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For Russell Smith —
Without you, I’m nothing.





Shacks from Mansions



The words “… required community service projects …” come out of Dr. Shiring’s mouth, and the rest of Social Work 322—well-intentioned sons and daughters of the eggplant-colored Aerostar set—bob their heads like they’ve got springs for necks. They think it’s swell; I can tell already. Why even do the study? Let’s just write our reports now. Save some time.


Dr. Shiring’s hippie teaching assistant starts handing out cases. Nearly three hundred of them. Divided up for our class that means about nine each. The professor reviews the assignment.


“While it’s been a long-standing tradition in private schools to require these projects, public schools have just begun to follow suit,” she says. “There have even been some legal challenges to mandating this sort of work, but those court cases have all failed.”


The T.A. plunks folders down on the flip-up desk on my auditorium seat and continues down the row. I glance at the files, but try to keep listening to Dr. Shiring.


“The seniors at Lee High School here in town had to complete two hundred hours of community service in order to graduate. The manila folders you’re being handed now contain the essays they had to write, the documentation of their hours, and an evaluation they completed regarding the program.”


Flipping through the files, I see I got a candy striper, a canned food collector, a toy driver, a library “volunteer.”


“What I want you to do,” Dr. Shiring says; I get my pencil ready, “is to take your nine, or in some instances ten, cases and make follow-up calls to the students involved. Interview them. Try to get more out of them than you see in that folder. Deerfield ISD has commissioned us to evaluate the success of the program.”


Costas Tobin, of the Highland Park Tobins, who I’m sure either stumbled on the phrase “noblesse oblige” in a Kennedy biography or experienced some sort of spiritual conversion after failing out of the SMU business school, raises his hand like this is junior high or something.


“Costas?” Dr. Shiring says.


“How do we define ‘success?’” he asks.


With a dictionary, I say to myself.


“… For the purpose of this report, I mean.”


Sorry. It’s a decent enough question, but the boy shouldn’t be in the social work program in the first place. Reality is gonna take a huge chunk out of his ass the first time he tries to tell an angry young brother to “chill.” He’ll be back at Central Texas University working on that teaching certificate, applying to private schools that italicize the word “exclusive” in their brochures.


This one time, Costas gave me a ride back up to Dallas for a weekend—we’d just completed a mock intervention project together, and he’d heard I was looking for a way up to my sister’s wedding. When we got to Dallas, I told him to drop me off at a McDonald’s right on I-35, and I’d have someone come get me, but he begged to take me to my doorstep right in the middle of South Oak Cliff—a neighborhood newspaper columnists started calling “Little Rwanda” on account of all the dark-skinned people capping each other. Ten miles from Costas’s Highland Park home, but it might as well as have been Venus.


“Ain’t been to the hood in a long-ass time,” he said.


Yeah, like since you were born.


Then the guy insists on stopping at Big J’s Liquors to pick up “some smokes.” Eight blocks from my house, and the guy has got to show me his Pulp Fiction credentials, like people are gonna be impressed with his cool quotient.


So Costas pulls into this liquor store, parks his Audi. I follow him inside, morbidly curious. I’ve already had to listen to three hours of Arrested Development and admit I missed the Farrakhan special on BET. (“It was fly.”) I’m half expecting him to try to “walk” a forty-ounce of St. Ides. He doesn’t, but during the cigarette purchasing exchange he somehow manages to let Big J know that Tyson was framed. Big J looks at me. I shrug.


I got home safely.


“Nice crib,” he said as we stepped inside my house.


I realized at that moment that all the textbooks in the world can’t teach you what a life you haven’t lived is all about. How could people like Costas ever really understand “charity” or “service” if they’ve only been on the giving end of it? To them it’s auctions, functions, balls, write-offs. Somehow it even manages to make them feel good. What do they call it? Chicken soup for the soul? That’s classic.


But I’ve been on the other side.


I was eight years old, and I didn’t really understand it at first—why suddenly I had this “Big Brother.” The first time he came to the house, I hid in my room and wouldn’t come out. I feared strangers. I was weak in a neighborhood that devoured its own. The man was out in the front room listening to my mother. I could hear her “I just don’t understands” and “since his father dieds.”


“What do he like?” the man asked.


“He likes to read,” Momma said.


“Read?”


“Books,” she confirmed. “This really is going to be a treat for Randall. He certainly needs to spend some time around a man. It’s just women in the house except for him. Oh, and he has nightmares something terrible, and at his age he shouldn’t still be wetting the—”


With whatever pride an eight-year-old bed wetter can manage, I threw open the door before she could finish.


“There he is!” Momma said, as if my sudden appearance was a surprise. It took me years to figure out what a smart lady my mother was.


“Hey there, little man,” said the stranger. But he wasn’t a stranger. Not exactly. I knew him from somewhere. It took me a couple puzzled seconds to figure out where. I owned his card. His football card. This was Preston “The Thief” Moncrief, starting cornerback for the Dallas Cowboys. Led the NFL with eleven interceptions the year before.


“You’re The Thief!” I said, thrilled so severely I was in danger of losing bladder control right there in front of him.


“Randall!” Momma said sharply.


“No, no, that’s okay,” Preston said. “Nickname.”


He looked me square in the eye.


“Wanna go have some fun?” he said.


That afternoon we must have spent thirty dollars at a Malibu Grand Prix playing video games, Defender mainly. Folks would come up while we were saving the galaxy and try to get Preston’s autograph, but he’d tell them they’d have to wait until the game was over. He’d sign the napkin or whatever they handed him, have me sign it, too, then put our high score on it. Like they were asking for both our autographs because we were such good astro pilots.


We did a bunch of stuff like that over the next few weeks: miniature golf, bowling, Six Flags, even. Sometimes he’d come by and pick me up from school. When he’d show up, everyone would crowd around his Jaguar and try to touch him or get his attention. He’d be nice, but after a few minutes, he’d say, “Randall, ready to roll?” Everyone would go awwww, and wish they were me. It was a strange feeling, but I decided I could get used to it.


Then, one time while everyone was gathered around the car, Stephawn Coleman tossed Preston a football and took off toward the jungle gym on the far side of the field. Preston let him go deep, then threw a bullet. Stephawn reached out and plucked the ball out of the air like cotton, tucked it under, faked a stiff arm, Cabbage Patched his way across the end zone in a pretty good imitation of Preston, and spiked the ball. Preston whistled.


“Boy got hands,” he said. “Randall, you go out for one.”


“C’mon, Preston, we better roll.”


Stephawn came loping in with the football.


“Give it up, young buck,” Preston said, holding his hand up to Stephawn. Stephawn pitched him the ball.


Preston gave me a look.


“Show us what you got, little man.”


“He can’t catch,” Stephawn said.


“Or run,” added one of the smiling hangers-on.


All Preston said was, “Go.”


I hesitated, but he gave me a reassuring nod and a little smile, so I took off. Sort of. My legs churned at the ground, but I hardly moved. I fantasized briefly about running fast enough that I would outrace his throw. I looked back and discovered that I hadn’t put twenty yards between the pack and me. Preston hadn’t even cocked the ball yet. Looking back was a mistake. My feet got all tangled up. I tripped and rolled. Playground stickers tore at my palms. I heard the laughter, stood, and regarded Preston with an “oh, well” shrug. I thought that was that, but he waved me deep.


There was this look in his eye like now he wasn’t playing around. I plodded off in the direction of the high-bars, my palms stinging, tears in my eyes. The ball, when I saw it, was a brown blur accelerating down at me like some sort of bird of prey. If I could’ve, I would’ve just run away from it, pretended I’d cut the wrong way, but it was coming straight at me, unavoidable. I put my hands up to fend it off. I had no delusions of catching it.


The skin of the ball slid across my fingers just before the nose of the ball smashed into my mouth, splitting my lip and filling my mouth with blood. The force knocked me over onto my back. I don’t remember the fall, just the howls of laughter as I lay there unable to get up.


Later, in the safety of the Jag, Preston tried to make me feel better. “Guess no one ever showed you how to play football.”


It was the best he could do, but even as an eight-year-old, I knew better. Plenty of guys could play without the benefit of a father’s backyard coaching. It wasn’t the fact that I’d never be a good athlete that I hated as much as I hated being afraid of sports: the collisions, the speed, the energy, the emotion.


“Not really,” I said wanting to change the subject. “We still gonna go see Empire Strikes Back?”


My fat lip throbbed. I was trying not to drip blood on his seats.


“Naw,” he said. “I got an idea.”


That was the first time we went to the Cowboys’ training facility, but thereafter it replaced all the fun and games that had filled our schedule. At first I hated it, though I never said a word to Preston. It was hard work. He got the trainers to find gym shorts my size, and they special-ordered a pair of shoes for me. It was cool seeing some of the other Cowboy players push themselves through off-season workouts, but Preston wasn’t all that social at the training facility. He was down to business, and business was making an athlete out of me. He didn’t start slow: an hour of agility drills—high-stepping through tires and ropes, weaving around cones, backpedaling at crazy angles. He made me hold a football the whole time. Take it home with me at night. Sleep with it.


Preston always held a stopwatch and timed everything we did, occasionally giving me updates. “Cut a second off your tire time,” he’d say.


I charted my progress at home and imagined myself on a collector card.


I loved hanging out with Preston, but I didn’t quit dreading the workouts until one day I realized I wasn’t falling down as much anymore. I wasn’t fast by Oak Cliff standards, and he hadn’t dared throw me a pass, but I was getting there. I began secretly wishing someone would set up tires and ropes in the hallways at school, make us backpedal to class. On my way to school I would carioca down the lines in the streets—running sideways, lead leg out, back leg over, lead leg out, back leg under. I did it like Preston showed me, head swiveling, eyes scanning the sky, ready to pull down an INT and take it the other way for six.


“Make ’em pay,” Preston would say. “If they don’t respect you, make ’em pay.”


He started me on weights and distance running. I attacked both disciplines. I didn’t have to be such a good athlete. All I had to do was ignore the pain, and I’d been practicing that my whole life. Preston would lift and jog right next to me and ask me what I’d do with all my money when I was a pro athlete. I was always breathing too hard to answer, but I started making a list in my head: a house for Momma, cereal that came in boxes instead of plastic sacks, my own Pizza Hut franchise. Preston was always going on about getting himself a deep-sea fishing boat. He kept stacks of brochures in his glove compartment. He’d have me get them out and tell him which I liked best. I put a deep-sea fishing boat on my list. For Preston, if he didn’t have one by then. I figured it was the least I could do.


After our first month, Preston made a little poster and told me to hang it in my room next to my mirror.


GOALS


40-yard dash—6.0 seconds


Bench press—your weight


Mile run—6 minutes


Preston led me to his locker. He held out one of his real game jerseys. It was huge, blue and silver—beautiful. I reached out and touched the heavy mesh.


“It’s yours when you reach your goals,” he promised.


I pictured myself walking down the halls at school in that jersey. My knees got weak.


The mile time was cake. I came home and put a line through it. The bench press took me a couple months. Another line. The first time Preston timed me in the 40, I clocked a 6.6. I had it down to a 6.2, but I wasn’t getting any faster than that. You’d think that with all of the working out, I would’ve been anxious to start playing real football, but I wasn’t. I was still afraid. The day Preston came out of the equipment room carrying that huge Wilson, I wanted to disappear. Preston took me out to the AstroTurf practice field. He positioned me on the twenty yard line, planted himself on the twenty-five, and tossed me the ball, softly. I wasn’t afraid of it, but it bounced off my chest and fell to the ground nonetheless. Preston was close enough to me that he could talk without raising his voice.


“Catch with your hands, little man,” he said.


I threw the ball back to him.


“With your hands,” he repeated. “Look here.”


Preston tucked the ball between his knees, held his hands out, and spread his fingers. His thumb and index fingers touched, creating a natural aperture.


“What’s that hole look like, little man?”


“I don’t know.”


“The shape …”


“A diamond?”


Preston chuckled.


“That ain’t what my coaches called it, but you’re young still,” Preston said. “All right, when the ball comes, I want you to watch it all the way in through that … diamond. Ready?”


I nodded, and Preston tossed a soft spiral toward me. I made the diamond with my fingers and watched the ball approach through the hole. At the last minute, though, I snapped my eyes shut, tried to close my fingers too soon, and ended up getting my pinky jammed as a result.


I couldn’t catch a soft toss from five yards away. I went home that day more beaten than I’d been since we started.


The next time we went out to the practice field, it was with a Nerf ball. I was much better at keeping my eyes open with the soft foam zipping in at me. I caught most of them. Preston kept trying to get me to catch ten in a row, but he wouldn’t count any that I trapped against my chest. He’d only count the ones I caught away from my body with my hands. He’d always intentionally throw a couple bad ones to test me. It took me an hour and a half, but when I finally got ten in a row, Preston called it a day.


And that’s how it went for the next few weeks: We’d work out first, then after I caught ten in a row, we’d “take it to the house.” Every week he’d back up another three yards, but when he got to twenty yards he stopped. For one thing, I couldn’t throw the ball back any farther than that. In the meantime, I got my 40 down to a 6.1—a tenth of a second from owning that jersey. The week after I caught my ten at twenty yards, Preston brought the Wilson back out. The first pass he threw, I was blinking so fast that it was like trying to catch with a disco light flashing. The ball smacked me in the nose, but this time I didn’t let Preston know it hurt. I hurled the ball back. He caught it on one hop.


He reached into a gym bag and pulled out the sort of goggles Kareem Abdul-Jabbar wore.


“Put these on,” he said.


I caught the next eight he threw me before I dropped a bullet that came in at knee level. The next week we started running pass routes: posts, curls, flags, down and outs, down and ins. I couldn’t wait for our workouts after that. Preston started calling me Bug, because of the way I looked in the goggles.


“Down and out, Bug.”


“Juke the safety, Bug.”


“Sand wedge, Bug.”


That was when he had me caddie for him in a golf tournament for charity that one of the other Cowboy players organized. I’d never been on a golf course before. I’d only seen them on TV. They look nicer in person. All that grass, clipped and perfect. Trees and streams. White sand in perfect dunes. Other Cowboys had their sons carrying their clubs. Preston had me. A TV reporter interviewed Preston, and he made them get me in the shot. His arm draped across my shoulder. On the way home we stopped at Preston’s house. I couldn’t believe he lived there himself. You could’ve fit three or four of our houses in his. It had a four-car garage. A pool with a slide. A big-screen TV. There was a room with nothing but trophies, game balls, and framed magazines with Preston on the cover.


I found out the next day at school that a few of the guys had seen me on TV. Instead of being impressed, it made them hate me more. They couldn’t get over how Preston Moncrief was friends with a nothing like me. At recess a couple of them asked if I wanted to play football. The same guys played every day. Not even two-below; they played tackle on the solidly packed dirt of the playground. I’d always been safe before. They knew I didn’t play; they never asked. Now they had something to prove. I didn’t deserve to be friends with a Dallas Cowboy. I should be skipping rope with the girls.


I couldn’t back out, but I needed my goggles. I couldn’t catch without my goggles. I’d blink. Then again, they’d probably never throw to me. Why throw to me when Stephawn Coleman was on the same field? I said yeah, then stretched out my legs like Preston taught me. That made a few of them laugh.


The game started, and for the first eight or nine plays I didn’t have much to do. I ran down and outs when we had the ball, and covered their slowest, worst player when they had the ball. The other team wasn’t even bothering to cover me. It didn’t matter. I didn’t even mention it. No one was going to throw me the ball. Fine with me. I found I was enjoying the running around. Just feeling a part of the game, even if it was a small part.


The next play I got more involved. James Burleson, the other team’s best player, caught a pass over the middle. Stephawn was supposed to be covering him, but he’d gotten faked out. I had an angle on James, coming in from his blind side. I didn’t even stop and think. There wasn’t time. I took three steps and dove. My shoulder slammed into his knee, and he fell hard, though my head cushioned the blow for him. I was too dizzy to stand all the way up. I climbed to one knee, and was vaguely aware of teammates slapping me on the back.


I got in on a couple more tackles and one pass was thrown to me, but it was way over my head, so I didn’t even get my hand on it. The first bell rang ending recess, but the score was tied and the other team had gotten the ball first, so we kept playing. I kept running my down and outs. On fourth down, I looked back after making my cut and saw our quarterback scrambling. I was running out of field, so I cut up the sideline toward the end zone. I looked back again and saw the strangest thing. The football was on its way. It was coming to me if I just kept running. I brought my hands up, formed my diamond, framed the ball with it.


You don’t need goggles if you just catch it.


The ball was like a jet landing on an aircraft carrier, skidding and stopping, still inches from my face. I squeezed, tucked, imagined ropes, and high-stepped across the goal line. I got tackled, but it was by my own teammates who had sprinted up behind me to celebrate.


I couldn’t concentrate the rest of the school day; I was so anxious for it to end. It was Tuesday, and that meant Preston would be picking me up. I couldn’t wait to tell him, couldn’t wait to run another 40. Today was the day. Six-flat. Bet on it. I’d be wearing that jersey to school tomorrow, and no one would make fun of me for it. Preston was my best friend, my big brother. I wanted to tell him that, but after school he didn’t show.


At first I thought I had the days wrong, but I got home, checked, and found out I didn’t. Something had probably come up. I blew it off until Thursday, but he didn’t show up then either. I tried calling him from home. I left a message on his machine. I called the Cowboys’ practice facility, but they treated me like I was just some stupid kid. School ended a couple weeks later, and I still hadn’t heard from Preston. I kept asking Momma what had happened. She asked me if I wanted to sign up for a new Big Brother. I yelled at her that I already had one. For some reason I blamed it on her. I thought maybe Preston had been traded, but when it was time for training camp, I saw him interviewed on TV talking about the chances for the next season.


The reporter asked him a question about his “troubled off-season.”


Preston said that he had put that behind him. “Two hundred hours of community service and you can bet you’ll learn your lesson,” he said.


I think I was fifteen or sixteen before I really understood what that meant.


So now I’m holding nine folders. I’ll start the interviews tonight. I’m anxious to get this assignment over with. Just leafing through these volunteers’ evaluation sheets, I can already see they gave the program a big thumbs up. Telling their teachers what they wanted to hear. There’s a great tradition of that. Maybe I’ll do the same, but you know, before Preston Moncrief I didn’t know shacks from mansions, so excuse me if I don’t join the Hallelujah Chorus over three hundred high school kids set loose on the community, blindly colliding, if only momentarily, with real people living real lives. Those lives keep going long after the kids have reduced them to a line on a college application.
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