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	It felt as though I had stumbled into heaven.


	In January of 1992, I had checked into the Hyatt Regency Hotel in Minneapolis, the press headquarters for Super Bowl XXVI, and had been given a room on the sixteenth floor. I was on assignment as a sports columnist for The New York Times to cover the Super Bowl, but my thoughts were not focused on football. I had discovered that on the fifth floor of the hotel was the Greenway Health Club, which boasts a regulation-size basketball court. It is well-lighted and well-constructed, and several good leather basketballs are available. As someone who has played basketball regularly since the age of seven or eight, heaven was having my own gleaming basketball court just an elevator ride down from my room.


	The first night I was in town, I went down to the club in T-shirt, shorts, and sneakers, paid a fee, and played. There were satisfying full-court games with a good group of players. The next night only two other players showed up. One was a television producer from Detroit whose name I didn’t catch. The other was Rick Telander, a sports columnist for the Chicago Sun-Times, a former Northwestern University defensive back, and an enthusiastic pickup basketball player. The three of us began a game in which whoever has the ball is guarded by the two other guys. At one point I had the ball and Rick closed in on me. I took one step to begin my dribble and heard a popping sound, like the shell of a Brazil nut being cracked.


	“What was that?” Rick said, stopping.


	“I don’t know,” I said, holding the ball. “But I think it was me.”


	I felt something curious in my right knee, though it didn’t hurt. “Let me try a jump shot,” I said. I couldn’t jump.


	“I think I’d better quit,” I said and I left the court limping slightly.


	The next day my knee throbbed. In fact, I could hardly walk. I visited the orthopedist for the Minnesota Timber-wolves, Dr. David Fischer. My X-rays showed nothing. Dr. Fischer said that there had probably been a strain on my ligament and suggested physical therapy. When I got home to New York, I consulted another orthopedist, who agreed. I did therapy for several months, and yet nothing improved. So I took a magnetic resonance imaging test at the New York University Medical Center, lying for nearly in an hour in a cylinder as claustrophobic as a cocoon.


	A few days later the doctor, Jeff Weinrib, with whom I had often played basketball on the nearby courts at NYU, called to inform me of the results.


	“You’ve severed your ACL,” Jeff said.


	“What does that mean?” I asked.


	“Means your basketball playing days are over.”


	“It does?” I couldn’t believe it.


	“I’m sorry,” he said.


	Without an ACL—an anterior cruciate ligament—there is no spring in the leg. The ACL is the rubber band, so to speak, that connects the thigh to the calf. Jeff said that I was too old to undergo reconstruction since results could hardly be guaranteed and the recuperation period of more than a year wouldn’t be worth it at my age, fifty-two. Unbowed, I spoke with several surgeons, and every one agreed with Dr. Weinrib. But they all said that I should have arthroscopic surgery to “clean out” the cartilage, which was also torn up and which caused me a lot of pain when I walked.


	Of course, there were many injuries and illnesses I could have been afflicted with that were much more serious than this, but the idea of never playing basketball again rocked me. It was like having something integral ripped from me, and for the first time I found myself peering into the canyon of death. After all, the paradox of maturing is that you must also come to grips with the reality of the final buzzer. Mortality beckons.


	But I couldn’t accept that this was the end of the road of my basketball life. I mean, I knew I still had a lot of missed shots left in me. And there still were places I wished to play, like that gorgeous outdoor court in Laguna Beach, California, which I drove past one day, admiring skillful players against a backdrop of brightly colored umbrellas on the sunny beach and sailboats on a sparkling ocean.


	I had played basketball since I was a small boy, first tossing a rubber ball into a paper bag that I had hung atop a door in my apartment on Springfield Avenue on the west side of Chicago. I can still hear the downstairs neighbors, the Heifetzes, banging their ceiling with a broom as my ball bounced and thundered on the linoleum floor above them. To their relief, I soon moved on to school-yard and playground basketball.


	Growing up, I spent hours by myself shooting, working on my moves—sometimes dribbling haphazardly on a rock-strewn dirt surface—and working particularly on my jump shot. I can still feel the sweaty ridges of the ball on a hot, sunny summer’s day as I shot with shirt off. And I recall lofting shots on a playground court on a winter’s evening, snowflakes falling on my face, under yellow streetlamps, in gloves, knit cap, and coat. I can still feel the texture of the ball retrieved from a snow bank after it had bounced awry from the netless hoop. And, with the ball now a little wetter and a little heavier, and shooting with snow flicking away, I could still dream that one day I might drive through whole teams or flip a pass behind my back to a cutting teammate in the inimitable fashion of Bob Cousy of the Celtics. Or just pull up and drain the “J” from 20 feet away. Swish! Yeah! And the ball plopped back into the snow.


	And while I never became a pro—never close—I did become a starting player on my high school and college teams and later played for my regiment in the army and in various amateur leagues and tournaments. Even now, in my so-called middle age, I was still playing in pickup games in parks and school yards and gymnasiums long after many of my friends had stopped playing altogether.


	My work as a sportswriter takes me far from my home in New York City, and I have played ball around the country, as well as in other parts of the world. I once played several half-court pickup games in a gym in Athens. One of the players asked me to compare basketball games in the States with those I had just played.


	“The only difference,” I told him, “is that you guys argue in Greek.”


	Once, in pursuit of a story, I phoned Wayne Embry, the general manager of the Cleveland Cavaliers. Embry, who is just a couple years older than I, had been an outstanding NBA player. In the course of our conversation, I mentioned that I still play basketball—sometimes full court.


	“Give it up, man,” he counseled. “Give it up.”


	My eighty-two-year-old father also sounded a discouraging word. “You’re not a spring chicken anymore,” he told me on more than one occasion. “And you know we have a history in our family.” He didn’t have to add that my grandfather, an aunt, and an uncle have all died of heart attacks and that he himself had to undergo quadruple bypass heart surgery.


	Others I’ve met have looked at me with upraised eyebrow. “When are you going to grow up?” they ask.


	“When are you supposed to?” I reply.


	I like Picasso’s attitude. “Youth has no age,” he said.


	This is certainly true in the arts, among other avenues, where the “childlike” quality as opposed to the “childish” quality—the sense of curiosity, of wonderment, of striving toward dreams—is cherished.


	At bottom it remained pleasurable for me to play basketball, an activity that gave me joy when, in retrospect, life was relatively free of the physical and mental aches and pains of midlife.


	I asked my long-time friend and former high school teammate, Barry Holt, a Chicago attorney, why he still plays basketball.


	“I guess because I still can,” he said.


	Within limits, to be sure. But in our fashion.


	Sometimes I wondered whether I was trying not to recapture my youth but in a way to reinvent it and to improve upon it. I would look back with some dissatisfaction on my life as a young basketball player, always thinking I could have been better. Or even should have been better. No matter how good one becomes, I have found, there is always some frustration. There were kids who wished to be high school players who never made the team, high school stars who did not become college stars, college stars who never made the pros, and pros who felt they could have done more in the NBA. Some of these people may be quite successful in life after basketball, but they never forget those earlier heartbreaking experiences.


	At one point, I thought I had retired from basketball. I was in my midtwenties and I had resolved to accept the biblical injunction. “Well, yes,” I figured, “it’s time to put away childish things.” So I quit basketball to play grown-up sports. But golf held little interest for me because the only time you break a sweat is when you crawl in and out of the canopied cart. Swimming was lonely. And I was disqualified from bowling because I didn’t have a beer gut. But I played squash and tennis and enjoyed both. Perhaps because of the lack of team play in those sports and the avoidance of even incidental contact, neither was as satisfying as basketball. And I jogged. Not marathon jogging—just three or four miles. Enough so that when I had my blueberry cheesecake after dinner, I felt I deserved it.


	I once tried skiing. I bought a ski jacket, I rented skis, I clop-clopped to the ski lift, and up and up and up I went, to the top of a mountain in Aspen. My instructor, a Swedish blonde, showed me how to hold the poles, how to hold my body, and then told me that the first thing I “moost” learn was to fall down while on skis. It was very difficult, but finally I plunged successfully into a nearby bank of snow. After absorbing a few more fundamentals, I decided I had had enough skiing for a lifetime.


	I asked my instructor how to get down from this mountain.


	She said I had to ski down: “Ees only vay.” I looked down, and it felt as if I were at the top of the Empire State Building and this was straight down. I glanced to my right. “Look,” I said, “no one’s going down on those lift chairs!” She told me no one goes down on lift chairs. I ripped off my skis and flew to the lift. I imagine that she was right behind me to try to tackle me. I jumped on a lift chair, and all the way down I passed people coming up on the lifts, clutching their poles: little girls, matrons, college boys, old men looking merry behind sparkling sunglasses, all gleeful anticipation beneath their stocking caps. Some shot me disbelieving looks or just snickered. But about halfway down a man looked sympathetic.


	“What happened?” he asked, as we passed in the sky, “broken bindings?”


	“Yes, yes,” I blurted out, “broken bindings!”


	All the rest of the way down I shrugged at the passing skiers. “Broken bindings,” I said.


	“Oh, what a shame.”


	“Yeah,” I said, “brutal.”


	But I missed playing basketball. I missed not only the competition and the camaraderie, the occasional team play and the delight in making a good move, but also the very feel of the ball: the comfortable 10 ounces, the knobby leather, the ridges where the fingertips habitually search, like a blind man touching braille, to enhance the spin on the shot.


	It took me about a year to admit this to myself, but finally I did. For a time I wondered if it was some kind of addiction. The photographer Walter Iooss Jr. used to tell me that he had a basketball Jones—though he has since discarded hoops for tennis and, alas, water skiing. Yes, water skiing! Once, though, Walter and I played one-on-one in Chicago on a windy day. He was born and raised in New Jersey and so had been deprived of the experience of playing basketball outdoors in the Windy City. I threw in some shots that, under the circumstances, he thought were unseemly, if not in fact unsportsmanlike. He fixed me with a glare. “You damn meteorologist,” he said. Music to my wind-blown ears.


	But playing basketball all these years has certainly taken a toll, especially physically. I was once hit so hard in the nose that I had trouble breathing for a month; another time I was hit so hard in the solar plexus that I had trouble eating for a month. I have strained my back, developed painful heel spurs, torn a rotator cuff in my shoulder. I have banged up my fingers, my hands, my elbows. I have torn ligaments in both ankles, and sometimes even stepping in the slightest crack in a sidewalk would cause my vulnerable ankles to buckle, sending me tumbling to the ground and spilling the contents of whatever I might be carrying all over the street. I would have to grab for support at anyone who happened to be nearby, risking a punch in the mouth in the bargain.


	Even before severing my ACL in 1992, I had suffered torn ligaments in both knees. My first arthroscopic surgery, in the late 1970s, was on my left knee, but only to repair strained ligaments. And after that first operation, I was soon back playing, though somewhat more carefully than before.


	“At this stage,” said Barry Holt, who still plays in fifty-five-and-over national tournaments, “it’s not so much knowing what you can do, it’s knowing what you can’t do.”


	So it is. I tailored my game to my limitations. I boxed out for rebounds instead of attempting to jump and perhaps landing, disastrously for me, on another player’s foot. When defending, I tried to analyze my man’s moves, for as the former New York Knick star Walt (Clyde) Frazier once explained to me, “Everyone has a certain rhythm that he dribbles to.” I took that also as an insight into life itself. Basketball can have that effect on me.


	When I was thirteen years old, I came across the instructional book Basketball for the Player, the Fan and the Coach by Red Auerbach, the cigar-smoking coach and savant of the Boston Celtics. I studied it and began to understand in rudimentary fashion that the philosophy of basketball has its roots in the philosophy of life. “Remember,” Auerbach wrote in his section for coaches, “regardless of the system of play you use, proper balance is important.” I know that after examining the universe, Copernicus came to roughly the same conclusion.


	I have found that in the wide variety of people I have played with—from Wall Street whizzes to drug dealers, from seventy-year-olds to teenagers—I have developed a deeper understanding of the world through hoops. While some may see the world in a pebble or a grain of sand, I believe I can get a sharp glimpse of humanity from a pickup game of basketball. Through the game I have had an unusual opportunity to look into the soul of others, as well as, the spirit and wisdom willing, my own.


	When I was in my thirties, I collaborated on a book with Walt Frazier called Rockin’ Steady: A Guide to Basketball and Cool. And on the few occasions that we got to play one-on-one, I was impressed by the vast differences between the amateur and the pro. Whenever he felt challenged, Frazier, on defense, suddenly expanded before my eyes, as if he were being pumped with air. He not only got closer, but he also got taller and wider—even the hand that he raised to rebuff my shot seemed to grow as big around as an archery target. On offense he astonishingly shifted into higher and higher gears.


	Playing basketball, it was clear, was one of life’s great pleasures for me, like the dawn breaking over a lake or blueberry cheesecake, a lilting clarinet, a clear-as-a-stream sentence, a woman’s touch. To be sure, though, the game can sometimes be a torment. Numerous times I’ve dragged myself home after having shot at an unfriendly rim or having played with younger, swifter players who tried to slam-dunk and ignore the open man—who, occasionally, was me, with hands extended, waiting for the pass that never came to shoot the shot that was never lofted. A particular low point was when a younger player on my own team took the ball from me while I was dribbling and turned and shot. Something like that could drive a man to introspection, or worse. And many times I have come home and announced to my wife: “That’s it. Never again.”


	But there has always been one more time.


	I still savor the memory of coming home on a summer’s evening from a good outdoor game, my body agreeably tired and sore and my T-shirt drenched with sweat. On one such occasion I stopped, politely, to say hello to Mrs. Douglas, a neighbor, who was walking her two small white fluffy poddles. I was leaking happily from every pore. “Do you mind?” she said. “You’re dripping on my dogs.”


	Regardless, I retained a longing for basketball.


	That was why the arthroscopic surgery to repair cartilage in my knee troubled me so. How much damage would be found? Would I never play again? Had I laced up my last pair of sneakers?


	I put off the operation for nearly a year, but finally I relented. The next thing I knew (so it seemed), I lay flattened on a gumey in the recovery room at Columbia-Presbyterian Hospital on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. Part of my brain was still befogged from the anesthesia that had been administered, but the other part was clear as a bell. My surgeon, Dr. Stuart Hershon, came by to see how I was doing.


	“Your knee looked worse than I thought it would,” he said, solemnly.


	“Oh?”


	“You’ll be able to walk fine, but you’re going to have to be careful about the activities you engage in.” He knew about my primary sports interest because we had discussed it earlier, and he addressed it.


	“I think you should not play basketball again,” he said.


	I raised up on my elbow and looked at him. “I think I need a new doctor,” I said.


	I did not need a new doctor. After three days on crutches following the operation, and a week of walking around with my newly scoped cartilage, I began to jog. I was feeling good. Should I try basketball?


	The other doctors I had consulted were skeptical about my playing ball, and so was my wife, Dolly. After the operation Dr. Hershon told her that I should never play again, and she urged me to heed his words. “Life is making adjustments,” she said wisely. “You’ll find something else that you can love and throw yourself into.” Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, I recalled a boyhood friend, Ted Schwartz, carried home by another friend and me after he had sprained his ankle in a playground game, and his mother, in apron and in tears at the front door, wailing, “Teddy, the ball will kill you!”


	Dolly and the doctors feared that the ball might cripple me.


	Was I vaguely hearing what the French call the chant du cygne, or swan song? I was at a crossroads. Should I risk playing basketball again, despite the serious consequences if I reinjured my knee? Should I take life by the scruff of the neck or hold it at arm’s length? And if I did play, how would I play? Through the years I had made adjustments and concessions to age and mobility. What about now? I mean, even a street player has his pride!


	When I visited Dr. Hershon in his office, I asked him about it. “You’re determined,” he noted. I said yes. He didn’t look happy. “You can do serious damage to your knee, you know that,” he said. “You can have an early case of arthritis. It might impair your walking.”


	But even as he spoke, I knew that Stuart Hershon had overcome injury, too, as a defensive end on the Harvard football team. In a game against Brown during his senior year, 1958, he chased down a ball carrier and tackled him before he reached the goal line. But the runner’s cleats scraped across Hershon’s face, and as he lay on the ground, his face was bleeding all over the 20-yard line. Hershon was removed from the game and had “fifty-one sutures,” as he later told me, sewn from forehead to chin and looking like an understudy for the Phantom of the Opera. But he and the team trainer devised a special mask for his helmet for the next game. “I was a senior and we were playing Yale,” he said. “I’d been looking forward to that game all season. I wasn’t going to miss it for anything.”


	“Doc,” I asked in his office, “isn’t there some kind of brace I might be able to wear for my knee?”


	Hershon shrugged. He said that there was a Lenox Hill brace that has proven effective, “if you want to take the chance.”


	I had a plaster cast made of my knee so I could get a personally fitted brace, which cost $795. About a month later, when I first strapped on the serious-looking blue plastic and Velcro-strapped apparatus, I wondered whether I had made the right decision. The brace was bulky and looked heavy, though it was in fact lighter than it looked—about two pounds. But like a racehorse with only a little lead weight added in his saddlebags, I hoped I’d get used to it.


	The operation, plus the brace, in effect might allow me a second life at basketball. Once something you love is taken from you forever, or so I thought, and then is miraculously returned as a kind of gift, even short-term, it is to be embraced, not taken for granted. If I could play again, I would savor playing the game more than I ever had before.


	I knew that every time I stepped onto a basketball court it would be an adventure: Would the knee hold up? Would the brace inhibit me? I decided I would try not to think about it. For two years I worked on bringing my game back to its presurgery level, but as a new basketball season approached in the fall of 1995, I hit upon an intriguing distraction for myself. Not only was I going to play, but I was also going to try to play a better game than I ever had. I hoped to reach another level.


	I determined to do something I’ve only occasionally done in basketball, and that is to be a consistent and effective driver. I’ve always had a good jump shot, but for reasons ranging from motivation to skill (or lack of both), I have invariably reined in my drives in the lane or along the baseline. It was just more in my rhythm to stop suddenly and pop. But the more I thought about it, the more convinced I became that it was time to try to get deeper into the game, literally and figuratively, and, as they say around the courts, go to the hoop.


	I wanted to do this for several reasons. One was to see whether you can in fact teach an old dog—or a middle-aged dog—new tricks. Another was that if I could do it, I’d be just that much more effective and perhaps extend my basketball life even further. And third, there was a kind of embarrassment factor. A young black player whom I played with in the school yard near my home in Manhattan once complimented me on my shot. “But how come you don’t go to the hoop more?” he asked. I extended my right leg and allowed him to feel the brace under my sweatpants. Severed ACL, I explained. But I knew that wasn’t the whole reason. The fact was, I didn’t think drive. I thought jumper.


	I resolved to watch the good drivers and ask about technique—I know that many players take a long first step and throw the ball a little farther out to dribble than in other circumstances, and go hard! I would practice, try it in games, see what happened.


	But there was also an aspect beyond versatility, and that was virtuosity. It was a word that Itzhak Perlman, the renowned violinist, used when I interviewed him for a profile in the Times. Perlman, so enthusiastic a basketball fan that he once cut short a European tour to see Michael Jordan’s return to Madison Square Garden in 1994, compared Jordan to Yascha Heifetz, saying that in the throes of creation, whether it’s a drive shot or a concerto, the virtuoso goes to a higher level. “It’s like playing a phrase,” Perlman said, “and you don’t know what you’re going to do until you do it.”


	I wasn’t fooling myself; I understood I was neither Michael nor Yascha. But beyond that I knew I would be confronting my own self-image and reality. I would have to make adjustments even as I strove to broaden my game.


	I didn’t want to be dumb about the extent of my partial handicap. That is, I wouldn’t exactly emulate any of the devil-may-care professional athletes I had interviewed over the years: Vinnie Pazienza returning to fight for the middleweight championship after he had suffered a broken neck; Jackie Fields, the onetime lightweight champion, who fought despite being blind in one eye and risking what sight he had left in the other; Troy Aikman, the Dallas Cowboy quarterback, who returned to his job after suffering three concussions in one recent season.


	But neither did I want to be Steve Blass, the Pirates pitcher, who became so frightened of hitting a batter that he lost all effectiveness, or Paul Blair, who, after being hit in the head with a pitch, began to shy away at the plate and was soon out of baseball.


	Perhaps I’d take my guidance from the Bard or Bobby Knight or whoever it was who said, “I dare do all that may become a man;/Who dares do more is none.”


	Not long ago I was talking to a woman in her thirties, who said she didn’t remember the 1960s. I said, “I can remember the 1940s.”


	She stared at me. “How old are you?” she asked.


	I told her. “Gee,” she said, “you’re very well preserved.”


	Time speeds. As I write these lines, I am fifty-six years old, and when I look in the mirror, I see a brown-haired man graying at the sideburns, considerably more weathered than the teenager I used to observe, with more wrinkles at the eyes and mouth. Sometimes I wonder where that kid went, but it’s not something I’m forlorn about—not for very long, anyway. It’s actually a double-edged sword: that fresh-faced youth had so much to learn. On the other hand, I think, my God, this middle-aged guy is still learning.


	Basketball, like writing, has helped keep me from feeling I am growing too old too fast. When he turned eighty, Carl Sandburg said, “I should like to think that as I go on writing there will be sentences truly alive, with verbs quivering, with nouns giving color and echoes.”


	There is something to that. All of us think, tomorrow we will be better.


	Some other physical facts: I’m six feet tall, give or take a millimeter. Probably “take,” since I’m sure I’ve begun to shrink somewhat, as the spinal cord begins its normal compressing in aging and the shoulders sag, but I haven’t noticed it yet. The hair on my head remains curly and unruly, a matter of genes rather than grooming. I weigh about 195 pounds, some seven or eight pounds more than I’d like to weigh, but I’ve found it gets harder to lose weight as one gets older. Also, the desserts look better and better. My doctor told me it isn’t so much what you eat, but the portions. “Cut back about half,” he said.


	I’m always interested in other people’s diets, to see what might help me. One year as Thanksgiving approached, I became curious about what William (The Refrigerator) Perry, the nearly 400-pound lineman for the Chicago Bears, was planning for his holiday dinner, and what he had eaten the previous Thanksgiving. He told me he had gone to his in-laws for dinner and described the turkey and chicken and roast beef and various types of potatoes and, of course, the numerous cakes and pies on the table. “What did you eat?” I asked.


	“A little bit of everything,” he said.


	“A little bit of everything or a lot of everything?” I asked.


	“Both,” he said.


	Another time I was in a baseball press box when Stan (The Man) Musial, the former St. Louis Cardinal batting star, came through. An old friend of his noted how trim he looked. “How do you do it, Stan?” the man asked.


	“I push away from the table when I’m still just a little hungry,” he said. “I never overeat.”


	I find that I am somewhere between The Refrigerator and The Man in my gastronomic habits. But sometimes too much Fridge and not enough Man hurts my game. I know from experience, and not just physics, that the lighter you are the more spring you have in the jump shot and the longer you can go. So much of the shot, after all, is in the legs.


	My job as a sports columnist, meanwhile, has also fed my personal basketball world—in a noncaloric way. When I watch games, I’m looking not just for the story, but also for the masters’ secrets—to steal a move, if I can. Not just Kareem Abdul-Jabbar’s extension on his sky hook, or how a relatively slow Larry Bird compensated by making amazingly economical moves, but even trying to copy Michael Jordan’s flight to the basket. And not when he was aloft. Jordan is famous for his aeronautics, but I have marveled at how low to the ground he gets when he dribbles to the hoop, slicing between and around and, in some ways, through defenders and then coiling and springing. The best athletes often maintain that kind of low center of gravity, that flexibility, that body control—the way the pitchers Tom Seaver and David Cone thrust off the mound, the way Barry Sanders explodes through the line, the way Mike Tyson steamrollers into opponents.


	It turned out that not only couldn’t I get as high off the ground as Jordan, but I also couldn’t get as low to the ground as he did. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t improve my game, for example, by bending a little lower and going hard, as one does in a rainstorm.


	The idea of attempting to fit parts of someone else’s game into yours was first made clear to me in college, in a literary way. By then I had begun to dream of being a writer, having long given up the notion of replacing Bob Cousy in the back-court of the Celtics.


	Full of youthful nerve, I sent a couple of the stories I had done for my college newspaper to the great sports columnist Red Smith and asked for suggestions on how to write better. Out of the blue. And he wrote back! He was gentle but candid in his assessment, saying, well, that I needed work. But he offered this piece of general advice: “If you can take one move, as we say in boxing, from ten like Mark, Matthew, Luke, John, Shakespeare, Hemingway, Thurber, E. B. White, Ibsen, and Edgar A. Guest, you’d be a helluva writer.”


	Now, thirty years later, I was about to try to follow Red’s advice again—this time on the basketball court.
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	It’s a tight full-court game as the October dusk descends and the nearby trees with their lemon-yellow and russet leaves darken. From the basketball court behind the New York University Medical Center on the east side of Manhattan, the players in their motley array of shirts and shorts might see the cars and hear their rumble and honk on the close-by F.D.R. Drive. An occasional toot from a tugboat on the East River, the whir of a helicopter landing at the 34th Street heliport, an ambulance siren heading for the emergency ward at Bellevue, a block south, all add to the ambience. Some cars have their headlights on, and the lights in the hospital windows are also beginning to glow. The warmth of the late day meshes with the fumes from the automobiles and copters as the players run and sweat and hustle for the ball and for position, oblivious to nearly everything else around them.


	A handful of guys are waiting for the next game, standing or sitting along the chain-link fence, and the losers will have to sit while the winners take on the newcomers. So there is pressure to win. There is no referee, of course, and players call their own fouls and infractions. Players are free to dispute calls, and they do so frequently.


	“The ball hit the top of the backboard, it’s out!” cries one player.


	“Top of the backboard is in play!” shouts another.


	“It isn’t!”


	“It is!”


	Another player gets bumped while taking a shot from the top of the key.


	“Foul,” he grunts.


	“Chump call,” says his defender.


	“Careful,” says the first guy, “or your mustache is goin’ in your mouth.”


	There’s also the desultory pat on the ass for a good move. “Nice take,” says an opponent.


	The players, like their wardrobes, are also a mixed bag. On this day there are some medical students, a radiologist, a cardiologist, a cook from the medical center’s kitchen, a lab assistant, a security guard, and a few teenagers from the projects about a half mile away. Some in the game have played college or high school ball, some haven’t. They range in size from S to XXL. There are blacks, whites, Asians, even an Indian from Bombay. Most of the players are in their twenties, a few in their early thirties. One is over fifty.


	I’m the only player in long sweatpants, since I’m somewhat self-conscious about wearing my brace. The gray at my side-burns is enough to reveal age, or infirmity, and I don’t need a bulky brace to add to it. Sometimes under the boards I’ll bump knees with someone.


	“What the hell was that?” he asks.


	“My brace,” I tell him.


	Another time I was running up the court, and a teammate, ambling alongside me, asked, “Do you have a mouse in your shoe?”


	I said, “No, why?”


	“Because something is squeaking,” he said.


	“Oh?” I said, and kept on as if I had no idea that the unseen brace under my sweat pants needed oiling.


	In my white New Balance sneakers (I wear this brand since it is one of the few that has widths and not just lengths) I have placed orthotics because I once had heel spurs. Nobody sees them, either.


	This is the court where I frequently play my outdoor pickup games. It is a long, full court with nets on both baskets, always a plus for a pickup player. One basket is regulation height, but the other is slightly shorter—the winning team has its pick of baskets and usually chooses the lower one, a somewhat easier target. A standard game can be from eight to twelve baskets wins. In this game, it is twelve. There are no free throws in pickup hoops. There is a small hump in the cement near midcourt, and the regulars there know to avoid it. A new player has a surprise bounce in store. Most of the players are regulars, though, and the personalities and talents are quickly discerned.


	I’ve been coming to this court for twenty years, and I’ve made friends. Some know I write for a newspaper, some don’t. But once you’re on the court, nothing matters except the quality of your game. As in most pickup games, play is serious, especially when the losing team must leave the court. The established rules of courts often just exist, like a joke you hear going around. No one quite knows how it originated, but there it is. And on this court, the first five guys to arrive have the next game, no matter who they are.


	At some courts the next guy waiting can pick any four he wishes, including four who were on the losing team. I prefer the way it is at NYU because everyone gets an opportunity to play right away, and more guys play sooner. Also, when you play with younger, faster, and stronger players, they tend to pick other young, fast, and strong players.


	There have also been occasions, though, when a urologist, an anesthesiologist, and a cardiologist have come to my apartment building, which is about a block from the courts, and have called up for me to go over to the courts with them and play as a team.


	If I can finish my writing by four o’clock or so—and have no other duties, from either my newspaper or my spouse—I try to get over to the court. You never know what to expect. Sometimes the court is empty. And I shoot alone, giving myself a good workout for about forty-five minutes. Sometimes one guy shows up, and we have a one-on-one. Or we get a two-on-two, or more. Sometimes the place is crawling with players, and, as on this day, full-court games may follow one another into the night.


	I always bring my ball—I buy a new Spalding NBA indoor/outdoor ball every few months—since I like to make sure that there will be a ball there with a good grip.


	On this October afternoon the game is tied at 11 and is on the line. My teammate Mike Attubato, a dark-haired cardiologist, a friend, and an excellent player, takes a spill. He grabs his right knee, moaning on the concrete.


	“Mike,” I say, bending over, “are you hurt?”


	“No,” he says, “just mad.”


	“Mad? Why?”


	“Because,” he says, “that was my last healthy joint.”


	Several other doctors and med students, those in the game and those watching, hurry over to take a look at Mike. They ask about fibulas and tibias. “I’m OK,” he says. He gets up and is able to continue. I’ve seen guys sprain their ankles, and the doctors and students will gather round and diagnose: half will say keep the shoe on, the other half will say take it off. It doesn’t always inspire me with confidence in the medical profession. In Mike’s case, though, it is universally agreed that he will survive nicely.


	I had hit a few outside shots early—one on a crossover dribble that I hadn’t made, or attempted, in quite a while—but I had not contributed as the other team caught up from 10–7 deficit. In fact, I had thrown a bad pass that resulted in a basket for the other team and had dribbled the ball off my foot, which also resulted in another score for the opposition. It is now 11–11. One more basket wins—there is no deuce, or win by two, as on some courts.


	I have the ball again, and I’m dribbling at the top of the key when I see that our husky black guy with cornrows, Tyrone Flowers, a clerk in radiology at NYU, has the inside under the basket on the man guarding him. I am to the right of the key, Tyrone just to the left of the basket. I loft a pass that goes over the outstretched hand of the center defender. Tyrone catches the ball, turns without even taking a step, and lays the ball in for the winning basket. There are high fives and congratulations all around. Nice to help win a game with an assist. We hold the court, win two more games, and then lose the third.


	I also try a couple of drives, as I begin my quest to amplify my game. Driving is primarily faking, quickness, and strength. And mind-set. You look for the defender leaning, and then go. Or you try to split the seam between two guys. Easier said than done, at least for me, and at this stage.


	I see an opening and drive across the lane, but the ball is slapped away. Another time I dribble hard along the baseline, but there are too many defenders to enable me to go straight up for the shot, especially since I don’t quite spring like a jack-in-the-box. I give a couple of pump fakes and lay the ball in off the backboard for a score. It’s not the great drive I had in mind, but it is a step in the right direction.


	And in our four games my winning team shows a nice little cohesiveness to it. At some moments, with our passing and movement, there is even a sense of a jazz quintet, all of us playing together and combining improvisation with harmony.


	“Life is beautiful,” I inform Dolly as I come into our apartment, swinging my gym bag.


	I had played four full-court games, and, feeling achy but happy, took a long hot bath. I rested the next day. When I was younger, I needed no bath—just a shower—and could have played another round of full-court games the next day. Not anymore.


	The calendar was getting late into fall, and the weather was getting cooler, so the games went indoors, to a nearby gym. In one game, with the score tied at 7–7 in an 8-points-wins game, I hit a jumper at the top of the key to win. But in games a few days after that, my shots were off. Not only that, but the guys I was guarding seemed to be hitting all their shots. It was frustrating. One afternoon the gym was particularly crowded with players, looking like rush hour at Grand Central. The pressure was on to win, because losing meant sitting for about a week. I hit a couple of shots, went to 7–7. I got the ball on the side. Two guys were on me, and they realized that there had been a mix-up. So both went for the unguarded man, leaving me alone!


	I measured my shot, a one-handed push—we’ve all seen Scottie Pippen do this many times—and missed! The other team went down and scored to win the game. “C’mon, man,” one of my teammates said to me as we walked off the court. “You gotta make those shots.” This wasn’t news to me, even without his unnecessary remark. I felt like a bad citizen, like a jerk. I had let my team down.


	I left the gym discouraged and came through the apartment door with what must have been a transparently hangdog expression. Dolly was in the kitchen preparing dinner. She looked up, brushing her hair from her face, and saw me. She knew immediately. “Basketball is supposed to be fun,” she said. “You’ll do better the next time.”


	“If there is a next time,” I said. “I’m prepared to quit.”


	“Again?” she said.


	And that night I had a dream: a rottweiler was biting my ear. He and the owner were on the sidelines of a game at Sullivan High School in Chicago, where I had played as a teenager. I was without sneakers and in stocking feet. The owner said, “My dog will stop biting your ear if you promise not to play anymore.”


	I said, “OK, who wants a rottweiler biting your ear?”


	End of dream.


	Isaac Herschkopf, a Manhattan psychiatrist and fellow pickup basketball player, interpreted the dream for me:


	“Your ears represent your testicles,” Ike began. “You felt very emasculated on the basketball court. It was something you’ve been good at, and proud of, and you were playing with younger guys, and yet on this day were not able to compete to your satisfaction.


	“Rottweilers and Doberman pinschers are known to go for the balls. The dream expresses your anxiety, but it does so in a such a manner that it doesn’t wake you up because it disguises it.


	“The only two pairs of organs that dangle from your body are your earlobes and your balls. The earlobes are wonderful symbolic representations of your testicles.”


	Ike was rather matter-of-fact about all this.


	“It’s classic,” he said. “When playing poorly, you feel less of a man. When playing well, you not only feel immortal, you feel omnipotent. The owner of the dog obviously represents the guy on the court who you felt was insulting you. It’s like saying, ‘If you stop shooting I’ll stop insulting you.’”


	But for me to stop shooting would be the same as to stop breathing. It would be curtains.


	I would try again. Rottweiler or no rottweiler.


	At fifty-five, I was still seeking to prove that I belonged on the court and could meet the competition. But as I’ve gotten older, I’ve gotten slower, by degrees, and it was hardly noticeable until I discovered that the pickup in my engine needed an overhaul that I was now unable to give it. I tried to compensate, making careful passes, playing defense with deft feet, and of course sneaking the occasional tug on my opponent’s shorts.


	My slowing down had surely been happening over a period of years, but it struck me most forcibly about ten years ago, when I was invited back to Chicago one summer to participate in a charity basketball game in a suburban high school. I was forty-four years old at the time.


	The game was played between a team made up of Chicago Bears football players, some of whom were high school and even college basketball aces, and a group of so-called former North Shore all-stars—while I was a starting guard on my high school team on the North Side of Chicago, I was something less than a varsity star, but I wasn’t about to quibble. The Bears team featured such young and swift and hefty people as the linebacker Otis Wilson, the wide receiver Willie Gault (once an Olympic sprinter), and the cornerback Leslie Frazier. (They were among the standouts on the Bears’ Super Bowl championship team the following year.) In the charity game, which was competitive, I started for the all-stars. My parents came to watch. I did reasonably well, particularly in the first half, when I sank five outside shots.


	“I watched you and you played well,” my dad said to me after the game. “But at one point I thought that you were running kind of slow. Then I reminded myself that you weren’t a kid anymore, but a forty-four-year-old man.”


	“Anyone would run slow next to Willie Gault,” I protested lamely. But I pictured what he had been seeing.


	At one time I played in leagues and in tournaments. But my travel schedule as a journalist was so erratic that I missed games, lost a starting position, and began not to feel a part of the team. Better just to walk into a gym or onto an outdoor court and ask for next. I played an average of twice a week, if I could, sometimes taking my brace on the road if I knew I would be gone for an extended period. I wouldn’t hazard playing without it.


	I no longer have a regular indoor game in summer. I’ve tried a few in which guys rent out a school gym on a particular night once a week. Two problems with that: One is, at my age, late games jumble my nerves too much, and I can’t settle down and get a good night’s rest; for another, I like eating dinner at dinner-time, rather than before going to sleep. That jumbles up my digestive tract.


	I first moved to Manhattan in the fall of 1967, and shortly after arriving I began playing regularly at the Vanderbilt YMCA on East 47th Street. I had left the Minneapolis Tribune, my first job in journalism, to be a sportswriter for the Newspaper Enterprise Association, a national feature syndicate, and the Vanderbilt Y was just a few blocks from my new office.


	The Vanderbilt Y gym was a mecca for observing, in condensed fashion, the mind and quirks of much of New York, if not all of America, as players sometimes literally bounced off the walls—the gym is a small full court, and the sidelines are so close to the four walls that a normal-size person sitting on the floor with knees bent and back against the wall will have his feet on the court.


	At one time or another people from the four corners of the world seemed to come through the doors of that gym. “You just missed Burt Bacharach,” a guy told me, shortly after I joined. “He gave up playing here a few months before you came. Went in for a shot and got low-bridged while in the air. He fell hard and hurt his hands. He makes his living with his hands. He decided it was better to give up his career in basketball than risk his career in music.”


	I remember seeing a lawyer argue a call with a passion he might have reserved for another court. He wore a torn T-shirt, blue shorts, and sneakers. He was overruled, his brief rejected not by a judge but by a knot of his peers.


	He had been supported by a pal of his, both of whom frequently made outrageous calls that rankled most of the others. On this occasion both grew so mad that they quit the game. Others looked on as they stalked off. “Well,” someone said, turning to me, “there goes flotsam and jetsam.”


	Some talented players were regulars through the years. Bill Butler, who had been a standout forward at St. Bonaventure with Bob Lanier at center in the late 1960s, wore rubber sweatsuits in order to battle a weight problem. Dave Golden, an all-American high school player in Illinois, captain of the Duke team, and the last cut of the Indiana Pacers, was as smooth and swift a player as ever entered that gym. And there was Jeffrey Newman, a play-making guard with behind-the-back moves who had been all–Ivy League at the University of Pennsylvania—and who left the gym to make a fortune, I learned, in the stock market. Newman had been at Penn the same time Candice Bergen was going to school there. “One day I decided I should call Candice for a date,” Jeffrey told me, with the implication that he was a pretty important guy on campus. “I got her number and phoned. A woman answered. I said, ‘Candice?’ She said, ‘Yes.’ I said, ‘This is Newman.’ She said, ‘Paul?’” In telling the story now, Jeffrey raised his eyebrows. “I shrunk to about three feet,” he said, “and I gently hung up the phone.”


	The gym became a kind of oasis for me, or so I thought. And while we all imagined that we had left our lives behind us as we played, it wasn’t true. We brought all of what we were and had become into the game. All the frustrations and anxieties, as well as the pleasures and experiences. The businessmen, the theater directors, the writers and actors, the architects, the doctors and lawyers showed up, cutting schedules, missing a rehearsal, changing a meeting.


	Charlie Miron, one of the older players at the gym, believed he could tell by the way guys were playing—pushing, elbowing, arguing—that there was some kind of trouble at work or at home. “I bet that guy’s having a problem with his marriage,” Charlie said at one point. Turned out the guy was going through a nasty divorce.


	I would slip away from the typewriter before 4:30 and for the next hour and fifteen minutes play frenetic full-court basketball games. A nucleus of about twenty guys—some regulars, some transients—generally made their appearance in this game between shirts and skins, as the teams on the court there were differentiated. It seemed we were all there for a purpose: to live a little for today. But also, perhaps, holding on to the past a little as well, and maybe more than many of us wished to admit.


	Some of us never learned the full names or the actual names of the people we played with for years. This imparted a sense of being an auxiliary of the French Foreign Legion.


	There was Green Pants, because he never changed his shorts. And Wristbands and Headband. There was Big Al and Little Al. A guy with a wide-eyed, gaunt look was called Orphan Annie. Diogenes got his name because he read a book while waiting for next. (It was obvious, however, that he never read a book about how to play basketball.) And Junior Jive was a young guy with a lot of fancy moves, his most consistent being a behind-the-back pass that routinely bounced off the wall or, once, the ceiling.


	J.J., as he was generally called, was a teenager from the Bronx who had finished high school and was self-employed. That is, he was a ticket scalper. One evening I ran into him at Yankee Stadium, where I was taking part in a television production. A limousine had been made available for those in the project, and so I offered J.J. a ride home. He agreed, and he loved being ensconced in the limo. But when I asked his address, he said that we should drop him off about two blocks away from the apartment he shared with his mother and two sisters. “If people see me pull up in a limo,” he said, “they’ll be trying to break into our apartment to rob us.”


	On First Avenue one winter day someone hollered my name. It was a panhandler, in a black knit cap and frayed coat. I looked closer. He was jumping up and down in the snow and appeared to be imitating a jump shot. Mine! “You the man with the J,” he called out. “Still got the J?”


	It was Fuzz. He had played at the Y and had had a decent game. He also had charm.


	“Fuzz,” I said, genuinely happy to see him, “’S up? You haven’t been to the gym in a couple years.”


	“Been away,” he said.


	“Anywhere I’ve been?”


	“Coxsackie.”


	Coxsackie is a New York state penitentiary.


	“For what?”


	“A little break-in kinda thing,” he said.


	I nodded in understanding. “Still got a game?” I asked.


	“Oh yeah,” he said. “Played a lot. Was unstoppable in the joint!”


	There was a guy in the gym named Animal for his aggressive style of play. I once brought a friend up for a late afternoon of basketball, and afterward he suggested that everyone up there be called Animal. Animal 1 through 20. My friend never returned.


	Then there was Monster, whose style of play was not unlike Animal’s. One time Monster and another player were discussing a transaction dealing with Knicks tickets. The other player’s name was Sly. He always thought he was putting something over on everyone, and his very slyness made him appear suspicious and thus transparent. This time, though, there was nothing tricky, just a matter of a sale of tickets. Monster told Sly to call him at home.


	“But I don’t know your real name,” said Sly.


	“Oh, just ask for Monster,” came the reply.


	Sly called, and a boy answered.


	“Can I speak to Monster?” asked Sly.


	The boy shouted past the receiver, “Da-a-a-d!”


	One problem I’ve had at that Y and in pickup games generally is that since I had played some organized ball, and since, as a sportswriter, I keep up with rules, I’ve argued too many calls. There are times when it hasn’t been worth the trouble and the headache, trying to explain to someone who won’t listen to the difference between a basketball right and a basketball wrong.


	It’s amazing the ignorance—and the adamant ignorance—of so many people, people one would think might at least admit to simply not having knowledge of something. All of the players considered themselves experts on every phase of the game, and at the top of the list was kicking the ball. What is kicking? “It’s when the ball hits your foot,” is commonly the answer.


	Ah, but of course not. The rule book reads, “Kicking the ball or striking it with any part of the leg is a violation when it is intentional. The ball accidentally striking the foot, the leg or the fist is not a violation.”


	I once saw a guy I’ll call Roach throw a pass downcourt that hit the sole of a sneaker of an opposing player running with his back to the passer. “Kicking,” Roach called. I said, “It’s not kicking.” And I was on Roach’s team! An argument ensued between him and me. The other team supported me, which was hardly a surprise since they retained the ball.


	I have long concluded that the only thing dumber than arguing with an ignorant person is continuing the argument, which I’ve done on numerous occasions.


	I try to control myself. But then someone calls the top of the backboard out—it’s out only if the ball bounces over and behind the backboard—and I am trying to explain the error of his ways.


	One time a guy called traveling when another player bobbled the ball without moving his feet. “How could he travel if he didn’t move?” I asked. A few days later I generously brought a rule book to show the idiot who had called the bobble. Naturally, he refused to look at it.


	Then came the notorious out-of-bounds play. A guy threw the ball and it hit an opponent who had tripped, and his body was out of bounds. The passer said it was his ball because it hit the guy on the other team. I said, “Impossible, you idiot. The guy was out of bounds.”


	Big argument. I don’t remember who won it. But that night I went to the rule book. Oh, shit! The son-of-a-bitch was right! This time, I didn’t bring the rule book into the gym. And I never mentioned it again, either.


	I made several friends in the gym, and some of us had social functions and dinners with our wives and girlfriends. But after twenty years, my time at the Vanderbilt Y came to an end when I had embarrassed myself to an extent that made me feel uncomfortable. It is a story that remains painful for me, even nearly ten years after it happened.


	In my two decades at the Y, I had the occasional altercation. Usually words. I had never come to blows with anyone, though others had, and fights were broken up when passions and bad calls got out of hand. Then one afternoon Roach seemed particularly out of sorts. Something happened—I don’t remember exactly what it was—but it was an accumulation of things, to be sure. Maybe I had turned down his invitation to his Thanksgiving Day party. Or maybe—and this is hard to believe, even for me—but maybe I was somewhat at fault, as well. Roach had had other problems in the gym. He was very physical and when racing for a loose ball would throw a body block at his competing opponent. At one point several other players presented a written complaint about him to the Y’s athletic director. Roach received a warning.


	But on this afternoon there was a disputed play, and then I was to take the ball out of bounds. Roach held onto the ball. I asked for it. He was just a few feet from me and threw the ball at my face. He only grazed my head, which was the same kind of accuracy he showed in shooting for the basket, and I charged him. We scuffled and tumbled and threw punches and he bit my finger and drew blood. I was active in some other fashion, particularly around the area of his ear. Then we were pulled apart. Shortly after, one of the new players came over to me and asked if I was the same guy who wrote a column for The New York Times. I was taken aback, and felt abashed. “Yes,” I said.


	Later, I thought about what had happened. I was forty-seven years old and getting into a fistfight? It was the first fistfight I had engaged in since I was a teenager. And while sometimes one daydreams about punching someone out, the reality of it took on a different hue when I reflected on it.


	I had been going up to the gym for two decades, or as long as I had been in New York, and old habits are hard to break. It took me several more months, but I decided to take a rest from that gym—it turned out to be a permanent rest. Some other players had left as well.


	I found a place to play even closer to where I live, at the NYU courts, which does not seem to be as great a magnet for such a mad array of humanity as the Vanderbilt Y—perhaps because of the security guards who sit in the lobby nearby and who occasionally patrol the area.


	While the games can be aggressive, and invariably there are antagonisms, I have seen no fistfights. I finally gave up the Vanderbilt Y because while playing basketball is something I’ve enjoyed all my life, I was now an adult. Or liked to believe I was. And the notion of me fighting like a punk didn’t quit fit that self-image.


	Over the course of this past summer, I played in the NYU school yard with a young, thin, dark-haired Puerto Rican kid named Kenny Garcia, who was close to six feet tall. I later learned that his parents were separated and that he lived sometimes with his mother and sometimes with his father. He was seventeen and going into his junior year at Seward Park High School on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. He traveled to NYU by bicycle, cap turned backward, and often with a black friend and classmate of his named George. Kenny had a cousin named Junior who worked in admitting at the hospital, and he and George played in the games as well. There were times when the four of us were on a full-court team together, and I enjoyed playing with them. They had a good attitude about the game—they passed when they should have, worked at defense and rebounding, and were skillful on offense as well. Kenny had a point guard’s mentality and knew how to give me the ball in a way that I liked it for my shot—chest high, crisp, in my rhythm. One day we held the court for several games.
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