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To my mom






Prologue




MAN CHECKS INTO A HOTEL, meets a girl, has sex with her. A man exits a plane, takes a limo to a resort hotel, lugs his bags in through the door of the lobby, then he’s having sex with a stranger. A professional man—an athlete, a basketball player—meets a woman at a hotel in Las Vegas, love at first sight, and not even an hour later they are wrapped up together in the throes of passion. He is in Las Vegas in the off-season to invest in a new casino maybe and he is forbidden from having anything to do with gambling in his contract and something sparks between him and a girl in the lobby as the concierge hands him the room key and they walk up to his room together, kiss on the mouth outside his door, stumble in together, take off each other’s clothes, fall into each other like two comets, and when it’s over she is no longer alive and he leaves. Woman gets screwed in hotel room, man is arrested for murder. Man murders woman in hotel room. Rapes girl in hotel room then kills her. Girl paid and sent by casino owners to make him feel welcome is murdered by celebrity. Girl sleeps with celebrity, dies. The rich globe-trotting celebrity with all he desires at his fingertips—hordes of willing females in every city, comped Courvoisier, rapper friends, his biggest worry putting a ball through a hoop more times than his opponents, a contract that places a check for hundreds of thousands of dollars in his mailbox each week—rapes a twenty-one-year-


old cocktail waitress until she bleeds, chokes her until she stops breathing. Girl sleeps with the second strange man in two days, bleeds a little because of the size of this second man and because both men are a bit on the rough side with her. Girl wears a skirt, he stands behind her, lifts the skirt up, she’s bent over the chair, in a hotel room. A girl from the suburbs of Vegas gets a job as a Bacardi promo girl at a new casino outside downtown—off the beaten path, the manager says to her—easy money, more than waitressing, which means soon she will finally move out of her parents’ house and go to L.A. or New York, somewhere cooler than Las Fucking Vegas, only to be approached by the manager after a week and told she won’t be handing out free Bacardi Silver samples any more because she is being hired by the casino to work in a special position being created just for her. She is a girl who envied cheerleaders in high school and is relatively attractive she knows—long red hair, smartly applied makeup, average-sized but well-shaped boobs, good butt and abs from hours at the gym—because in high school she was unattractive and invisible—acne, freckles, baggy jeans, and hoodies that hid her. It stays with her. She has been hospitalized for anorexia three times in the last year and a half, she meets a famous professional basketball player at a hotel outside of town, all the way near Red Rock, but a more luxurious hotel than she ever imagined she’d be in, and she goes with the professional basketball player into his room consensually and he rapes her then chokes her to death.


—You gonna tuck me in tonight? he says when she approaches him at the front desk.


—Me? No.


—Don’t you ever smile?


—I don’t know. Yeah. I guess.


—I want to see you smile. Come on.


She smiles and he says,—Why don’t you show me where my room is? I’m bad with directions.


The concierge leans over the desk and goes,—Oh it’s real easy, it’s—


—I got it, bud, he says. Then to the girl,—Real quick. I’m tired. Please?


And as she rides up with him her knees buzz with validation, high. All the miserable nights she’s spent alone, every dark violent manic thought evaporates and the ceiling of the dull dead prison of her life pops off and stars and contrite moonbeams spill their life over her, the hotel’s museum-esque cold cleanliness bursting into warm tones of sepia and oak as she breathes sweet scents she’s never breathed before and absently fixes her hair. As he flirts with her, teasing her about her late work hours, she looks forward to moving into her own place soon with all the money she’s been making. In L.A. or New York dye her hair and change her name and get into the entertainment industry or start a magazine and have lots of people like her. And a half hour later she is dead and he is leaving with her panties crumpled and dotted with blood in his hand but otherwise neatly dressed, shirt tucked in, as he closes the door behind him with a cold click.


There is sex. There is death.


He’s half black and half Asian but that makes you all black, and he’s on a private plane to Las Vegas, headphones on, exaggeratedly long frame slinkied into a great big tan leather seat like a recliner with plenty of squirm room even for the averagely built, bottled water unopened on the tray, eyes closed, a colorless sky painted outside the window—lands at nine o’clock at night. He is the winner of six consecutive scoring titles, three consecutive championships, youngest league MVP ever, youngest to score fifty points in a game, etc. He is born in Boston to a man who slept with a girl, grows up, becomes rich and well-liked and heavily involved in charity work in Third World countries, is asked whether he has any aspirations for a political career when his playing days are over, sleeps with a girl, she dies during it, goes to trial with the chance of them deciding to put him to death. Born a boy, an only child in a happy family that travels the world together, because his father’s a basketball player, and rich too, with only one another to turn to, like a tribe of transients untrusting of outsiders, a clan. Parents who’ve been married since after high school, their love obviously predestined, though there have been some hard times in their marriage that their love and determination toward each other have gotten them through and they remain faithful and dedicated to their child and very much in love and the boy benefits from that, grows up well-adjusted. The father is African-American, though he has never been to Africa, and his mother is Japanese-American, and they have a boy who is American. They have credit cards with six-digit limits and a low-interest mortgage on their house, a pantry stocked to the point of booby trap, and half a dozen high-interest savings accounts for the boy’s college education and braces, etc. He has thin eyes and clear diction, palish skin. He grows up without a culture thus yearning to connect with something and he finds this in women who want him because he’s rich and famous and in optimum physical condition. He spends a few hours with one such girl who is—essentially—a prostitute in Vegas and a redhead with the whitest skin he has ever seen and it turns out that on top of having a severe eating disorder she also has a hole in her heart that doctors haven’t found yet and no one knows is there but is the kind that is basically a ticking time bomb, and she dies while having sex with him and he panics and flees because if it comes out he is associating with casino owners his career could be over and his name disgraced and he’ll lose his endorsements and never be voted into the Hall of Fame.


He finds himself in a hallway, alone again, and he has her panties in his pocket, and he walks without moving down the hall, heart pumping and colors vivid, praying there will be no guests in the elevator because he’s sweating through his clothes and there are none and none in the lobby either as he exits the elevator smiling and waving to a janitor mopping the lobby floor who looks up and breaks into a look of recognition. And out through the automatic sliding door into the parking lot where the concierge is smoking a cigarette on one of the benches and doing something with his cell phone and the concierge hides the cigarette behind his back and says,—Everything okay, Mr. Marcus?—Yeah, fine, thanks. Nice night, eh?—Sure is. Can I get you a cab?—Please. Thank you. And he gets into the cab and tells the cabbie in a firm steady voice to take him to the bus station, finds himself on a bus, and finally it is death, and he feels a hot wave of crying rush up behind his face, covers his face, and says out loud,—Call the police. No one looks at him and he brings his knees up and curls into a ball, only four other passengers on the whole bus, possibly illegal immigrants, and he is grateful for this, and as they tear through the desert toward L.A. he never wants to leave, clenching his eyes shut. He will ride buses around the country for the rest of his life, he decides, never saying another word to anyone, change his name and get plastic surgery and speak in a new voice, and disappear on the fastest buses they make so he will never be standing still again.









Part One

Boy Alone










1




ONE DAY, A LIGHT.


It is opaque and weightless and is created from the back of a starless sky. It comes twirling down through the gravity-less expanses, through galaxies we’ll never know, finding eventually the Milky Way, then planet Earth, its eastern hemisphere, the United States of America. It hits Boston, Massachusetts, on a Thursday night in November when there’s already snow on the ground. Muddy slush is hit by Greek bus drivers who are gray-headed and have bad knees, barely missing the shivering legs of girls going home alone from discos (this is the 1970s), smoking cigarettes and hugging themselves, walking briskly, heads down and highheels clacking. Men sit at bars talking about the Colonials game. The city of Boston is alone and oblivious. The light goes to a posh apartment in The Berkshires building in the Back Bay. It buries itself into the ovaries of a Japanese woman—not much more than a girl herself, actually—as her husband, a Colonial, comes inside her after returning home from the game. Somewhere down in the street a man is yelling something.


 


Her husband’s name is Mervin Marcus. Former army private, current professional pine jockey. They’ve been married two years. Their apartment is enormous and highly coveted, in a building with a surveillance camera pointed at the sidewalk and a doorman. He plays for the Colonials and tonight they played New York, the Boston Center half-empty and desolate, ever-lingering warm stench of human sweat. Both Mervin and Sue are fit and attractive and young. After a Thursday night home game, the players’ routine—because Friday practice isn’t until eleven—is to shower, dress, and seep out into the city’s private rooms, for expensive food, comped drinks, pussy, and anxious club owners leading them through the crowd. Not Mervin though, he doesn’t like to go out with them—makes him feel absorbed by the masses. He believes that to be great one has to exist alone, different and weird and even unliked, unbound by social responsibilities and uncompromised by friendship. And he’ll be great, soon enough. Just not yet. For now he’ll have to settle with watching John McNeal be the starting point guard. The reason they don’t invite Mervin out is because they used to but he never goes out, always has something like he’s not feeling well or he has to study film or practice free throws or hit the weights. Though the truth is most nights he goes home and argues with Sue. Like tonight, a sort-of argument because he doesn’t care about the candle she bought today.


When he got home tonight after the game he wanted her to speak to him about him. He wanted her to say,—I saw you on TV.


He wanted to shrug as he undressed and go,—That? That was nothing, baby…


—Sure it was. At least you got a chance. I was so proud.


—You call that a chance? That wasn’t no chance.


—Called my mom. Sister. Denise.


—I don’t mean to be overly negative baby and I appreciate you saying that. But the towel guy could have done it. They could have gotten some dope from the stands to run around like a moron for thirty seconds and not even touch the ball while John McNeal got his ankle looked at.


—Thirty-one seconds.


—That wasn’t a chance. I’m sorry baby and I really do appreciate you calling them and saying that. But that wasn’t shit.


—Don’t worry baby, was all he wanted his loving sexy young wife to say.—You’ll get your moment.


And he wanted her to rub his shoulders and make him something to eat and sit across from him at the table with her chin in her hand, watching her husband eat.


 


Got out of the cab, which he took home even though the Boston Center was not even a mile away. He nodded coldly to the doorman and stood in the elevator staring back at his reflection, liking how he looked. He walked down the hall and opened the door, turning the key the wrong way first and almost kicking it in. Before he could turn and take the key back out once inside, Sue was in his face blabbing about a goddamn candle and he told her,—That’s fucking great, Sue. A candle. Wow. I give a shit. Fucking amazing.


Her Asian features, her eyes like inexpressive notches, her mouth spastic.


And she stared at him, walked away and into their bedroom, slammed the door, protecting the candle in her arms like a baby. Mervin apologized, and then they screwed, tired and uni-position. He got the idea to spice it up a little by putting a finger up her butt. She told him once that she liked it and he remembered they hadn’t done it in a while. At least eight months. He has a mustache. Sue had been drunk when she told him that she liked it when he put his finger up her butt and had said yes she liked it because he had asked her specifically if she liked it and she’d wanted to answer correctly so that he would be pleased. Their apartment has four rooms and wood floors. Mervin’s mustache is neatly trimmed. The alley next door has a sign posted that says it is under surveillance. His hair is grown poofy and makes him look like a dandelion. Sue has the same hair. She searched his face as he had sex with her. He watched himself, dipping in and out. She wanted him to kiss her, to feel his thick jaw against hers, his tongue and heavy breath in her mouth, the stubble, dangerous but safe. She grimaced and yanked his hand away, and he felt ashamed and alone, started thinking about the taxi ride and the gray of the road in the driver’s windshield, then Philadelphia (Saturday night) and their defensive schemes, which is when he shot it and got off her.


 


Sue and Mervin go for weeks without it, Sue not noticing but Mervin notching the wall behind the nightstand, and she likes to converse from the other side of the apartment, so most of their conversations consist of what? huh? who now? And in the rare circumstance when they do find themselves doing it, it’s boring and cold, and he finds himself either thinking of other girls or thinking of offensive schemes. He thinks on his way downstairs to a cab waiting to take him to practice one morning, This shit has to stop. I know what I’ll do. Go down to Victoria’s Secret. Get her some sexy drawers. That’s the problem here. Put some sexy drawers on her, that’ll heat things right up. Girls love that sort of shit. Get her a couple thongs. Asian girls like her don’t have much ass to work but she’d still be sexy in a thong. Sexier than she is in those damn big-ass granny panties she wears all the time.


 


Met in a bar in Japan when he was stationed in Nagasaki his second year in the service, as he calls it. He spoke to her slowly and loudly for the first couple of hours until she told him she not only understood English but was from Boston. They fell in love, fucked in the barracks when no one was around, and in the canteen and the shitter, after breakfast, before breakfast, during breakfast. Squeezed into his bunk when he was supposed to be asleep and she was supposed to be gone, knowing the others could hear them, but that only made it better. High school basketball star from the grit of Dorcester serving his country and becoming a man like his own father before cashing in his full-ride scholarship offer from Boston College and the English major from Emerson going at it like mad jolly elves in empty public libraries, alleyways in the city at night, feet in trash, in the bathroom at bars while angry drunk soldiers pounded on the door, closets, cars, the firing range over spent shell casings in the moonlight, three times a day sometimes, exhausted and grinning and their privates aching and useless, in love. Got married, played so well at B.C. that he quit school and declared himself a pro after two years but no one signed him. Tried out for the Colonials as a free agent and made it only because the team was in such a dour state at the time, with the retirement of Q_____ and T______ and the rest of the core that had dominated for nearly two decades. A rebuilding era. He was promptly put on the bench, where he stayed.


And now, ever since, it’s only once a month.


But some red panties will change that, Mervin thought. Small red ones, lace, so her ass hangs out and you can almost see that little tight coochie, yeah, and black too, a whole truckload of them, call Filene’s and tell them just dump a load on our roof from a helicopter so Sue can go up there every morning and grab a new pair, no excuses. That’s what you do if you want your life to be the best, Mervin thought, remembering the military: take responsibility, make changes, put some effort into things, work a little. That’s the matter with people who aren’t happy, is Mervin’s opinion on the matter—they don’t want to motherfucking work. If you’re unhappy it’s because you’re too motherfucking lazy to do anymotherfuckingthing about it.


 


Mervin Marcus masturbates in the shower every morning. Sometimes he stands before the bathroom mirror in the bathroom with the door locked pretending to be shitting. Mervin watches Sue come into the room and walk over to the oak dresser and bend down to the lowest drawer, slightly bow-legged he’s noticed, pouting in the way she does when she’s tired. As she bends down her ass beneath her sweats flattens and morphs into her back, the elastic waistband of her big gray panties, uninviting and nonsexual. Could be a man’s ass.


An ass is an ass, he thinks.


 


Mervin pulls himself out of Sue and wipes himself off with Kleenex from the box on the nightstand and lies beside her for a second, where they both stare at the ceiling. His sperm begins swimming up her birth canal and they stare. He goes into the living room to watch game tape with his notepad as sperm by sperm die out, until one is left, and it approaches the membrane skin of an ovary.


She goes into the bathroom where she knows he masturbates nearly every morning when he’s home, pretending to be going to the bathroom. Her feet are cold on the tiles of the floor, her skin veiny and purple in the fluorescent light. She touches her belly, caressing herself where she senses something amiss, the low part right above the heavy untrimmed tuft of hair, the sounds of Mervin out in the living room talking to the tape and himself. And she cocks her head like she’s listening to something far away or deep in the most lost pits of her, absently looking into her own glassed eyes in the mirror, and her lips part slightly, her thin eyebrows furrow, and she listens.


 


Though the season was winding down and the Colonials were making a push for the playoffs, Mervin took two weeks off to be with his boy, who looked just like him he said when the nurse first handed it to him. He said to the middle-aged white nurse with an Irish accent who seemed to pride herself on her inability to smile (plus look Mervin in the eye),—You know, people talk about babies so much you don’t realize how amazing it is when it happens. This life crawls out of you. It just pops out of us.


And the nurse said,—Maybe that’s why everyone talks about it so much.


With his new free time he painted the spare bedroom powder blue like how Sue wanted it and though he thought yellow or green might be better he wasn’t about to argue with someone who had done what she’d done—he was in an awe of her so great that it bordered on fear, if not apprehension about having sex with her anytime soon—the image still vivid in his mind of the grotesque facts of birth, the mess he witnessed with open jaw as he held her hand, things being stretched and pulled and sea urchins popping through there—yikes.


As Mervin watched Sue give birth he made a note to himself to get her on some sort of exercise regimen starting tomorrow to help her get all that weight off.


With his new free time he assembled the crib, cursing and scrambling for lost pieces. He did the dishes for her, cooked dinner, watched her breast-feed, not a little irritated about it. He liked himself for being a good father and husband, supportive and helpful and taking some weight off her shoulders. It seemed like every week he was pushing the stroller through a department store swallowing the emasculation it sent through him every time another, childless man passed him, as Sue searched through racks of faith-strainingly small clothes—the little fucker could sure as hell grow!


That’s right, that’s my boy.


 


They sat next to each other on the couch and marveled at the being they created, confounded by the simple ease of the world and comforted by something primal and necessary, laughing from the joy of seeing their child’s eyes scan the room and fat hands grasping air until the eyes, which were huge, as big as theirs, landed on them—the parents, the ones he relied on for survival—and focused, twinkling. And Mervin and Sue’s baby, who they named Gilbert Animal Marcus, smiled.


Mervin liked to make the comment that young Gilbert looked like someone took Sue and Mervin and mashed them together.


Sue serene in her motherhood. An easy grace to her lips that said nothing when Mervin kept shaking his head and talking to fill the silence:—It’s a little PERSON. I can’t believe we all start out this way. He’s TINY. He’s a tiny PERSON.


 


Gilbert changed everything and they needed space. They moved west into the contentment of Hingham, after another season of failed expectations in which the championship slipped through the Colonials’ fingers, the first year with Larry Bird, aka Larry Legend, the Hick from French Lick. Bird was the savior, white, goofy, who played with your head and knew the game like he was staring at your X-rays. He arrived the season after Jerome Alvin told Mervin he was improving dramatically and would be seeing some real playing time this year, especially with how much success Julius Erving was having over in Philly, the same kind of flashy street ball that Mervin played but up till now kept Mervin on the bench.


A white kid comes in and they call him Legend? Mervin thought. But I was supposed to be Legend. I was supposed to be the slam-dunking, no-look-passing, behind-the-back-dribbling human highlight reel, king of the league, sitting on a pile of gold. So why do they get to be Dr. J and Larry Legend and I have to be the towel boy? They’re stars, I’m on the bench. They get six million, I get one. It makes no damned sense.


Mervin made a pact with himself then and there to make sure that Gilbert would be everything Mervin was supposed to be but the coaches and owners (white, all of them, by the way) cheated him out of becoming. Gilbert will never be on the bench, he told himself. They’ll see Gilbert and how he came from me and they’ll say, We screwed up, we passed on greatness.


Told himself, Gilbert will be a star.


 


It was a massive off-white house on Oak Hill Drive, in a windy town by the water.


The thought of moving outside the city where she was born and raised, away from her friends and family and any other Asian person, made Sue ill. But she knew a good house when she saw it. She saw herself as the kind of woman who knows how to appreciate what she has. She grew up in semipoverty, waiting tables since she was eleven after school and all day on the weekends at her parents’ café in Jamaica Plain, waking up when it was still dark and all her friends were sleeping happily. Sue was a girl who in high school was on the debate team and went to the football games on Friday nights with her friends from church and was an English major at Emerson College, who married the first and only boy she’d had sex with, even if her father—born in Japan and could barely speak English, who worked the grill unseen in the back at the diner—didn’t speak to her for two and half years (breaking the silence only when his grandson was born) because she married a nigger.


She’d sort of technically had sex with another boy once when she was in high school. This smart Japanese boy whose parents were friends with her parents and who ended up going to Amherst and lived on the Cape she heard now.


A display of their success, this house. But, as she whispered to Mervin, after going through with the inspector, little Gilbert snoring on her shoulder,—There just doesn’t seem like much to do out here.


—What’re you talking about? You don’t do shit.


—I do too. I worked at Houghton Mifflin.


—Answering phones. Making coffee. Look, baby, this place is within the jurisdiction of the Benny Glenn League. Know what the Benny Glenn League is? The best youth basketball league in the state. The state. Nothing to do…


[image: space]


The boy waited silently in the backyard facing the wall like he was about to be shot, in his pj’s, snow no longer falling but a deep gust of ice-wind gnawing at his ears and nose. The sky was gray and the trees naked, the snow up to his shins and digging through the skin.


The boy sniffed a leak of clear thin snot back into his nostrils, his palms flat on the siding, studying a hard crust of bird poo right at eye level.


He wasn’t crying anymore. His mouth was tight and eyebrows furrowed in a little-boy pout. And aside from involuntary shaking, he showed no signs of freezing. He was woken up at 4:30 AM, still dark, in the middle of a dream having something to do with a bag of potato chips and being alone, by somebody standing over his bed with the cool basketball sheets on it, like the wallpaper that had basketball and football and baseball and everything just about, shaking the bejeezus out of him, and when he opened his eyes and sat up and rubbed his face, squinting, he saw that he was in the presence of the greatest coolest most strongest feared man on earth, who was saying,—Get up, Animal. Get up, Animal…


—Why?


—Go out back. Put your hands on the siding. Don’t move until I get back.


—But there’s no school today. It’s a snow day.


—Not for you. The neighbors say they saw you screwing around on the court last night.


—Nuh-uh.


—They tell me they saw you half-assing it. Throwing up circus shots. Punting the ball. Sitting on the ball. Playing with worms. Screwing around.


—But I did a hundred.


—The neighbors told me everything. They don’t lie. You saying the neighbors lie?


—No, sir.


—I have the neighbors watching. I’m going to ask them, Did his hands leave that siding? They better tell me no. Not even a little? Not even to scratch his nose? They better tell me, No, Merv. He stood like that all day. Like a rock. Nothing could shake him.


Gilbert went downstairs and looked at his mother standing in the kitchen in her turquoise bathrobe next to the coffeemaker, eyes puffed by sleep, porcelain skin, so pretty, and he pulled on his waterproof boots with fur, tied them tight, slowly pulled on his new blue ski jacket, knit Philly hat with fuzzy ball, waterproof gloves. Sue stopped pouring her coffee midcup and reached over, snatched the Philly hat off his head.—But Mommmm…


She replaced it with a green and white Colonials hat, saying,—I don’t want to hear it.


Mervin came downstairs and said,—Nuh-uh. Did I say anything about a jacket? Did I say Animal go put on your boots and jacket and gloves and go outside?


—No, sir.


—Did I say Animal I want you to stand out back in your boots and jacket?


—No, sir.


—I didn’t say anything about boots and jacket. Who said anything about boots and jacket?


—No one, sir.


—Did your mother?


—No, sir.


—Sue, honey, sweetie, did you happen to mention to our son here that I said to put on his boots and jacket?


—Merv, Sue said.


—Maybe Animal’s soft? Maybe Animal likes to wear his furry little boots and new pretty jacket? Do you like your beautiful pretty jacket? Do you feel cute in it? Is that the kind of man you are? A sweet cute little man? A little soft faggot who wears furry little boots and pretty blue jackets?


—No, sir.


—Then take it off.


—…


—I said, Strip. Now.


 


The snot frozen on his upper lip. The slow itch of waiting. Seeing what kind of shapes he could make his breath come out in.


Though he was hungry and bored and cold, he hoped that Mervin would come back and tell him he was like a pro, like Julius Erving, Gilbert’s favorite. (But he’d never tell his daddy that.)


He’d come home from a road trip late at night, and Gilbert would be waiting for him in the living room. Sue would let him stay up late. And when he heard the garage door opening he’d run to the door and open it and see his daddy walking toward him, gym bag in one hand, jacket slung over his shoulder, and he’d go running out and wrap his arms around his daddy’s legs and his daddy would smell like after-shave and he’d say,—Did you win, Daddy?


—Yeah, we won, Animal.


—Did you score the most points?


—The most, Animal.


—Did you dunk, Daddy?


—I dunked, Animal.


And Mervin would look away from Sue, standing in the doorway giving him a look. He’d walk into the house, dragging the small boy behind him.


 


The Marcuses had never met the old couple next door. Not like Boston where everybody on your block knew everything about you. Here just scattered grand homes built with pieces from the warehouse, with stone fronts and gates and long driveways and well-kept grass and built-in ponds and multicar garages, pool houses, silence. A mid-upper-


class Camelot.


The next-door neighbors weren’t next door—they were three hundred yards away and obscured by trees. They didn’t wave in the evenings when they drove by Gilbert frantically shooting a hundred baskets in the driveway so he’d be allowed to go inside and eat.


The neighbors who Mervin had spying on him now.


The only kids Gilbert knew were Sandy who was a girl and whose mom was friends with Gilbert’s mom and Brian and Lauren whose dad played basketball with Mervin. They’d drive forever to Brian and Lauren’s house so Brian and Lauren could gang up on him and tell him his name was stupid and why did he look like an alien and they wouldn’t let him play hide-and-seek with them. They hardly ever drove to Medfield to see Sue’s friend and Sandy. Gilbert asked his mom once why there weren’t any kids around here to play with and she ignored him and so he asked again and she said,—You’d get dirty…and turned up the TV.


[image: space]


What’s incredible is how something as beautiful as snow, which wields almighty powers of school cancellation and sled-ability, can turn on you and become your torturer.


You can’t trust anything, was the lesson Gilbert was getting out of this.


He could see his mom inside through the window. It had been only a half hour of being out here, and he was already crying. He hated himself for crying. Mervin wouldn’t cry.


He wanted to lift his tender destroyed size 4 feet one at a time for air. But the neighbors were watching. He was all alone. There’s nothing worse for a little boy than being all alone.


After a half hour he pissed his pants. He didn’t want to do it. He held it in as long as he could, clenching every muscle. But suddenly he was pissing, the snow below him yellowing, which turned out to be good because it warmed him, his legs coming back to life.


He started banging his forehead against the wall and screaming like a girl,—Mommy! Please! I love you, Mommy, please help! MOMMY!


 


THWACK! THWACK!


—MOMMMMYYYYY!!!!


As her son thumped away at the window, Sue’s ass was firmly implanted in the cushions of the couch, watching the big-screen Magnavox that wasn’t so much a TV as it was a hulking portal into the future, arms folded in order to keep her robe closed, her legs stubbly and crossed in the womanly way with her right foot twitching nervously, worn-out blackened-sole blue slipper dangling from her big toe, watching the Today show and sipping her coffee, getting ready to get up and take a shower, when she put her mug down on a coaster on the coffee table, splashing a little. She stood up, wrapping her robe and walking into the kitchen, came back with a bottle of Pledge and a roll of paper towels and took all the cooking and homemaking magazines—NO sports magazines during the season!—off the coffee table and the cork basketball coasters with basketball hoop coaster stand and remotes for TV and VCR (—These things are bad, baby, Mervin’d said when he came home with it.—It can tape things off TV and play movies and game tapes. And it was only six hundred dollars!) and sprayed the table down with Pledge and wiped it with long gentle loving strokes that quickly turned frantic, paper towels tearing, grunting with force, blood rising into her face, a tit about to spill out of her robe. When she was done she let out a long breath and stood up and, clipping her robe closed at the neck and thighs with her hands, carried the Pledge and paper towels under her arms back to the kitchen, put the Pledge under the sink and the paper towels on the paper-towel holder and came back in and sat down. She took a sip of her coffee but it had gone cold. Gilbert’s screaming and thwacking only got louder, and she was biting her lip, trembling as her teeth sank into her flesh, short bitten nails digging into her arms, and all Sue really needed right now was to know who was celebrating their one hundredth birthday today, finding herself shouting at the TV,—Tell me who’s fucking turning one hundred today, Willard!


—MOMMMMYYYYYY!


She turned the TV up with the remote and tried to concentrate on the segment now about baby races. But whatever Jane Pauley was saying was drowned out by the muffled screams of horror interspersed with the sound of five-year-old skull striking the aluminum siding they’d had installed just last summer.


—MOMMY! (Thwack!) HELP ME! (Thwack!) PLEASE LET ME IN! (Thwack!) PLEE-HE-HE-


(Thwack!)-HE-HE-HE-(Thwack!)-HEEEEASE! (Thwack!)


And standing up, back firmly to the window, hands hanging at her sides and bathrobe completely untied and only barely covering her nipples, big white panties in full exposition, hair a thin drooping mess, eyes bloodshot, fists clenched and shoulders rising and falling, she went to the storage closet and came out lugging the vacuum and plugged it in, almost bending the little prong things in the process, jerking it to and fro like a dead dog, and STOMPING the foot switch, causing an eruption of noise that brought instant relief.


And Sue vacuumed, little pinpoints of perspiration gathered at her hairline and neck, even though she’d vacuumed yesterday afternoon and the morning before that. She ran the machine over every square foot three, even four times, because there will be NO DIRT IN THIS HOUSE, closing her eyes and sighing because the whir was good, calm, her eyeballs rolling back into her head. And when she was done, gasping for breath, she knelt down on her shaky knees and pushed the foot switch with her hand, killing the machine. Gilbert had gone silent. Sue put the vacuum back and retied her robe, unpeeled her hair from her face and tied it in a ponytail, refilled her coffee, and sat down in time for the weather, which is when the phone rang.


 


—You’re five, Mervin said,—start acting like it.


Twice a day: one hundred shots before he could eat breakfast and one hundred shots before he could eat dinner.


It was nothing, according to Mervin. The pros put up one thousand a day at least. Pro baseball players took five hundred swings a day. Pro golfers hit seven hundred balls a day, blindfolded, with their caddies jingling keys in their ears to distract them.


So Mervin said.


—I bet there are kids your age right now shooting five hundred. You gotta keep up, Animal, or you’ll be left behind.


So Mervin said.


And Mervin put his son on a diet of goat’s milk and seaweed, the refrigerator stacked with little Tupperwares containing the day’s portions.


Gilbert would gag as it went down, the goat’s milk stinky and yellow.


In the cupboards there weren’t candy or cookies, only unsalted saltines and dehydrated tofu and zucchinis and tomatoes grown out in the garden Sue tended mostly but Mervin helped out with on weekends in the off-season.


—This is what champions eat, Mervin’d say.—The worse it tastes the better it is. You see, Animal, the body’s energy can be maximized by eating easily digestible, contributive foods.


And Gilbert would look at his father blankly, his tongue tingling for candy.


—One day you’ll understand.


At school Gilbert would watch the other kids eating their delicious lunches and he’d fight back the tears and force down his can of water sprouts and thermos of the mysterious gray health shake Sue mixed every night, the contents of which remained incomprehensible to him. He guessed bug butts and snake heads.


—These American kids’ colons, Mervin said,—are clogged to motherfucking hell with all this processed shit they eat. It’s not food. It’s fake food. No wonder they’re all so fat. And they’ll all be lazy and depressed and unproductive because their bodies are being strangled. Where did anyone get the idea that food was supposed to taste good? You think that’s bad you should see what we ate in basic. By the way, how many times did you move your bowels today, Gilbert? Be honest.


 


Sue spoke calmly into the phone,—No, Mervin’s not available right now, honey. I’m sorry. Mervin’s on his way to the Boston Center. Don’t call me and ask for Mervin and hang up when you know he’s got practice and a game today. Go to the Boston Center if you’re looking for Mervin. Stand outside with your lipstick and tits with all the others. I’m sure he’ll get to you eventually if he hasn’t already. Now if you’ll excuse me, my son, our son, mine and Mervin’s, because we have a family—our son is playing basketball in the house again and scuffing up my kitchen floor. He’s just come in from the snow and so he is in a very excitable state of mood right now and has forgotten I guess that the floor is new and should not be treated like that. I’ve told him I don’t know how many times but you know how kids are. Actually you probably don’t, do you? I’d assume you don’t have any children. I’d assume your eggs are dried up and shriveled and your pussy is diseased and oozing puss from the clap. You have disrespected my family and so I am allowed to speak like this to you. Your uterus is scraped raw from too many abortions. Well I do have children and I am a mother and I work hard to keep my house clean and my child fed and safe. Go sit at that bar where your kind hang out outside Boston Center. Have a drink and smoke your cigarettes and wait for my husband. He’ll be along soon enough. Lord knows he’s never here, so he has to be somewhere. But I’m sure you know that’s how men are. He’ll get done with you whatever it is he gets done with you girls. I don’t know how you people live with yourselves. But I have to go now, honey. I have to get Gilbert into some warm clothes before he catches cold. I’ll tell Mervin you called. Thank you, dear. Die. Good-bye.


 


And when the screaming stopped and the shivering stopped and the head banging stopped is when the gate opened and in stepped Mervin, basketball under his arm.


—D-d-d-d-did you w-w-w-w-win, Daddy? Gilbert asked, teeth chattering.


—I won, Animal.


—Did you score forty points?


—Fifty-two.


—Did you dunk?


—I dunked, Animal.


—Are you the best, Daddy?


—No, you’re the best, Animal.
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MERVIN MARCUS TWISTED HIS knee up in basic training coming down from the monkey bars and heading toward the mud pit with the rope that you grab and swing over it to the other side. Mervin Marcus could hardly hear out of his left ear due to his buddy Jason Duval pulling a very funny practical joke on Mervin involving getting drunk and firing an M-16 close enough to Mervin’s ear for Mervin to feel the barrel buzzing his earlobe like electric barber clippers. Mervin was recruited heavily out of high school but didn’t want to disappoint his mother—who was abandoned by Mervin’s father before Mervin was born—by not turning out like a man, as she called it. And so instead of college he enlisted in the army to prove to his mother that he was a man and not like his father. He liked to wonder about what things would have been like if he hadn’t twisted his knee in basic…if Jason Duval hadn’t played his very funny practical joke…


The word on Mervin Marcus around The Association and bars where the writers congregated was that he could’ve been great. But the problem was he seemed to refuse to pay attention to the finer details of the game. If he’d stuck to the fundamentals of the forward position more, like rebounding and staying in position on defense rather than trying to be a superhero all the time, he could’ve been a very special player, was the general consensus.


The Colonials’ front office sat in The Owner’s beautiful corner office working out the trade that sent Mervin Marcus (and Gilbert Marcus and Sue Marcus) to San Antonio in exchange for a pair of late-round draft picks. Jerome Alvin, general manager, swore up and down that Mervin would never be more than a loudmouthed third-rate Julius Erving, plus that Larry Bird would throw an absolute fit if Mervin were allowed onto the court at all during official game time except for maybe running out with the giant mop during time-outs. Assistant GM Kevin Harrick—thirty, Yale Law School—tried not to make a big deal of waving the smoke from Jerome’s cigar out of his face and said that it was his opinion, with all due respect to his immediate superior, Mr. Alvin, who he went out of his way to assure that he greatly admired and would wipe Mr. Alvin’s butt after he pooped if Mr. Alvin so desired it (Mr. Alvin did not so desire that, Mr. Alvin declared), but that he didn’t think that Mervin Marcus had yet reached his potential and that giving up on him would be a horrible mistake they would all regret for the rest of their professional lives, to which Jerome Alvin said with all due respect Harrick you’re a fucking asshole. The coach chewed his pen, not really saying anything because he knew by now that whatever he said would be overruled anyway. In the end, it was The Owner’s team, and The Owner didn’t like showoffs. But what The Owner did like was lunch and The Owner wanted lunch. So the decision was made that Mervin Marcus and his family would be shipped to San Antonio, Texas, in exchange for a fourth- and sixth-round pick and a case of Miller High Life (an inside joke between Jerome Alvin and the front office of the San Antonio Ramblers) and that they would have Mexican for lunch. And Boston fans forgot Mervin Marcus ever played for the Colonials and the house in Hingham was sold and a new family moved in and the winds took it all away.


Mervin tried to call Jerome Alvin personally to tell him that his hearing was coming back lately if that’s the reason but Kevin Harrick smoothly blew him off.


The next season Larry Bird and the Colonials won the title and Jerome Alvin was named Executive of the Year.


Mervin told Sue the night Boston traded him,—Wanna know who I feel sorry for? The people answering phones over there. They’re going to get tired of all the season-ticket holders asking how could they fuck up this bad with Mervin Marcus.


Gilbert sat on the stairs listening. He was so quiet.


And then Daddy was gone again.


 


He flew down on a plane and met with The Owner—another Owner—in a restaurant in downtown San Antonio called Brasil. It was the kind of place with no prices on the menu and where they serve you a big chunk of lettuce as an appetizer. There were purple-illuminated rocks on the walls with little waterfalls trickling down them. They drank a red wine that Mervin thought The Owner said was called Filet Mignon. The Owner was a vegetarian car dealer who was divorcing his third wife, a twenty-


three-year-old former Russian gymnast who wanted nothing in the divorce except for every wall hanging in the house. Mervin did his best to look impressed when the waiter showed him the label on the bottle of Filet Mignon. He held the glass by the stem like must be the proper way, drank the little bit of Filet Mignon the waiter poured, and went,—Mmmmm. Yeah. That’s good right there.


Mervin’s hair was no longer an Afro but now a little tight carpet that spread down his face into a beard. He got the haircut the day before his flight. He also bought a new suit and new socks. He spent nearly three thousand dollars. The Owner wore a string tie and spoke with a flat midwestern accent from beneath his enormous cowboy hat, weepy green eyes, and skinny pale hands. Mervin had just been transacted into this man’s possession. Each time before he took a sip of Filet Mignon, The Owner stuck his nose into the glass and sniffed very deeply, then held the glass up to the light and examined the contents of it. The Owner said that the Filet Mignon went good with a kind of low-acidic cigar. Mervin nodded and furrowed his brow and said,—Oh yeah. Absolutely.


And the two men nodded in silence, agreeing that Filet Mignon went well with a kind of low-acidic cigar.


White people shoveled food into their mouths that cost more than your clothes. The waiters were embalmed, homosexual teenagers, death forced to live. They bent down and murmured to you in gentle voices like you’d wet yourself if they didn’t. They ignored The Owner’s private booth unless The Owner himself raised his finger and beckoned. One time The Owner called a waiter over to demand the heat be turned off or he would die, and the waiter grimaced and said,—Right away, of course…and scurried off to extinguish all sources of heat.


Even though, Mervin thought, the heat wasn’t on. It was summer.—Well, Marvin, The Owner said,—what kind of music do you like?


—Oh all kinds.


—I love how you folks are always playing your music, Martin. Every time I go down there in the locker room to say hello, you know, to make myself available, that sort of thing. I like to do that now and again. Show my face. I’m quite progressive. Anyway whenever I venture down there I feel myself enveloped in your marvelous music. You people love your music, don’t you. It must have something to do with your natural sense of rhythm. I think it’s great. I’m progressive-minded, as I say, so I love it.


—Absolutely.


—What is the name for it? Urban music I believe? An urban person’s style of music?


—No, right, yeah. Definitely. I definitely like that kind of music. Sir. Yeah. The…urban style of music.


—I love music. Did I mention I was a music major in college? I had my training in the French horn.


—Oh really?


—Yes. I was very good. But the life of the musician is a very limiting one, unfortunately. But enough about me. Marvin, I must tell you. I can’t wait to see you play. I understand you’re very exciting to watch. Slam-dunking it all over the place. Kind of like this Julius Erving kid back there in, uh, where is it, Philadelphia. Or this Earvin Johnson.


—Magic Johnson, yeah. He’s going to be real good.


—You two have the same name. Earvin.


—Ha ha. Yeah.


—So, Earvin, you’re from the ghetto they tell me?


—Well to be honest.


—Please. Honesty is very important.


—They used to tell me back in Boston to tone my game—er, my style of play—down a bit. I think that’s what had to do most with my, uh, limited role. But honestly I don’t see it. Honestly I just try to put the ball in the basket. I mean. Or, get it to a teammate who can. And I mean, uh, if they want to call what I do flashy, I don’t know. I can’t control that. I just want to win games.


—Winning is good.


—Absolutely. If my team doesn’t win a championship, that’s a failure, in my opinion. But I uh I don’t believe I can help my team do that unless I’m allowed to be myself. On the court.


—I don’t think you’ll find that a problem here, Irving. I’m very progressive-minded. Did I mention I’m a vegetarian?


—No, you didn’t.


—I am. I don’t eat meat. Not a lick of meat. Not even baked beans. Because the broth has meat in it. Did you know that?


—No.


—It does. Anyway, I always say that if it’s good for the team, it’s good for me. I say that.


—Good to hear it, sir. Because, yeah, I just want to win.


—Don’t we all, Jonathan. Don’t we all. That’s why we’ve brought you in. We think you can be a real breakout player here. Matty, my general manager, tells me he remembers you from Boston University.


—Yeah.


—Says he can’t believe no one in this league’s figured out how to use your talent yet.


—Yeah. It’s been frustrating, to be honest, sir. I mean, just a little bit.


—Well I think you’ll find what you’ve been looking for here with the Ramblers, Bartholomew. I think the angels have blessed the San Antonio Ramblers. I think you’ve been sent from somewhere special. We’re prepared to make you the centerpiece of our team.


Mervin laughed. He couldn’t help himself.—You have no idea how good it is to hear that, sir.


 


In San Antonio there were no tumbleweeds, but in their place an expanse of metropolistic vomit stacked high with glisten and the hair-fiber hold-tight grip of the inescapable odor of meat. There weren’t any cowboys giddyupping horses in the dusty streets and quick-drawing their six-shooters at each other at sundown in front of the saloon, no corrals or morally dubious women in great flamboyant poofy dresses and floppy hats smirking from porches and cigarettes, no men spitting and making mud. The streets turned out to be paved and the men didn’t carry firearms, at least not visibly. To Gilbert, it didn’t look all that different from Boston to be honest except much, much hotter.


It was the early 1980s. The sweat of the people lingered in the air in a fine mist as Mervin eased through downtown San Antonio in his new silver Jaguar the day before his first training camp with the Ramblers. Mervin was happy. He was. All necessary changes had been made. When things get bad you change things. And here he was, having changed things. Boston seemed like a nightmare. How had he survived? It was going to be a good year.


Gilbert sat in the passenger seat with his feet swinging, seat belt behind his shoulder in the way Sue made him wear it because the other way would cut his head off like she’d seen on the evening news.


—This is it, Animal, Mervin said.—Take a look around.


Gilbert took a look around. There was something of death in it all.


—Yes, sir, Mervin said,—see what happens if you never give up, Animal? If you never stop getting better? The world wants to fit you into places you don’t want to go. That’s the natural order of things. Nature’s default position is unhappiness. If you don’t fight back you’re going to be stuck in a place you’re too good for. You’re never as good as you think you are, is what I’m saying. Remember that, Animal. Keep on improving, never stop learning the game, always remember that you are not bigger than the game. Your chance will eventually come like mine did and you have to be ready when you get the call. You paying attention, son?


—Yes.


—What did I just say?


—You have to be ready. When you get the call.


The smell of cooked animal sifted through the open windows. The metal groans of the city buses drowned out the music on Mervin’s radio, The Young Pop Singer, who Gilbert watched on TV, wearing his glove and dancing, and who, years later, would be on trial charged with fondling little kids with cancer. Every eye that turned to notice this emblem of wealth and stylish cool bore into him. He was six and a half. His eyes peered out over the window frame. The adults, this city’s people sitting at tables outside restaurants or standing at crosswalks looking at nothing. They were anonymous. The watchers. They existed to be spectators. Gilbert never wanted to be one of them.


—These people, Mervin said,—are ours, Animal. They don’t know it yet. The Marcus Gang is in town! Yes, sir! None of them can touch us. You, me, your mother. The Three Musketeers!


—Dad, how come there aren’t any cowboys?


—The Three Musketeers, Animal!


—How come there aren’t any cowboys though?


—Say what now?


—I thought there were cowboys in Texas.


—Cowboys? Cowboys are Dallas. That’s football. I play basketball.


—I know.


—This is San Antonio. See, son, Texas is a big state. San Antonio’s not very close to Dallas. San Antonio has the Ramblers, Animal. San Antone is what they call it here I think. I’ll call it that anyway. San Antone.


—Oh.


—And now San Antone has the Marcuses too! Yes, sir!


And Gilbert watched his father stick his head out the window as he drove to scream at the people milling past one another on the sidewalks, in suits, pretty women, graying men,—Take cover, San Antone! The Marcuses are in town! TAKE COVER, SAN ANTONE!


Somebody yelled back,—Hey, Mervin Marcus! Hey!


And Mervin’s eyes lit up and he slammed the brakes. He got out of the car and stood there with traffic honking behind him, his arms out, shouting,—Mervin Marcus has arrived!


Gilbert watched his father yell to the spectators that he never wanted to be like,—Anybody want an autograph? Hey! Who said my name back there?


They mostly regarded him like you regard a singing crazy man on the sidewalk. A skinny Mexican kid about Gilbert’s age came up and stared up at Mervin, who said,—Hey there, young fella! Want an autograph? The boy shrugged and Mervin took out the pen and pad of paper he carried around with him for this purpose and scribbled on the pad and gave it back to the boy going,—Stay in school now, you hear?


The Mexican boy took the autograph and didn’t look at it and stared up at Mervin. Mervin waved good-bye to everyone but no one waved back.—So hungry, someone said. He climbed back into the car yelling to them,—Viva los Ramblers!


As he put the car into gear he was laughing to himself.—That’s what it’s all about, Mervin said to Gilbert.—The people. The community.


They were late. Sue had dinner ready by now. It was never a good idea in the Marcus household to come home after Sue had dinner ready. So Mervin took a shortcut he thought he knew but he didn’t. They entered a filthy, old-looking part of town—chain-link fences, peeling store fronts, bars on windows, burned-out shells of buildings, toothless white-haired black men drinking out of brown bags, shirtless young black men standing around on stoops, radios blasting. Mervin turned his radio down and slouched in his seat. Boys Gilbert’s age but tough and cool and more manly than he threw rocks at a dog in an alley. Old furniture sat torn and bursting in front yards. These people were frayed like it took all they had to show themselves. They stopped what they were doing to see a Jaguar shimmering down the street. They stared at Gilbert and he stared back and wondered, Are these people ours too? A bare-chested boy his age ran alongside the car and he and Gilbert met eyes and the boy threw a rock at them but missed and Mervin said you little fuck and slammed on the brakes but quickly thought better of it. Gilbert stared through the rear window at the boy who was searching the ground for another rock.


The whole way home Gilbert kept an eye out for cowboys, because he didn’t care what anyone said.


 


Everywhere Gilbert went there were children. Children his age. Children in the city. Unloved children. Black children. Poor children. Rejected children with cold hearts. Children flung around like bags of leaves in a subway tunnel. Black children clinging to chain-link fences. Black children buried by the dust of demolished buildings. Children eating Purina canned dog food. Poor and angry ten-year-old black boys with facial hair in New York playing basketball in a windstorm with a stolen ball and a tied-up milk crate. Black children faint with hunger in Los Angeles playing basketball in order to stay out of jail. Black kids in Seattle playing so they won’t get into drugs. Kids in Chicago playing so they won’t have to go home to their mother and whatever man she has in there with his balls in her. Black kids playing ball in prison for ten, twenty years. Black kids playing ball with their paralyzed brothers with bullets still lodged between vertebrae watching from the side of the court. Playing because it’s the only way they’ll make money. Playing for the kids they’ll have when they are fifteen. All across America, discarded like old meals, their souls raked raw, black kids playing in order to stay alive. And why?


 


—Mom, can I have a snake?


She woke Gilbert early and made him put on this sweater that was white and itchy. He didn’t understand why having company meant he had to wear an itchy sweater. Why did the reporter want to see him in a sweater he never wore? He’d worn this sweater just once before, to church four months ago. The Marcuses hardly ever went to church, even on Christmas, because Mervin usually had a game. The reason they went to church that time was because it was punishment. Gilbert didn’t eat all his gluten burger one night, sending Mervin into a rage. He was yelling,—Death begins in the colon! As part of Mervin’s rage, he made new rules for the family. Whenever Mervin got really mad he made a new rule. The rule Mervin made because Gilbert wouldn’t finish his gluten burger was that from now on, every Sunday, they would go to church. They would wake up early (inevitably a part of every new rule) and attend first service of the day every Sunday at First Baptist in San Antonio. That Sunday, they woke up early and Gilbert put on the itchy sweater and they went to church. Gilbert liked the music and the chance to be good for God and adults. But he didn’t like staring at all the old men’s ears. Church was full of old men’s ears. It’s all there was in church. They all had things growing out of them. Gilbert couldn’t believe how your ears, when you get old, start growing things in them. He also didn’t like having to sit still. But the following Sunday Mervin was in Sacramento and so Gilbert didn’t have to wear the itchy sweater and look at all the old men’s ears with things growing in them and sit still. When Mervin came home from Sacramento he seemed to have forgotten all about the new rule.


—Mom? Can I have a snake? Can I? Can I, Mom? Mom?


But she ignored him. She was in welcome mode. A reporter from the San Antonio ABC affiliate was on the way to the house on Grey Squirrel Drive this morning, the day before the first game of the season, to do a story on Mervin Marcus, newest member of the San Antonio Ramblers. She’d be here any minute. The same reporter who’d alerted Sue to the dangers of seat-belt decapitation. And there was still so much work to do!


Sue was wearing a yellow dress he’d never seen before. Gilbert liked how it made her so soft and shapely and beautiful. He wanted to crawl up against her and cling to her, smelling the dress. She rushed about the house while Gilbert followed her saying,—Mom, can I have a snake? I want a snake.


—What? No. Ask your father.


Gilbert found his father in the master bathroom which was hot and smelled. Mervin wore a beige suit tailor-made in Italy he said that had to be kept in a plastic bag when not worn and which Gilbert wasn’t allowed to wear. Gilbert stood there watching Mervin stand before the mirror looking at himself in his tinted glasses and long silk scarf also made in Italy. Mervin showed himself his teeth. He showed himself his nostrils. He buckled a big gold watch around his wrist. Gilbert knew the smell. It was the smell his father made when he took a shower. Gilbert hated the smell of the bathroom after his father had taken a shower. He stood in the doorway afraid to enter and said,—Dad?


—Yeah, what is it.


—Can I have a snake?


—A snake? Mervin turned and blew by him tying his tie and ran down the stairs where he took off the scarf, put on the scarf, took off the scarf. Sue propped up freshly framed photos of Mervin in his army uniform before the American flag on the coffee table. Neither saw that Gilbert had taken off his shoes and sweater. Mervin noticed and growled,—Sue.


Sue looked up and hissed through her teeth,—Gilbert.


She stomped over and grabbed the shoes and put them back on his feet.


—But they hurt, Gilbert said.


Mervin said,—Think Jesus ever complained about his shoes? Just be happy you get shoes.


—But can I get a snake though?


—Oh, shut up about the snake. Goddamn, Mervin said.


Sue went,—Mervin.


—Put that sweater on him already, will you? Mervin said.


Gilbert said,—I don’t want to. It hurts.


—How does a motherfucking sweater hurt?


—It does.


—I’ll give you something that hurts if you don’t knock it off.


Sue said nothing and put the sweater on Gilbert.


There was the sound of a car scraping into the driveway outside.


They froze and looked at each other and Mervin whispered, peeking out the window,—They’re here. Okay. Kemmon kemmon kemmon kemmon KEMMON!


Hustled them over to the door where he forced Gilbert in front between the two of them, one hand on the boy’s shoulder and the other arm around Sue, saying through his teeth,—I want you to smile. I want you to laugh. I want you to speak clearly. Do…not…blow this.


The doorbell rang and Mervin exhaled rapidly a few times and opened it and the Marcuses chimed together, smiling like cherubs, nailing a sharp harmony,—Welcome!


 


Mervin liked white girls best, the pretty rich-looking ones, college age and without a purpose in the world except staying pretty. Nothing better than watching a gorgeous young white girl walk naked into the bathroom after getting fucked by a big black man with a big black dick, was Mervin’s humble opinion.


 


Mervin led the news crew through the house, with a fake adobe exterior to resemble a Mexican, open-type design, to allow for air and the breeze to get in and cool things down, he told the reporter. The cars—the Jaguar and Sue’s station wagon—were fresh from the car wash, out in the driveway, hopefully drawing attention from the neighbors’ cars out in the street, last year’s models, or worse. The neighbors had refused to pull them into the garage at Mervin’s request. He was embarrassed at some of the lawns the reporter must have seen coming up the way: balding, brown, somehow still overdue for a mow.


Sue remained quiet but pleasant as her husband led them around, her smile warm and reassuring. She was the calm wife. She played the part excellently. She had had so much practice. The reporter asked her how she found the schools here. Sue raved about how good the schools here were and how much they loved their church too. Their church was such a real close-knit community they were very happy to be a part of, Sue said.


The reporter pointed the camera by grabbing hold of the lens on the cameraman’s shoulder and guiding. She wanted to capture the trophies, the big-screen Magnavox, the VCR and the new Betamax which Mervin told them to get a shot of…the San Antonio Ramblers banner hanging over the kitchen table—hung up by Mervin an hour earlier—Mervin’s guitar collection, polished and arranged tastefully around the amplifier last night by Sue. Mervin attempted to play one and broke a string.


—That string was very old, said Mervin, laughed as he put the guitar back on its stand.


Gilbert hid behind his mother. From there the reporter led things outside. They got footage of Gilbert shooting baskets out in the driveway while Mervin explained to the reporter that those kinds of bushes are a very rare kind of bush, the name of which escapes him at the moment. Mervin explained that they were planted here by the previous owners who were champion botanists from France. Gilbert stopped and said,—Really, Dad?


—Yup, said Mervin.


—I have a pet snake, Gilbert said to the reporter.


The reporter said,—We should get some footage of it, it’d be adorable.


—Yeah, it’s actually his cousin’s, Mervin said,—they share it. It stays at his cousin’s, is where it is. His cousin has, uh. See the reason it stays at his cousin’s, who lives in Boston, is that his cousin unfortunately has leukemia and so, uh. See, pets, reptiles especially, are proven by science to help with the disease. On some unknown level that science can’t explain. But.


The reporter stared at Mervin and Gilbert said,—I didn’t know that, Dad.


Mervin said,—Why not show us your layup, Animal. His layup’s really coming along.


—How did you come up with the name? Animal.


—Well it’s actually. I mean. Well he was named after my buddy from the service. The army. I was in the army. Jason Duval. That was my buddy. We called Jason Animal because, well, that’s not important, but sadly he, uh, lost his life shortly before Gilbert here was born. Don’t worry, it wasn’t combat-related, but. It’s a tribute. I came up with the idea, I think, didn’t I, Sue, Susan? And she can correct me if I’m wrong about this, but I believe I came up with the idea to name our firstborn in honor of the memory of my dear friend Jason Duval, rest in peace God rest his soul.


—We liked the way it sounded, said Sue.


[image: space]


Back inside, the reporter supervised as the cameraman set up a makeshift studio in the white room with the piano which no one ever played, the leather couch no one had ever sat in before. This was a room no one, in Gilbert’s memory, ever went in before, certainly not him. There were a couple of lights and foil reflectors and wireless mikes. The reporter snapped at the cameraman, bossed him around, asked him if he forgot his morning coffee today or what. It got uncomfortable. Then the reporter was satisfied and interviewed Sue and Mervin.


—Listen, Ellen, Mervin said in the white room surrounded by fake floral arrangements, a view behind them of their perfectly mowed and shaded front yard, oil paintings on the wall of what looked like either women or fish,—my family comes first. Okay? Always. Basketball comes second. No, I take that back. What I meant to say was that God comes second, and basketball is third. So it goes family, God, basketball. God might even come first, ahead of family. But saying that doesn’t feel right, putting family second to something. I’m sure God is okay with being second to family, which, as Jesus teaches, is a way of honoring God. So, in a way, God still is first. What I mean to say is that it’s just a job, basketball is. It’s a good job, to be sure, but it’s just how I make my living and support my family. It happens to be what I’m good at and what I enjoy. So to be able to make my living at what I’m good at and enjoy, I’m lucky. Blessed. But it doesn’t matter too much in the whole scheme of things. I mean, for example, you enjoy bringing people the news, so you’re a newscaster is how you make your living. So you’re blessed too. But what I’m saying is this: In this world, we got war. Okay? Famine. Communism. Racism. Homelessness. Friends come and go. Basketball games come and go. But family is forever. Family is all you really got. I could blow out my knee tomorrow, Ellen, and never play again, is how I look at it. And it wouldn’t matter to me. As long as I have my family and Jesus Christ, it wouldn’t matter to me.


He smiled and kissed Sue. The reporter, legs crossed and leaning forward in her chair with papers in her hand (her ankles fat, Sue noticed), smiled and asked Sue,—How do you like San Antonio so far?


—Good ol San Antone, Mervin said, laughing.


—Oh gosh, Sue said,—we just love it here. San Antonio is just such a great place to raise a family. Everyone’s just been so nice. Our pastor, at our church, is just great, and there are just a wide variety of youth programs for Gilbert to take part in, as well as lots of other children for him to play with.


—How has he adjusted to the move? Ellen said.


—Fine, just fine, said Sue,—he likes San Antonio a lot. Gilbert has lots of friends.


Gilbert stood off to the side trying to take off the sweater but Sue kept giving him the evil eye. He watched the camera guy, sweaty and dirty and every now and again scratching his ass. Probably waiting for everyone to turn their backs so he could steal Gilbert, throw him into the van, drive him to a secret crawlspace under his house filled with the bodies of other little boys.


He jumped when Sue said,—Gilbert. Mervin was signaling with his hand. They wanted him to come over. They wanted him to show himself.


He went over without shoes and sat on his dad’s lap, keeping an eye on the cameraman. The reporter said,—What do you want to be when you grow up, Gilbert?


He said softly,—A pro basketball player.


Mervin laughed loud and deep and said,—Just like his old man! Ha ha.


Ellen sighed at the end of her laugh and looked at Gilbert and said,—Who’s your favorite player?


Gilbert looked at his dad and said,—Magic Johnson, and they laughed again.


Sue said over the laughter, staring into the reporter’s eyes, the conviction in her voice surprising even her,—Gilbert is very happy here in San Antonio and has lots of friends.


 


Sue dropped Gilbert off outside the school in the Kiss and Ride. All the boys were dressed identically in light-blue short-sleeved shirts, cream-and-maroon-


striped clip-on ties, dark-blue pants, brown or black shoes. Gilbert slung his San Francisco 49ers backpack over one shoulder in the way that the big kids did it and walked toward the front door of Casper Hill Day School (K-6, private, the educating institution of children of congressmen, lawyers, heart surgeons, etc.).


A group of second-graders bumped into him in the hall and called him chink and nigger and said he had a stupid name and was he a nigger or a chink?


But Gilbert looked down at the floor at his slightly scuffed shoes not saying anything until they got bored with him and wandered off. He was relieved he wasn’t punched and that they didn’t take any of his pens which he loved. He got off good this time.


That day during snack time he waited for his peanut butter crackers and chocolate milk at the table where it was only him and Stacia Jacobs who always smelled like pee and so no one sat with her. He loved snack time because he could have a tiny carton of chocolate milk and Mervin would never know. But the chocolate milks ran out before it was his turn to go up and pick. He had to have a tiny carton of plain milk. He tried his best not to cry. He bit his lip, fought the hot flood from behind his eyes. But he cried and the other kids laughed at him for it. These kids could have had chocolate milk at home. These kids didn’t hate plain milk. Matthew, whose face was always red and who puked once, like all over himself, like in front of everyone during show-and-tell, said to Gilbert as Gilbert cried,—You like chocolate milk because you’re black and it looks like you.


—He’s not black, Stacia Jacobs who smelled like pee said.


—He’s yellow and black. He’s a chigger. Do you know what a chigger is? It’s a chink and a nigger.


 


During handwriting he finished his assignment early as usual and fell asleep on his desk and he dreamed that he was in his house only it wasn’t his house and he went downstairs to find no one home so he got scared and ran toward his neighbors like his mom told him to do but the driveway and the streets were all melted into a stagnant river of sticky tar hundreds of feet deep, trapping him. He woke up startled but thank God not screaming because then Mrs. Greer would notice and he would get in trouble for sleeping during school which would mean the white kids would see him get in trouble and look at one another with looks that said,—The chigger got in trouble.


 


Mrs. Greer told the chigger during art that he drew well and that he should be an artist, to which he said,—But I’m a basketball player.


—You can be a basketball player and an artist too, you know. It’s really hard to be a basketball player anyways. I’m not sure if you are the right type for it.


 


And outside after school waiting for their parents to come in vans and station wagons, the white kids removed their ties and whipped one another with them, then turned on the chigger and whipped the chigger in the ass, his tie still on, saying to him,—You’re gay and your name is stupid.


—Why are you black?


—Did you get dropped in paint?


—No, he’s black because his mom hates him because he’s gay and has a stupid name so she put him in the oven when he was a baby and burned him.


—Yeah, and then she took a knife and cut his eyes and that’s why his eyes look like that.


—Then she fed him rice and taught him karate.


—Chop suey!


—Chong-chong-a-dong-dong!


And Sue pulled up and the white kids stopped and watched him get in and he stared back at them as Sue drove off.


 


The interview aired that evening and consisted of Mervin trying to play his guitar then saying basketball wasn’t that important before cutting back to the reporter after forty-five seconds or so who ended the segment by sending it back to the anchors in the studio who sent it to commercial.—Waitwaitwait, Mervin said.—That’s it? That’s it? The season started and Mervin played 13 minutes a game and averaged 1.2 points, .4 rebounds, and .3 assists before blowing his knee out. The San Antonio coaches murmured about him over coffee after practice, rubbing their balding skulls and droopy eyes, saying while sighing deeply,—It’s like he doesn’t want to recover. I don’t get it. What’s stopping him?


—He could be great. I don’t get what’s keeping him from being great.


After the season, Mervin knew his agent would be calling with the news. When he’d read it in the paper, his gut knotted and he got ill in the bathroom. They were going to cut him. They’re going to exercise the injury clause, he thought. They can cut me. It’s in my contract. I remember Jimmy saying something about it. And they will because my knee’s shot. You never know what’s going to happen, he thought. You have no control over anything. Whatever is going to happen is what’s going to happen. He waited by the phone. He never left the house. Jimmy, his agent, was a young cheerful type of guy who had a talent for banal conversation. Finally he called.


Mervin said,—Give me some good news, Jimmy.


—I have your good news. I have your good news and I have your great news. You’re going to love me. How’s Sue?


—She’s fine. What do you have?


—Listen. Does she watch TV? Only reason I ask is because my wife, all she does is watch TV. All day she sits there watching TV. It’s fascinating. I mean, what is it with women and TV?


—I don’t know.


—It’s a talent is what it is.


—What’s the word, Jimmy.


—Okay. Here’s the word. They want to give you an extension.


—What?


—They’re going to offer you six, eight. Something like that. We’re still scratching it out a bit.


—Six or eight what?


—Years, Mervin. They want you for life. Or close to it at least.


—Wow. Oh wow. But…well, I thought you were going to say they cut me.


—Cut you? Why would they cut you? You’re the show, Mervin. You’re the franchise. You fill the seats. Listen, how’s the new—what was it you got? New oven or something?


—Uh, no.


—Oh, I thought you did.


—No.


—Oh. Anyway, yeah, so the word now is. Hold on. I’m in a restaurant. Okay. The word now is, what they’re saying is they’re going to trade to get you a guard. A shooter. A veteran. A team player. They’re throwing some names around but nothing definite right now.


—No, that’s great, Jimmy. That’s exactly what we need. That’s exactly what I’ve been telling them. A shooter. A scorer, you know?


—Yeah, and they’re most likely going to take this kid Hawkins in the draft. From, uh, UCLA.


—Persuval Hawkins. Percy’s good. I watched him in the tournament. He’s got some bad habits but he’s going to be real good. Real good. Real team player. This is great. To be honest I was a little nervous.


—About what?


—I don’t know. It’s stupid. I heard some things. You know, my knee and everything. I don’t know. It’s stupid. It’s dumb. You get paranoid.


—People get hurt. That’s the nature of the sport, Merv. The fact is the Ramblers are committed to you. They’re building the team around you, Mervy. You’re their guy. They’re talking about five hundred thousand per year. Give or take. Like I said, we’re still squabbling a bit. But that’s ballpark. And barring any last-minute snags, as they say, I’d say you’re sitting pretty, Mervy-poo.


—Man, Jimmy. You said good news but. Damn.


—You earned it, Mervster. Merverooski. This is your time, baby. You know what? This is your time. Because it’s like I was telling them. Mervis Marcun…Er, excuse me, Mervin Marcus. Ha ha, I do that all the time. But listen, it’s like I was telling them. Mervin Marcus is a tank. A fucking tank. You know? And they’re fighting guys with rifles. Their army has a tank and they’re in a war with guys who have these little one-shot Civil War rifles that shoot musket balls. But they don’t use the tank. They keep the tank back at headquarters in the garage. All loaded up with missiles and ready to go. And these guys with the musket balls are massacring them. And they’re asking themselves, Why can’t we win this war? With their fucking tank sitting in the garage they’re asking themselves, How come we lose every battle?


—Yeah. Yeah.


—You’re their tank.


—I’m their tank.


—No one can touch you. And they know that. Haven’t I always told you that? Listen. What’d I tell you when you signed on with me?


—You said you’d get me the Magic Johnson contract.


—What did I tell you when you signed with me, Merveroni?


—You said you’d get me the Magic Johnson contract, Jimmy. Ha ha.


—And what did I get you?


—The Magic Johnson motherfucking contract.


—I don’t go back on my word. Listen. I’m in a restaurant right now. Some jerk needs the phone. Some dick…Yeah, you heard me, you dick. Listen, Mervy, I’m, uh, I’m in a restaurant. I have to get back to the office and get on the horn again with these scoundrels. Fucking jackals. I’ll keep you updated.


—You’ve done good, Jimmy.


—Please. I’m just doing my job. You’ve done good. We have done good, Merv. The Dynamic Duo.


 


A week passed with no word from Jimmy. Mervin called his office in New York daily but he was always out. He left messages with Jimmy’s secretary that were never returned. He went nowhere, he did nothing.


I don’t go back on my word.


Sue watched him on the couch as he picked his lip and stared at the wall. Old thoughts swarmed her. A boy she knew in high school. A smart boy who went to Amherst, remembering one time standing on her stoop with him in the silver sigh of dusk, laughing. At what? Nothing. And wouldn’t that be great? A school night, which made it magical. She’d been happy then. Not like now. No, that’s not true. She rinsed off the dishes, dumping Mervin’s plate over the trash after dinner because he barely ate nowadays. From the kitchen she watched him on the couch in the living room. Flipping through the channels, a hand down the front of his shorts, which he’d been sleeping in till noon. He’d always woken up before sunrise. Ever since she’d known him. She thought, No, I’m happy. A house, a husband, a child. I should be happy. And I am. I’m happy.


 


After a month of this, Mervin finally got off the couch. He took a shower. He could see in Sue’s eyes that he was losing her. She was getting resentful. He could hear it in her voice. Short, terse words. Her mind was wandering. And maybe her heart. He knew it. She was beginning to stop seeing him as a man. She was starting to see him as weak. Women have no use for the weak. Maybe she was done having her fun pissing off her parents, he thought. Maybe she was thinking it’s time to move on. Get on the ball, he told himself. Take responsibility. He remembered the army, he started jogging. He woke up before sunrise. He ate. He changed, he bathed. He made calls. He dialed everybody he could think of. He got on a first-name basis with the ladies at 411 (they sounded kinda sexy, some of them). He called people he knew in the CBA, the ABA. These were lower-level pro leagues that existed as a kind of minor league to The Association. But there was nothing, not even with the Harlem Globetrotters, who said, whoever he spoke to, that they’d never heard of him. He called L_____, his coach at Boston College, looking for an assistant coaching job. Even though he didn’t want to coach, he wanted to play. L_____ wasn’t at B.C. anymore. He hadn’t been for years. He was playing golf in Scotland mostly, enjoying his retirement. And having left on bad terms, he didn’t have any connection to the current program at B.C. Nor did he have any connections anywhere else.


One morning after another day of unreturned calls, while he shaved, Mervin thought about maybe driving off into the desert and parking his Jaguar and killing himself. He would use one of his rifles. He’d shoot himself in the chest. He would use a pencil to push the trigger if he couldn’t reach. He saw himself dead. He saw the blood on his shirt. He saw the EMTs standing around his body, smoking and making small talk as they waited for the detective.


Maybe he could coach kids. He liked kids. Children are the future. Teaching them the sport of basketball would be really fulfilling emotionally and athletically. Maybe Gilbert would be on his team. Sculpt the boy into the best player out there. And then he could coach him in high school too. Then college. Then who knows what could happen. Train him in another sport too, like golf, which is easy on the body and won’t get in the way of basketball. Or boxing, which is good for conditioning.


Came across the number of the Benny Glenn League back in Hingham. A secretary answered and he told her what he wanted and she patched him over to an old-sounding guy with a throaty high-pitched voice like a gangster who turned out to be Benny Glenn himself.


—You know what you should do? There’s this school. They’re looking for a coach.


—Yeah? What school.


—It’s this military school. Great school. It’s in Utah. Let me get Stephanie to find the number.


—School? What kind of school? High school?


—It’s a good school. A kid I grew up with runs it. We grew up in Medford together then he went off and became a Mormon. I don’t know why. Real good school though. They need a basketball coach. I remember you, Mervin. I remember you from the Colonials. I remember you at B.C. even. I was there that night at the conference championship I think it was against North Carolina.


—Yeah. Ha. Yeah.


—When you nailed that fifteen-footer then stole the inbound and dunked it backward? I was there. I’d never seen anything like it. I’ve never seen anyone move like that. Whatever happened to you anyway?


—I don’t know, Mervin said, looking for a pen.
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