and Zeke told him it was an otter and the friend couldn’t stop laughing. “Imagine ballin’ for the Otters,” he said. Zeke never made it to campus. When he defiantly told his mother that he wasn’t going to college, she wavered between wanting to spank his behind and hug her wounded son as though he were a baby. What had the coach called him?Damaged goods . What a horrible phrase to describe an eighteen-year-old kid.




The next years were an unending string of false starts, menial jobs, and vague promises. If Jamal had once idolized his brother—not just for his basketball virtuosity but for his bounteous reserves of cool—there had been a definitive role reversal. Zeke both admired and resented his little brother’s native smarts and his ability to move easily between circles, as comfortable amid the ivy-swaddled buildings of Yale as he was at Maurice’s Barber Shop down on Odessa Avenue. And just as Jamal once desperately craved his big brother’s validation, Zeke now wanted his little brother’s respect. But, man, he couldn’t let him know that.




 




“WHAT YOU BEEN UPto this week, Z?” Jamal asked as they sat down at the table. On cue, Betty got up to tend to the baked fish in the kitchen.




“Just taking care of my business, little man.”




“What does that mean exactly?”




“You know,” Zeke said, moving uneasily and averting his glance. “Stickin’ and movin’ and doing my thing.”




“What thing? What are we talking about here?”




“Nah, man. I just don’t want to talk about it. Maybe if I was smart like you.”




“Youare smart,” Jamal said. “You just gotta stop feeling sorry for yourself for something happened so long—”




“Why you gotta come with that every time?”




When the conversation between her sons took this turn, and it inevitably did, Betty tried to stay on the sidelines. She didn’t disagree with Jamal, but she didn’t want Zeke to feel double-teamed. This time she couldn’t stick to her vow of neutrality. “You’re a fine one to talk, Jamal,” she shouted, leaning over the baked fish.




Jamal spun toward the kitchen. “What’s that supposed to mean, Mom?”




“You’re five months from graduating and what exactly are you planning to do?”




“I told you,” Jamal said.




“And don’t give me that bullshit about lots of irons in the fire,” Betty barked. “Have you filled out one law school application?”




It was the first time Jamal had ever recalled his mother swearing. “We’ve been through this, Mom,” Jamal said.




“I haven’t gotten a straight answer,” said Betty, coming into the dining room with a platter.




“A professor is trying to line up a job for me in the NBF,” Jamal said. As soon as the sentence left his mouth, he knew it sounded pathetic. But he also knew that there was a better chance of him joining a convent than of going to law school in the fall. “After the season ends, the jobs open up. Just be patient.”




Great, thought Betty.Every kid in this neighborhood thinks he’s achieving deliverance through basketball . Even she could tell that they had no game, yet she would overhear them talking about the Elysian fields of the “Federation,” bragging about the tubes of gold they’d wear, the souped-up wheels they’d drive, the basketball geishas who would service them. It was so delusional. She saw how the false promises of basketball had already claimed one of her children. “My kid is about to graduate from Yale and he wants to make it to the NBF, too?” she hissed. “Nuh-uh.”
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